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INTERPRETING TEXTS CSEN4012 – 2017/2018
[bookmark: _GoBack]NARRATIVE – ESSAYS

Q. Discuss narration and focalization in narrative fiction and analyse their use in AT LEAST ONE passage of Things Fall Apart

[bookmark: _Hlk497488535]Narration and focalisation are narrative techniques in narrative fiction, employed by authors, in ‘an effort’ to impress upon their readers ‘a true internal world of subjective experience’[footnoteRef:1]. This essay examines and distinguishes between both these literary devices. Extracts from Things Fall Apart by Chinua Achebe have been taken to analyse their use. To understand these concepts, it is important to identify the 3 aspects of Narrative Fiction. As defined by Rimmon-Kenan these are ‘[story]…a succession of fictional events...; [text] spoken or written discourse which undertakes their telling and [narration] the act or process of production’.[footnoteRef:2] To support my analysis on the distinction between focalisation and narration, I will refer to the works of Rimmon-Kenan, Genette, Bal, Barthes, Booth and Chatman.  [1: Nelson Philips, ‘Telling Organizational Tales: On the Role of Narrative Fiction in the Study of Organizations’, Montreal McGil University: Ebssco Publishing, 2002 [Available at: http://www.academia.edu/3694554], Accessed 03/11/2017]  [2:  Shlomith Rimmon-Kenan, Narrative Fiction: Contemporary Poetics, (London, Methuen/Routledge, 1983), p.3.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk497656130][bookmark: _Hlk497635839]Genette proposed focalisation whilst views on narration were mostly propagated by Booth.[footnoteRef:3] Genette introduced focalisation to make it distinguishable from the narrator’s ‘point of view’.[footnoteRef:4] It helped avoid the confusion between perspective and narration. Mieke Bal referred to focalisation as ‘the relationship between the vision that sees and that which is seen’.[footnoteRef:5] Focalisation thus helped separate the narrative operation between the ‘telling’ and ‘seen’. Rimmon-Kenan affirms focalization as ‘who sees in the text versus narration or who speaks’.[footnoteRef:6] To establish who sees in the text, one can ask who is the character who aligns itself with the narrative perspective, whilst with who speaks, one can ask who is doing the telling, thus who is the narrator? [3:  Shlomith Rimmon-Kenan, Narrative Fiction: Contemporary Poetics, (London: Methuen/Routledge, 1983), p.87.]  [4:  Gerard Genette, Narrative Discourse: An Essay in Method, Trans. by Jane E Lewin (Ithaca, New York Cornell University press, 1972), p.189.]  [5:  Mieke Bal, Narratology Introduction to the Theory of Narrative, 2(London, University of Toronto Press, 1985), p.146.]  [6:  Shlomith Rimmon-Kenan, Narrative Fiction: Contemporary Poetics, (London: Methuen/Routledge, 1983), p.72.] 

Narration is the ‘verbal nature of the medium used to transmit the message’.[footnoteRef:7] Thus, the narrator is the ‘narrative voice, the speaker of the text’. Narration was mostly advocated by Booth,[footnoteRef:8] wherein narration levels, typology of narrators and narrator reliability were studied. The narration levels are ‘real author’, ‘real reader’, ‘implied author’, ‘implied reader’, ‘narrator’ and ‘narratee’.[footnoteRef:9] The Typology of narrators are extradiegetic, intradiegetic, diegetic and hypodiegetic.[footnoteRef:10] Reliability of the narrator was also analysed.[footnoteRef:11] [7:  Shlomin Rimmon-Kenan, Narrative Fiction: Contemporary Poetics, (London: Methuen/Routledge, 1983), p.2.]  [8:  Wayne C. Booth, The Rhetoric of Fiction (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1961), p.149.]  [9:  Seymour Chatman, Story and Discourse: Narrative Structure in Fiction and Film, (London: Cornell University Press, 1978), p.151.]  [10:  Shlomith Rimmon-Kenan, Narrative Fiction: Contemporary Poetics, (London: Methuen/Routledge, 1983), p.95 – 96.]  [11:  Wayne C. Booth, The Rhetoric of Fiction (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1961). p.159.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk497635876]In Things Fall Apart the narrator is not a character in the narrative, he is outside the story. Thus, we can infer that this is a heterodiegetic narrative. The narrative has been written in the third person and the narrator knows more than the characters in the story on situations and events, whether it be in the past, present or future. Things Fall Apart opens with an omniscient narrator who is the focalizer on an extradiegetic level, Okonkwo here is the foclaized.
Okonkwo was well known throughout the village and even beyond. His fame rested on solid personal achievements. As a young man of eighteen he had brought honour to his village by throwing Amalinze the Cat.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Chinua Achebe, Things Fall Apart, (London: Heinemann, Heinemann Educational, 1958), p.3.] 

