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Folklore can also be termed as folk literature which comprises other forms such as 
folksongs, legends, folktales etc. Folklore in a general sense describes the belief 
system of humans in the form of stories, myths, legends etc. It encompasses culture, 
tradition, value system of human societies which is passed on from one generation to 
another generation in the means of oral tradition. 

As folktales play a major role in Indian society, we do find a similar form in African 
society. Folktales play a major part in African oral tradition. A bonding that is created 
with the family members, where an adult tells stories to the youngsters sitting around 
fire. Though the stories don’t have a happy ending, they are entertaining but serve to 
teach a lesson as well, sometimes a moral value and other times of survival. We can 
see that most of the stories have animals as the characters, which do exhibit human 
qualities. 

This paper attempts to showcase how Achebe uses folktales, proverbs in his novels to 
build up a bonding within the family members, but also how it prepares young people 
for life, teaches a lesson or moral through those stories that could be uncalculated in 
their daily life’s. The paper also discusses how some of these stories can be reread in 
a post colonial context. 
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Folk literature includes all the myths, legends, epics, fables and folktales passed down 
by word of mouth through the generation. The authors of traditional literature are 
usually unknown or unidentifiable. These stories have endured because they are 
entertaining, they embody the culture’s belief system and they contain fundamental 
human truths by which people have lived for centuries. Knowing the characters and 
situations of folk literature is part of being culturally literate. 

Folk literature, regardless of its place of origin, seems clearly to have arisen to meet a 
variety of human needs, to explain the mysteries of natural world, fears and dreams, 
and to entertain ourselves and each other.  

Most of the folktales setting remove the tale from the real world, taking us to a place 
and time where animals talk,  the characters are usually simple and straight forward. 
They are typically either completely good or entirely evil. They tend to bring out 
human emotions such as greed, love, hatred and jealousy. 

African literature consist a strong tradition of oral literature. Oral literature is so 
intimately connected with the socio-cultural context. We find that oral tradition and 
myth forms a large part of African literature. Achebe’s Things Fall Apart and No 
Longer at Ease are filled with such kind of stories, myths and proverbs. Achebe in his 
Things Fall Apart challenges the European stereotype of Africa as a primitive savage 
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identity and brings forth the complexities of African societies with their alternative set 
of traditions, ideas, values and behaviour. Achebe has a a mission to educate both the 
African and European readers to reinstall a sense of pride in African cultures and help 
his society to regain its belief in itself. 

Over the course of the novel, Achebe inserts small stories, which are folk tales of Ibo 
society. Achebe includes five folktales throughout the course of the novel. They are 
The Vulture and the Sky, Mosquito and The Ear, Why Snake lizard Killed Himself, 
How The Tortoise Got His Bumpy Shell and Mother Kite and Daughter Kite. Each 
story has its own meaning and its own reason to be in the novel. As far the novel 
things fall apart most of the stories take place between the mother and her children, 
especially between  Ekwefi and  Ezinma, for Okonkwo, fork tales especially those 
featuring animals are a symbol of  feminity, but for his son Nwoye, he preferred 
folktales over bloody war stories. Throughout the novel we can see Okonkwo 
disconnects  himself when folk tales are presented. It is also an interesting point to 
note that the use of folk tales stop with the arrival of the Christian missionaries. 

The story Mother Kite and Daughter Kite shows that silence and darkness in 
unsettling of the people of the nine villages, when it comes with the incident of killing 
a white man. The story convey the moral that when someone is silent, there is 
something harm or wrong to fall on the fellow humans/animals. 

In the story Vulture and the Sky, the entire story is like a metaphor, where the vulture 
is seen as a saviour and the sky as the god. The humans plead the vulture to ask god 
(sky) to show mercy on them. It tends to show that we are all mortals and are still at 
the whim of gods. It also conveys the danger of careless behaviour-the vulture could 
have covered his long talon to prevent it cutting through the coco-yam leaves and 
causing a deluge. It also serves the purpose of explaining weather patterns in the 
language that a child could relate to.  

The story of Mosquito and the Ear, where the ear has been humiliated the mosquito 
when he proposed for marriage by saying that he would die any time. The mosquito 
hums near the ear to prove that he is still alive. This folk tale is used to show how 
something is always by your side, or in the back of your head, even if you wish to 
humiliate it, ignore it or listen to it. It can be implied to our conscience that keeps 
reminding our good and bad deeds.  

