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Give an account of the effectiveness of the notion of narrative grammar in explaining the structure of folk narratives. To what extent do you think such analysis can be extended to narrative fiction.

This essay will briefly consider what constitutes narrative grammar then choose one discipline, Formalism and specifically, the work of Vladimir Propp. The essay will use Propp’s theory to analyse the central folk story in the novel Things Fall Apart by Achebe Chinua. Once the theory has been applied to the folktale, the essay will examine the limitations of his theory when applied to narrative fiction.  It will consider it in relation to the novel in which the folk tale is embedded and note what this reveals about Things Fall Apart.
To consider the overall effectiveness of Propp’s theory the essay will reflect on the importance of folktale to a culture’s sense of itself. The essay will explore the significance of Tortoise, a central character in the chosen folktale, and note that Tortoise represents Igbo cultural knowledge. The essay will postulate that the folktale is particularly important to a post-colonial culture as it holds the memory of a pre-colonial self, and Tortoise serves as a reminder to the Igbo to look for that truth in folk narratives. 
Since Propp’s theory is pertinent to the analysis of folktales, this essay will consider not just whether the theory is successful in explaining their structure but also whether it has a more practical use. Putting folktales in a written (particularly Western) form can interrupt their oral sequence, thus distorting the tales and any corresponding knowledge they hold. Therefore, the essay will consider whether Propp’s theory can highlight such discrepancies and help preserve the most accurate version of folktales and consequently cultural identity. 

Within narrative grammar different disciplines, most prominently Formalism and Structuralism, were concerned with creating a system of verifiable truths about narrative. This necessitated reducing narrative to its smallest identifiable components so that the structural features of text could be exposed. 
In the case of the Formalist Vladimir Propp the theory was a scientific and empirical one concerned with the form of narrative, in particular folk narrative. The theory had four basic premises: First, functions rather than characters are stable in a tale, therefore who performs a function is fluid but the functions themselves are not; Second, the number of functions known to the fairy tale is limited; Third, the sequence of functions is always identical; Fourth, all fairy tales are of one type regarding their structure.[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  Vladimir Propp, Morphology of the Folktale, (London: University of Texas Press, 1977), p.21-24.] 

Propp broke down all action into units and gathered groups of similar units to form functions, allowing identification of the root function regardless of the characters and objects involved. He identified 31 functions which could appear in a folktale; no single folktale contained them all, but his theory held that every tale contained a selection of these functions, occurring in strict sequence. Each function was further reduced to a symbol to record and compare in a more manageable shorthand.[footnoteRef:3] To Propp, character was of no importance other than its expression of these functions. As Barthes notes “character is analysed in terms of what they do, rather than what they are.”[footnoteRef:4]   [3:  See V. Propp,for detail of the 31 functions.]  [4:  Roland Barthes, Image-Music-Text, (London: Fontana, 1977), p.106] 

The essay will now assess the effectiveness of narrative grammar in explaining the structure of folk narratives, it will analyse the folktale in Things Fall Apart using Propp’s Formalist theory. This is the folk narrative of the Tortoise, the Birds and the feast in the sky. When applying the theory, Tortoise can be identified as Hero or Villain, since “in a given narrative, a character may perform more than one role”[footnoteRef:5]. As Tortoise is the trickster of Igbo folklore, it seems apt to first apply Propp’s theory with Tortoise as the Villain, and the birds, collectively, as Hero.  [5:  Shilomith Rimmon-Kenan, Narrative Fiction, (London: Routledge, 2002), p.34] 

The theory requires that a folktale begin with an initial situation that is not included in the thirty-one functions. In the case of this folktale this criterion is met by, “all the birds were invited to a feast in the sky.”[footnoteRef:6] According to Propp’s theory this should then be followed by a selection of the thirty-one functions in sequential order. The first function identified could be (ii) Interdiction: An interdiction is addressed to the hero; the birds really address themselves as they tell tortoise they should not allow him to come with them because “you will soon begin your mischief”[footnoteRef:7]. However, the birds ignore their own counsel and so (iii) Violation of the Interdiction occurs, they decide to trust Tortoise as his “sweet tongue” convinces the birds that he is “a changed man”.[footnoteRef:8] Tortoise convinces the birds to each give him a feather to construct some wings, so he can fly with them and find the feast, (v) Delivery, and he will be unrecognisable as Tortoise once he arrives. During his journey with the birds he also tricks them into believing it is customary to take new names at such occasions; Tortoise tells them “he was to be called All of you”[footnoteRef:9], this then is (vi) Trickery and (vii) Complicity since the birds submit to Tortoise’s suggestion and so unwittingly aid the Villain. [6:  Chinua Achebe, Things Fall Apart, (London: Penguin Books, 2001), pg.91]  [7:  Ibid., p.91.]  [8:  Ibid., p.92.]  [9:  Ibid., p.92.] 