Focalisation and narration can be distinguished when the narrator tells what a character sees. Though the narrator’s speech may carry an opinion about it, it still must be distinguished from that of the character, even if the narrator was seeing through the eyes of the character. The very last passage in Things Fall Apart is conveyed through a character. There is an ironic twist from an objective omniscient point of view to a personal point of view of the District Commissioner. The ideological facet is prevalent. The District Commissioner reduces Umuofia’s history to a paragraph. This represents the demise of an ‘indigenous oral history to a history of the conquered’.[footnoteRef:13] It indirectly underlines ‘Africa’s misrepresentation by Imperialism Bureaucracy’.[footnoteRef:14] [13: Oliver Lovesey, ‘Making Use Of The Past in Things Fall Apart in Modern Critical Interpretations, ed. Harold Bloom, (New York: Info Base Publishing, 2009), p.115-140:132.]  [14:  Yosef Ben-Jochannan, Africa: Mother of Western Civilization, (New York: Alkebu-Lan Book Associates, Student and Researcher’s Ed, 1977) p.248.] 

He thought about that book…One could almost write a whole chapter on him. Perhaps not a whole paragraph at any rate… one must be firm in cutting out details. He had already chosen the title of the book…: The Pacification of the Primitive Tribes of the Lower Niger.[footnoteRef:15] [15:  Chinua Achebe, Things Fall Apart, (London: Heinemann, Heinemann Educational, 1958), p.147-148.] 

Focalisation cannot be restrained to just visual elements as demonstrated above. Rimmon-Kenan regards focalization to be too restricted to the visual sense. She broadens it to include ‘perceptual, psychological and ideological facets of focalization and how external/internal focalization manifests in each’.[footnoteRef:16] Genette defines focalization as ‘non-focalized, internally focalized or externally focalized’.[footnoteRef:17]  This can be ‘from within’ or ‘from without’. ‘A narrative is not only focalized by someone, the ‘focalizer’, but also is focalized on someone or something, the ‘focalized’. The ‘focalizer’ is the ‘subject’ and the ‘focalised’ the ‘object’.[footnoteRef:18] As per the example below, the something being seen may not be a character, it could even be an incident or an event in the story. Something, however, must do the seeing, this does not have to be the narrator, it can be the character. If the focalizer is outside the story it is external, whereas if the focalizer is the character inside, it is internal. In Things Fall Apart when Nyowe reflects on Okonkwo’s return after Ikemefuna is killed,[footnoteRef:19] focalisation can be external or internal depending on who is doing the seeing. The psychological and perceptual facets become apparent.  [16:  Shlomith Rimmon-Kenan, Narrative Fiction: Contemporary Poetics, (London: Methuen/Routledge 1983), p.77.]  [17: Gerard Genette, Narrative Discourse: An Essay in Method, Trans. by Jane E Lewin (Ithaca, New York Cornell University press, 1972), p.189.]  [18:  Shlomith Rimmon-Kenan, Narrative Fiction: Contemporary Poetics. (London: Methuen/Routledge 1983), p.72.]  [19:  Chinua Achebe, Things Fall Apart, (London: Heinemann, Heinemann Educational, 1958), p.43.] 

He had the same kind of feeling…during the last harvest season. Every child loved the harvest season…This roasted yam soaked in red palm-oil…was sweeter than any meal at home…Nyowe had felt for the first time a snapping inside him...they were returning home…when they heard the voice of an infant crying …Nyowe had heard twins were…thrown away in the forest…. A vague chill had descended on him…passes an evil spirit.[footnoteRef:20] [20:  Chinua Achebe, Things Fall Apart, (London: Heinemann, Heinemann Educational, 1958), p.43.] 

If the narrator is the focalizer and Nwoye the focalized, then it is external focalization from within. The narrator outside the story describes Nyowe’s internal feelings… ‘a snapping inside him’. If Nyowe is the focalizer, it is then internal focalisation from within. Nyowe here is a character inside the story and is emotional. Nyowe remembers the harvest through the eyes of a child… ‘roasted yams…sweeter than any meal at home’. He feels ‘A vague chill’…’an evil spirit’ by the memories of ‘an infant crying in the thick forest’. The Ibo practice of abandoning ‘twins’ effects Nyowe. Here he marginalizes himself from his culture.  His character takes an ideological position through his way of seeing the world. The focalized can also be the focalizer. If Nyowe is the focalizer and is reflecting on himself as the focalized, we are then encouraged to see Nyowe the way he sees himself, thus the narrator is not compromised. If it is the narrator who is focalizing, we are being encouraged to see Nyowe compassionately. This is a critical moment in the story. Nyowe is being portrayed sympathetically despite abandoning his father and converting to Christianity. This could reflect the narrator’s views ‘on colonization and the conversion to Christianity’. One can argue the narrator’s sentiments about colonization are mixed. The ill treatment of the Ibo people by the colonizers in the narrative and the eventual demise of their tradition, bring to the surface the internal tribal conflicts that the colonizers provoked. On the other hand, they brought with them schools, hospitals and trade.[footnoteRef:21] [21:  Oliver Lovesey, ‘Making Use of The Past in Things Fall Apart in Modern Critical Interpretations, ed. Harold Bloom, (New York: Info Base Publishing, 2009), p.115-140:119.] 