In the story How The Tortoise Got His Bumpy Shell, the tortoise makes a plan to go 
with the birds, who are invited by the sky people for a feast. Before going, the tortoise 
who had a sweet tongue gives a suggestion of taking new names for the occasion, 
where his would be all of you. When the sky people invited them to east the tortoise 
asked for whom-they said all of you. The tortoise said the custom here is to serve the 
spokesperson first and others later. He had the best part of the feast whereas the birds 
got only bone. At the end when they were leaving they took away the feathers they 
gave him, he asked the parrot to convey a message but the latter did the opposite. The 
tortoise falls down and the shell gets crushed, when taken to the medicine man, it is 
stitched, that’s the reason why the tortoise shell is not smooth. The story teaches many 
lessons such as the dangers of arrogance, greed, blind faith, deception, and 
manipulation. This folktale is also a foreshadow, for the future colonization in Africa, 
but also illustrates the political situation of Africa and the Ibo people at that times. 
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The birds represent the villagers and the tortoise represents the Christian missionaries 
who try to change the customs of the birds. 

In the story Why Snake lizard Killed Himself,, he gave seven baskets of vegetables for 
his mother to cook, which in the end turned out to be just three baskets, for which he 
killed his mother. He then brought another seven baskets of vegetables and cooked to 
see that it finally reduced to three baskets. Seeing this he killed himself. The story 
conveys the moral that seeing is not believing, and to have patience to understand 
things rather than taking haste decisions. Its a lesson how lack of knowledge could 
have tragic consequences. Snake lizard did not understand that vegetables shrunk 
when cooked, and this lack of insight leads him killing both his mother and himself. 

The novel also conveys a lot of proverbs and myths such as never kill a man who says 
nothing, when the moon is shinning the cripple becomes hungry for a walk, let the kite 
perch and let the eagle perch too. Eneke the bird says that since men have learnt to 
shoot without missing, he has learned to fly without perching. Children were warned 
not to whistle at night for the fear of evil spirits. A snake was never called by its name 
at night because it could hear.  

No Longer at Ease is considered as a sequel of Things Fall Apart. In this novel we 
hardly find any folk tales, but we do find a lot of proverbs. The family which is now 
converted to Christianity, especially Issac Oknokwo, was not merely a Christian he 
was a catechist. He had forbid his wife Hannah from telling folktales. His ideology 
was that they were not heathens and stories like that are not for the people of the 
church. 

As there was a oral test, Obi had to tell a story where he improvised the story told by 
his mother about the wicked leopardess. It was the story of the wicked leopardess who 
wanted to eat the young lambs of her old friend the sheep. She went to the sheep’s hut 
as she knew she had gone to the market and began to search for the young lambs. She 
did ott know that their mother had hidden them inside some of the palm-kernels, lying 
around. At last she gave up the search and brought two stones to crack some of the 
kernels and eat before going, because she was very, very hungry. As soon as she 
cracked the first, the nut flew into the bush, she was amazed. The second also flew 
into the bush and the third and the eldest not only flew into the bush, in Obi’s version, 
slapped the leopardess in the eyes before doing so.The story may be simple, but 
conveys that we should not believe anyone blindly. Looks can be deceptive. A friend 
can turn into a foe.  

Achebe use of proverbs is an attempt to secure a place for orality in the written 
tradition. In the urban setting the proverb seems to remind one of the losses affected 
by colonial modernity. We see proverbs such as, you cannot plant greatness as you 
plant yams or maize. Whoever planted an iroko- tree- the greatest tree in the forest? 
You may collect all the iroko seeds in the world, open the soil and put them there. It 
will be in vain. The great tree chooses where to grow and we find it there, so it is with 
greatness with men- the village being proud of Obi’s greatness. Obi’s foolishness was 
discussed as the fox must he chased away first; after that the hen might be warned 
against wandering into the bush. The solidarity of the people of Umofia is brought 
out through the proverb kinsmen in trouble had to be saved, not blamed, anger 
against feet in the flesh, not in the bone. 
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Achebe, who believes that cultures use folklore to pass on great cultural richness, 
thinks such folklore can provide solutions to a people’s questions and problems. 
Hence folklore, which is an important feature of the Ibo culture, finds ample and 
appropriate place in the novels of Achebe. By the time we come to Ibo society in 
Nigeria in no longer at ease, most tradition values have disappeared but some of the 
proverbs that explicate moral and spiritual wisdom remain with the people. 
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