Propp considers these functions to be of the preparatory part of the tale, all leading the way to the function, (viii) Villainy, which he describes as how “the actual movement of the tale is created”[footnoteRef:10].  Villainy is represented by Tortoise causing Lack for the birds. Tortoise establishes from the hosts that the feast is “For all of you”, he then proceeds to eat the lion’s share leaving only scraps for the birds.  [10:  Propp, pp.31-32.] 

The tale then moves through (ix) Mediation: Lack is made known; the birds understand they have been tricked. (x) Beginning Counteraction: the birds leave Tortoise in the sky, taking their feathers with them. (xiii) The Hero’s Reaction: The Hero performs a service;  one of the birds, Parrot, agrees to deliver a message from Tortoise to his wife but swaps it from “bring all the soft things in my house” for Tortoise to land on, to “bring all the hard things” .[footnoteRef:11] The tale draws to a close with (xviii) Victory where the villain is defeated: Tortoise, unable to see at such a height what his wife has brought out, jumps from the sky, and (xxx) Punishment: his shell is shattered. Tortoise must be stuck together again by a great medicine-man and his shell is never smooth again. [11:  Achebe, p.94.] 

However, by regarding the Tortoise character as representing Knowledge rather than as Trickster, Propp’s theory can be applied to the tale with Tortoise cast as the Hero. In brief, the analysis would reveal the following sequence of functions.
Initial situation: There was a famine. (viii) Villainy, Lack: Tortoise is starving, he hasn’t eaten in two months, but the birds are going to go to a great feast which only they can reach. (ix) Mediation: Tortoise the victim Hero, learns of the feast. (x) Beginning Counteraction: The Hero decides to act to resolve Lack; Tortoise convinces the birds to let him fly with them, each giving him a feather with which he can construct wings. (xi) Departure: The Hero leaves home. (xii) Guidance: Hero reaches destination, Tortoise flies to the feast. (ix) Resolution: Lack is resolved, Tortoise eats after a long famine. (xx) Return: Hero sets out for home, Tortoise must return without the birds’ feathers. (xxv) Difficult task, Tortoise must land without dying. (xix) Transfiguration, Hero is given a new appearance; despite the great fall and the hard landing, Tortoise’s fractured shell is stuck back together by a great medicine-man.
The fact that the role of Tortoise can be read in two ways brings character into stronger focus. The two readings elide to form a more complicated character even when using a discipline devised to leave character out of the equation.  Additionally, two slightly differing timelines emerge between reading Tortoise as villain and Tortoise as hero; Tortoise’s desire to go to the feast (noted in his villainy) precedes our knowledge of the famine that is more noticeable when applying the theory to Tortoise as a hero. Perhaps, as noted by Rimmon-Kenan, Propp, having established what he considered a naturally occurring order from his subject matter, suffered “a bias caused by his method”, and so he was “bound to find a constant order governing his functions”[footnoteRef:12].  In this case, without reading Tortoise twice; the needs of the theory may eclipse any minor story points that do not fit. However, the flexibility offered by what could be considered a flaw in the theory, the importance of function over character, allows Tortoise more than one role, which also fits with the Igbo people holding two views of Tortoise. Although Tortoise represents the trickster in Igbo folklore, he is also the symbol of knowledge and, as Akuma-Kalu Njoku notes, the Igbo value knowledge,[footnoteRef:13] which would suggest the Igbo value Tortoise. Therefore, even before attempting to apply Propp’s theory to the narrative fiction surrounding the folk narrative, it has focused attention on Tortoise, the symbol of knowledge, in a text concerned with reclaiming and remembering culture. [12:  Rimmon-Kenan, pg. 22]  [13:  J. Akuma-Kalu Njoku, ‘”There’s got to be a Tortoise in it”: Lore as the Conceptual Focus of Igbo Folklore’ Southern Quarterly, July 2009. Vol.46, issue.4 (Summer 2009), University of Southern Mississippi, 159-172 (p.160). <connection.ebsochost.com>. Accessed 26 September 2017] 