Another distinction between narration and focalization is that focalisation is always shifting, while the narrator is constant. Focalization in Things Fall Apart switches from one character to another. It moves from Okonkwo, Ekwefi, Ezinma, Nwoye, Chielo, Obierika and others. This helps create an illusion of reality, giving depth to the characters and events. Okonkwo has issues of fear, enjoys violence and having a sense of power. Unlike Nwoye and Obierika he is intransigent. ‘The Clan was like a lizard; if it lost its tail it soon grew back’.[footnoteRef:22] Nwoye joins the missionaries and Obierika questions Okonkwo’s exile.[footnoteRef:23] Unoka’s love for his flute and music reflects the Ibo culture. ‘He was very good with his flute, … when the village musicians brought their instruments…Unoka would play with them’.[footnoteRef:24] Ekewefi and Chielo are strong women; Ekwefi followed Chielo in the night; Chielo is a high priestess. Unoka and the women reflect defiance and durability. Okonkwo’s decisions revolved around his perception on masculinity which led to his downfall. In the narrative Okonkwo is associated with a rat. The narrator seems to detach himself from Okonkwo’s attributes and beliefs.   [22:  Chinua Achebe, Things Fall Apart, (London: Heinemann, Heinemann Educational, 1958), p.121.]  [23: Oliver Lovesey, ‘Making Use Of The Past in Things Fall Apart in Modern Critical Interpretations, ed. Harold Bloom, (New York: Info Base Publishing, 2009), p.115-140:130.]  [24:  Chinua Achebe, Things Fall Apart, (London: Heinemann, Heinemann Educational, 1958), p.4.] 

Infact he had not killed a rat with his gun…[footnoteRef:25]..his eyes were red and fierce like the eyes of a rat.[footnoteRef:26]   [25:  Chinua Achebe, Things Fall Apart, (London: Heinemann, Heinemann Educational, 1958), p.27-28.]  [26:  Chinua Achebe, Things Fall Apart, (London: Heinemann, Heinemann Educational, 1958), p.44. ] 

In Things Fall Apart one narrator tells us the whole story, maintaining the tradition of oral story telling. There is the ‘construction of a seemingly objective, impartial narrator with a detached self- effacing implied author’.[footnoteRef:27] The narrative has different levels and has been written for an ‘implied reader’,[footnoteRef:28] a Westerner who has limited specific cultural knowledge and for the Africans, to help them identify with their own tradition. The narrative both educates and informs. The use of English makes it accessible to the Westerner. The use of proverbs helps illustrate the importance of language ‘among the Ibo’ and how the ‘art of conversation is regarded very highly, and proverbs are the palm oil with which words are eaten’.[footnoteRef:29]  [27: Oliver Lovesey, ‘Making Use Of The Past in Things Fall Apart in Modern Critical Interpretations, ed. Harold Bloom, (New York: Info Base Publishing, 2009), p.115-140:125.]  [28:  Seymour Chatman, Story and Discourse: Narrative Structure in Fiction and Film, (Ithica and London: Cornell University Press; 1978), p.150-151.]  [29:  Chinua Achebe, Things Fall Apart, (London: Heinemann, Heinemann Educational, 1958), p.5.] 

The narrator is a level down from the ‘implied author’.[footnoteRef:30] In Things Fall Apart, the narrator is extradiegetic and stands outside the narrative.  Characters on the diegetic level like Ekwefi and Enzima tell each other stories creating varied narrator levels. Deviating from the main narrative through diegetic narrators, apprise the reader of folklores that influenced their lives. The reader is encouraged to feel sympathetic for the naive birds (the Ibo) betrayed by the cunning Tortoise (the colonizers) whose broken shell reflects downfall.[footnoteRef:31] The animals in their stories are characters on a hypodiegetic level. These narrative levels bring to the forefront the lost cultural tradition with the advent of Imperialism. [30:  Wayne C. Booth, The Rhetoric of Fiction, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1961), p.156.]  [31: Chinua Achebe, Things Fall Apart, (London: Heinemann, Heinemann Educational, 1958), p.68-70.] 

