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Following the death of Nigerian novelist Chinua Achebe,
Alfred Cudjoe looks at the challenges of translating
the hybrid language in his most celebrated book

One of the tasks that Africans south
of the Sahara set for themselves
after independence was to restore

the continent’s image abroad. Thus, many
African scholars in the late 1950s and early
1960s embarked on an agenda to reverse
some of the misconceptions and stereotypes
of Africans in novels produced mostly by
European writers. 
Most chose to use the language of their

former colonial masters, but decided to use
that language in a way that would allow them
to express their African experience and to rid
the language of its hegemonic control. The
translation of the literature they produced,
therefore, requires translation strategies that
preserve the writer’s agenda. To do otherwise
would be to betray the African writer’s cause.
Chinua Achebe’s seminal novel Things Fall

Apart (1958) is the tragic story of Okonkwo,
who spends most of his time fighting not
only invading colonial forces, but also some
of his own people. The subject matter is
related to the colonial process, and the novel
has been heralded as the best piece of
modern Sub-Saharan literature in English.
Through Things Fall Apart, Achebe shows his
understanding of the traditional community,
painting a detailed picture of the people’s
political, economic and religious institutions
and values.  
To tell his African story in the form of a

novel, Achebe adopted a distinctive style
through the creation of a modulated version
of English, referred to as an African variety.1

This involves the incorporation of traditional
proverbs, adages and sayings through

Things fall apart

text. African proverbs with African thought
patterns are difficult to express in European
languages, but Ligny has been able to
replicate in French what Achebe has written
in English. 
Take the proverb, ‘When the moon is

shining the cripple becomes hungry for a
walk’. Here, Ligny departs slightly from a
literal translation by rendering the second
part as, ‘l’envie d’aller se promener démange
les infirmes’ (‘the cripples are itching to go for
a walk’). It is a choice that makes the French
sound as idiomatic as the source language.
Innovative use of language to replicate the
original postcolonial text is a way of ensuring
that the French, like the English, is able to
accommodate African proverbs and sayings.

Alien environment 
On the other hand, Ligny is, in many ways,
alien to the West African environment. He is,
therefore, not expected to have the same
knowledge of West African socio-cultural and
linguistic realities as Achebe, and this makes
the task of translating the novel rather
challenging. Ligny does not appear to have
carried out the necessary research to make
up for this handicap, and this does not help
to ensure a faithful representation of the
African experience. As a result, he has not
been able to provide the appropriate
solutions to some of the socio-cultural
problems he faced, leading to a number of
instances of miscommunication, which have
been discussed by translation theorists.3

In the following passage, the use of the
word crainte for ‘fear’ throughout does not

calquing, interpolation of the vernacular
(similar to code-mixing), animal stories and
irony, using the standard variety of English
associated with West African intellectuals.
These linguistic and cultural features give
African characteristics to the novel. So how
have they been handled in the French
translation of the novel?
Translator Michel Ligny, a Frenchman,

begins with a handicap, since he is a 
non-African and may struggle to deal with
the socio-cultural themes of the novel.
Although it has been written in a European
language, the culture whose language
informs the book is ‘an/other language’.2

However, Ligny has demonstrated great
professional skill in handling issues pertaining
to West African culture in his translation. His
integrity in translating African proverbs is
exhibited in the translation of the title as Le
Monde s’Effondre (lit. ‘the world collapses’).
This title whets the reader’s appetite, since
they will be eager to know which world is
disintegrating, how and why.
It is also to Ligny’s credit that he is able to

use his creativity, when necessary, to make
the target text as meaningful as the source

The translation
requires strategies
that preserve the
writer’s agenda
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aux serres rougies. La peur d’Okonkwo était
plus grande que celle-ci. 
Thus, as the passage shows, the word

‘fear’ translated into French is either peur or
crainte, depending on the context. 
The inability to find the right contextual

meaning for a word or expression could also
be due to lack of knowledge of certain social
and environmental conditions. For example,
depending on context, the word ‘bite’ may
be associated with a dog or an insect, ie a
mosquito. In French, however, the verbs
mordre and piquer are used respectively in
these contexts. This is why the translation of
‘… a mosquito had bitten him as he slept’ 
(p.53) as ‘un moustique l’avait mordu
pendant son sommeil’ (p.83) doesn’t work.
The names of some food items and the

expressions associated with them are unique
to West Africa. Thus, a translator who is not
conversant with the indigenous environment
is bound to have some difficulties in
translating phrases used in this context. This
explains why Ligny is unable to find the French
equivalent for ‘a big meal of pounded yam
and bitter-leaf-soup’ (p.99). His translation 
‘un grand repas d’ignames écrasés et de
soupe de légumes (p.170) is not appropriate
in the Francophone West African context.
Écrasé suggests ‘crushed’ rather than

pounded in a mortar, as is the practice in West
Africa. Instead, it should be translated as
ignames pilés. There are other instances in
which the translation misrepresents West
African traditional and socio-cultural practices.
While Ligny shows great skill in the handling

of Ibo proverbs and other culture-specific
expressions in Things Fall Apart, his lack of 
in-depth knowledge of West African culture
and customary practices means that he is
unable to interpret them adequately. He also
fails to carry out some research to make up for
his cultural limitations. This supports the view
that many European writers write about an
Africa in the European imagination, showing
no real interest in reality and authenticity. 
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distinguish the two meanings suggested in
the original (emphasis added):

But his whole life was dominated by fear,
the fear of failure and of weakness. It was
deeper and more intimate than the fear of
evil and capricious gods and of magic, the
fear of the forest and the forces of nature,
malevolent, red in tooth and claw. Okonkwo’s
fear was greater than these. (p.9) 
Mais sa vie entière était dominée par la

crainte, la crainte c’était quelque chose de plus
profond et de plus intime que la crainte du mal
et des dieux capricieux et de la magie, la
crainte de la forêt et des forces de la nature,
malveillants, aux dents et aux serres rougies. 
La crainte d’Okonkwo était plus grande que
celles-ci. (pp.21-22)
As can be observed from the passage,

‘fear’, as used by the author, suggests two
different meanings: one in the face of 
danger (peur) and the other when it is
reverential in front of God (crainte). To make
this distinction clearer, I propose the
following translation:

Mais sa vie entière était dominée par la
peur, la peur de l’échec et de la faiblesse.
C’était quelque chose de plus intime que la
peur du mal et la crainte des dieux capricieux
et de la magie, la peur de la forêt et des
forces de la nature, malveillants, aux dents et

LITERARY GREAT
Known as the ‘grandfather of
Nigerian literature’, Chinua
Achebe speaks at a PEN
American Center event 
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