HPEN 4012
The Study of Literature: Text and Theory

COMMUNITY, SOCIETY AND NATIONHOOD

1. The lecture explores questions of whether and if so how a sense of community can be related to narrative and to narrative fiction. 

2. To begin to do this we can start by looking at representations of community in Things Fall Apart, exploring the ways in which a sense of community is supported and its identity conveyed by the distinctive cultural practice of oral story-telling.

3. Although the form of narrative chosen by Achebe to represent the distinctiveness of the Ibo community and more particularly of Umuofia is of course the novel, he presents the Umuofian community’s self-representation in the form of the oral folk narratives which the reader is told the community’s members nightly narrate to each other.

4. That Ibo folktales are composed of functions or episodes which provide the structural units for a large number of combinations would seem to be borne out by what happens when Ekwefi has finished telling the tale of the great feast in the sky, in Chapter 11 of Things Fall Apart. 
a. It is Ezinma’s turn to tell a story; she begins, ‘Once upon a time, Tortoise and Cat went to wrestle against Yams’, whereupon she interrupts her own narration, saying, ‘no, that is not the beginning’. She falters and, realising that she has told the wrong episode to begin her story, she corrects herself: ‘Once upon a time there was a great famine in the land of animals. Everybody was lean except Cat, who was fat and whose body shone as if oil was rubbed on it [...]’. At this point she breaks off because ‘at that very moment’ Chielo, the priestess of Agbala, is heard prophesying about Okonkwo, and so everyone in his family listens. 
b. We do not know where in the sequence of events that were to have followed upon Ezinma’s introduction of the famine story, would have appeared the episode in which Tortoise and Cat go to wrestle against Yams. But this little, apparently inconsequential detail of the novel illustrates the way in which the elements of oral folktales combine to produce the story of a folktale. We get a sense, in support of Vladimir Propp’s theory, that these folk stories are composed of segments that serve particular functions. Not all combinations are permissible or even possible, as Ezinma’s correction shows; we sense that it is felt by those who tell the narratives that there is a right order in which the segments or functions may combine, and this order is chronological. But her mistake demonstrates the facility with which story elements may hypothetically be combined and recombined in different orders.

5. The story of Tortoise and the feast in the sky is told with a skill that extends to irony and humour. The skill belongs to Ekwefi, to her mother, who had told her the stories, and to her grandmother, and so on. The continuity of story form through the generations replicates the continuity of community through time. 

6. The skill with which the event involving the priestess of Agbala, which immediately follows this oral story-telling, is however entirely that of the novel’s extradiegetic narrator. 
a. The psychological drama of Ekwefi's anxious pursuit of the priestess who carries her only daughter is indebted to a narrative form which derives from a different culture: the novel. 
b. The episode employs the novelistic technique of delay, in order to create the taught suspense required by the emotional intensity of Ekwefi’s state of mind. 
c. The skill possessed by the narrator is however both novelistic and as a writer of oral narratives. 
d. The provenance of much of the material for the novel is oral as opposed to textual in origin, and oral narratives, not having a written text, tend to manipulate the relations between text and story less than modern fiction does. The narrator deftly combines events in the way an oral story-teller would. The combinations of events are often characterised by brisk reported transitions, which reflect the art of the oral story-teller. 
e. The narrator, who is for the most part implicit and uninvolved in the story which he tells, is in a sense an editor of stories not themselves novelistic but which are shaped by a novelist’s eye for design.

7. Things Fall Apart is a post-colonial novel, which emerged out of the changing political climate of the lands around the Congo in West Africa. 
a. The fictional narrative traces the effects of early contact with white colonisers on the community of the Ibo. 
b. The novel was published in 1959, the year after the establishment of Nigeria’s independence from Britain as a nation. 
c. In considering the transition from Ibo community to ‘modern’ society in the transformation of Nigeria, we can relate ideas about both of these forms of bond between people – community and society – to ideas of nationhood.

8. Ferdinand Tönnie, Community and Society (1887): the community is ‘“obligatory” in membership, hierarchical and usually based on a simple rural economy’; whereas society is ‘made up of relatively “free associations” which “exist for the specific interests of individual members” rather than for a “community”’.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Neil McEwan, Africa and the Novel (Atlantic Highlands, N.J.: Humanities Press, 1983) p. 31 [copy available from tutor]] 


In fact the narrator discreetly merges two voices, one of which belongs to the village-world and the other to a more urbane Nigerian of 1958. The first is almost a ‘communal’ speaker, as though several villagers who had known Okwonkwo [sic] were contributing their recollections to be edited and recast. The editorial voice, which becomes increasingly intrusive towards the end, can comment from beyond the villagers’ standpoint; for him the people of Umuofia are ‘they’ rather than ‘we’; and the Ibo are a larger people within Nigeria.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  McEwan, p. 22.] 


9. Benedict Anderson: the nation is an imagined political community.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, revised edition (London: Verso, 1983; 2nd edition, 1991; seventh impression, 1996) [321.8 AND]] 


10. The emergence of the nation in Europe towards the end of the eighteenth century is coterminous with the transformation of the ‘unselfconscious coherence’ of community into a social organization made up of relatively free associations; that is, the transformation of community into society. 
a. The reality of the nation is that as a concept it arises from within societies, not communities, but nations are nevertheless imagined as communities of members. 
b. Communities like that of Umuofia are frequently bound together by their small physical scale and a belief shared by their members in the relatively large spiritual dimension of daily life. 
c. But in fact communities are often religiously imagined. All communities larger than primordial villages of face-to-face contact (and perhaps even these) may be imagined. The Ibo people of Umuofia in Things Fall Apart all know they are connected to other Ibo people within and beyond the nine villages of Umuofia, and yet they may never have seen many of these people. What enables them to imagine that they belong to a community is partly the folk narratives they repeat and pass on to succeeding generations, which explain their common origin, and the sense that is in part generated by these narratives, that they all share in a common spiritual reality. 
d. The emergence of the nation from the collapse of community may not be a coincidence. It may be that there are similarities between religious imagination and the imagination which conceives of nations. The nation may be an imaginary and narrative construct of the kind that binds people together in a shared sense of origin or beginning, and a shared sense of destiny.

11. It may be that ideas of community and therefore of nationhood are not merely conveyed or expressed in fictional or folk narratives, but that they depend on foundational stories that are partly or wholly fictional. 
a. A sense of community, such as the village or Ibo communities, may be not only sustained but created by narratives, some of which may be narratives of origin. 
b. Chapter One of Things Fall Apart compares the fierceness of the wrestling match between Okonkwo and Amalinze the Cat, with that between the founder of the town and a spirit of the wild. 

12. If a sense of community, and by implication nationhood, is created and sustained by narrative, there are implications:
a. The community cannot be simply possessed of ‘unselfconscious coherence’. One suspects rather that the culture of pre-colonial Iboland is actually a culture already in transition. Obeirika and Nwoye are both capable of responses to the killing of twins, reflective in Obeirika’s case, emotional in Nwoye’s, which are out of key with the community, and which might be regarded with suspicion.
b. The cultural code, a ‘body of maxims and prejudices which constitute a vision of the world’, is also conceivably communicated and generated where it did not formerly exist through narratives. 
i. Narrative fiction has been used not only to help create and to defend a sense of community and of nationhood; it has also been used in education to further the colonial expansion of nations. ‘One of the main features of imperial oppression is control over language.’[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths & Helen Tiffin, The Empire Writes Back: Theory and Practice in Post-Colonial Literatures, New Accents series (London: Routledge, 1989), p. 7 [828.99 ASH].] 