Narrators can differ in reliability. The narrator’s personal involvement could distort the perspective. ‘I have called a narrator reliable when he speaks for or acts in accordance with the norms of the work (which is to say, the implied authors norms), unreliable when he does not’.[footnoteRef:32] A knowledgeable narrator with an unproblematic value scheme can be considered as reliable.  [32:  Wayne C. Booth, The Rhetoric of Fiction, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1961), p.159.] 

Things Fall Apart has been viewed by many as a narrative that offers a window into the life of the Ibo people during pre-colonial and colonized Nigeria. The narrator has a ‘wealth of cultural knowledge’ ‘is seemingly impartial’ and allows the reader ‘access into the everyday life, practices and the secrets of an isolated society. With its continuous shifting of focalisation, it appears to be an ethnographic novel. The reader gets to respect the Ibo culture’.[footnoteRef:33] The Ibo proverbs are presented repetitively. Transformation of such cultural traditions today are evident. ‘It challenges the reader’s perception on colonial Africa and its influence on the people colonized.’[footnoteRef:34] [33:  Oliver Lovesey, ‘Making Use Of The Past in Things Fall Apart in Modern Critical Interpretations, ed. Harold Bloom, (New York: Info Base Publishing, 2009), p.115-140:125.]  [34:  Oliver Lovesey, ‘Making Use Of The Past in Things Fall Apart in Modern Critical Interpretations, ed. Harold Bloom, (New York: Info Base Publishing, 2009), p.115-140:130.] 

On examining Chapter 6, the narrator is extradiegetic. The wrestling match is focalized externally. Thoughts, feelings and emotions remain opaque and mostly actions are presented. 
The whole village turned out on the ilo, men, women and children. They stood round in a huge circle. The elders of the village sat on their own stools.[footnoteRef:35] [35: Chinua Achebe, Things Fall Apart, (London: Heinemann, Heinemann Educational, 1958) p.33.] 

A shift to internal focalization from within occurs between Ekwefi and Chielo; Okonkwo and Ezinma are being focalized; There is concern for Ezinma’s wellbeing. Internal feelings and thoughts are presented. The narrator remains outside the story as extradiegetic. 
‘Is it true that Okonkwo nearly killed you with his gun?’... ‘It is true indeed, my dear friend, I cannot yet find a mouth with which to tell the story’…’Your chi is…awake… how is my daughter Ezinma?’…’She has been very well. Perhaps she has come to stay.’… ‘I think she has...’…’I think she will stay’.[footnoteRef:36] [36: Chinua Achebe, Things Fall Apart, (London: Heinemann, Heinemann Educational, 1958) p.34.] 

External focalisation shifts to the heterodiegetic narrator in the lines below. The focalized is Chielo. Focalization is from within when referring to Ekewfi and Chielo’s friendship and Ekwefi’s daughter. 
The woman with whom she talked was…Chielo. She was the priestess of Agbala…. She was very friendly with Ekwefi. She was particularly fond of Ekwefi’s daughter.[footnoteRef:37]  [37:  Chinua Achebe, Things Fall Apart, (London: Heinemann, Heinemann Educational, 1958), p.34-35.] 

In narration we have ‘Ulterior narration’[footnoteRef:38] and ‘Anterior narration’. Ulterior narration are stories from a perspective after events have happened. Anterior narration has events narrated as though they will happen in the future. ‘Analepsis’ and ‘Prolepsis’[footnoteRef:39] techniques differ. They are text based, devised to manipulate the reader taking them back and forth. Prolepsis is seen when the fate of Ikemefuna is conveyed before it happens.[footnoteRef:40] Analepsis takes you back, like in the death of Unoka.[footnoteRef:41] [38: Shlomith Rimmon-Kenan, Narrative Fiction: Contemporary Poetics. (London: Methuen/Routledge 1983), p.89.]  [39:  Shlomith Rimmon-Kenan, Narrative Fiction: Contemporary Poetics. (London: Methuen/Routledge 1983), p.128-129.]  [40:  Chinua Achebe, Things Fall Apart, (London: Heinemann, Heinemann Educational, 1958), p.6. ]  [41:  Chinua Achebe, Things Fall Apart, (London: Heinemann, Heinemann Educational, 1958), p.13. ] 

We can thus conclude from the analysis outlined in this essay that focalization and narration are distinct from each other and that focalisation is the perspective through which the narrative is presented in text, whilst narration is the act of telling. Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart clearly employs both these techniques with its continually shifting focalization and seemingly constant narration through an omniscient narrator.
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