Despite some weakness then, narrative grammar can be applied to folktale and fit Propp’s sequence of functions. The essay now will examine whether Propp’s theory can be fitted to narrative fiction. Narrative Fiction is very different to the oral tradition which produced folktales. Oral tradition favours more symbolic characters, the repetition of types of action, and a chronological timeline, since it aids memory. Through its performance it becomes familiar, both to the performers and the audience, thus over time there forms a specific expectation of how that performance should be. The formulaic nature of the folk narrative fits more readily in a reductive theory like Propp’s. In contrast, narrative fiction, being written rather than oral, does not depend solely on memory, affording the luxury of exploring story in more complicated patterns, it has psychologically drawn characters and plots with functions performed in different sequences. 
Because the characters are more fully drawn in narrative fiction, they fit less well into straightforward hero, villain, helper roles, they may be at some level representational but are not just vehicles for function. What was starting to emerge with Tortoise, that he is not so easily reduced as to be entirely subordinate to function, is heightened in more sophisticated characterisation.  For example, Okonkwo, a revered warrior, still feels the humiliation of having had a lazy father, in response he is hardworking, but aggressive, and obsessed with power and position. He is on some level like Tortoise, however good and bad are more subtly mixed, and he has complicated thought processes and relationships. Obierika, is a respected elder who nevertheless was a man “who thought about things”[footnoteRef:14] he should, if judged by position, potentially be interchangeable with Okonkwo, but his nature is entirely different.  Ekwefi, Okonkwo’s wife, is obedient; culture and Okonkwo demand it, yet she has suffered greatly through the loss of her infant children, so she will flout rules and court danger to care for and protect her remaining child. We are as absorbed by the relationships between characters as we are by the actions they take, there is no function that can elicit our love, hate, fear or joy like a character in narrative fiction can.  [14:  Achebe p117] 

There are more subtle lessons to be drawn from narrative fiction than in a folk narrative, and so reducing the narrative to a set of functions loses, rather than heightens its sense. Although functions may be applicable to parts of narrative fiction, far too many of them could be applied several times over in Things fall Apart, and so lose any sense of usefulness. Additionally, since Things Fall Apart is plot, not just story, it is told in and out of chronological order to add impact and a sense of reality to the tale. Therefore, each function is overused, and jumps out of the sequence demanded by the model and so cannot be contained by Propp’s theory.
The theory is overstretched once applied to narrative fiction, but its failure reveals the literary prowess of Things Fall Apart that initially may be hidden by its deliberate folk style. This style takes you into the interior of the Igbo world almost as a child of the tribe, not outside of the knowledge being told of the Igbo and the unfolding tragedy of their colonisation, but immersed in it as though absorbing your culture.  As Jago Morrisson notes, Achebe’s style “is intended to establish…the intelligibility, sophistication and humanity of the Ibo that the colonizer is unable to see.”[footnoteRef:15] Despite the folktale style, Things Fall Apart fails to fit the structure of Propp’s theory; exposing the novel as a successful piece of narrative fiction following the Western Literary style. The blending of the styles is, as MacCarthy notes, an “exquisite tension between traditional English prose and the unique African and/or Igbo quality”[footnoteRef:16]  [15:  Jago Morrison, The Fiction of Chinua Achebe: A Reader’s Guide to Essential Criticism. Basingstoke and New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007 p52 ]  [16:  B. Eugene McCarthy, ‘Rhythm and Narrative Method in Achebe’s Things Fall Apart’, NOVEL: A Forum on Fiction, Vol 18, No3, (Spring 1985) 243-256 (p.255) http://about.jstor.org/terms. Accessed 28 September 2017.] 

The fact that the rigidity of the theory suits the scope of the folk narrative rather than narrative fiction is not necessarily a weakness, since the folktale has proved to be of great importance in retaining and recovering the cultural self, particularly for societies decimated by colonialism. The theory has importance in helping catalogue the purest versions of those remaining folktales, so the purest form of the pre-colonial self is available for the new society.  
Perhaps placing this folktale inside Things Fall Apart has a purpose, because it is a tale that holds Tortoise, the symbol of knowledge revered by the Igbo. Tortoise has survived in his fractured state despite catastrophe, like the fractured, but not entirely broken Igbo people.  Tortoise therefore serves as a prompt to memory because he is Igbo knowledge, he is a reminder that cultural truth, though fractured, is held in folktales themselves. However, if a people are looking for a memory and a truth about themselves in their folklore, the folktales need to be as close to their original cultural format as possible.  Therefore, Propp’s theory can be applied to something more than mere cataloguing, “The possibility exists that the Proppian model may provide a basis for establishing the traditionality of a tale”[footnoteRef:17]. Because, during the process of moving from an oral to a written state, and having folktales made sense of by another culture that may reorder them to make better ‘literary sense’, the original tale may distort.   [17:  Chukwuma Azuonye, ‘Morphology of the Igbo Folktale: Ethnographic, Historiographic and Aesthetic Implications’, Folklore, vol:101, 1990, 36-46 (p44) http://about.jstor.org/terms. Accessed 19 Oct 2017.
] 


In conclusion, this essay has found that it is possible to apply Propp’s theory to folk narrative, but that it does not stretch to narrative fiction; neither the success nor failure of the model in these respects seems of much importance. However, in applying Propp to Tortoise, the freedom from focus on fixed character allows him to be read in two different roles.  Not only does this fit nicely with the dual nature attached to him by the Igbo people, but makes a possible reading where Tortoise is central to the folktale, whist the folktale is central to the surrounding narrative.
As Tortoise is the symbol of knowledge to the Igbo, his survival, even in a fractured state seems significant. If the Igbo identify themselves with their knowledge, and that has been fractured by colonisation, then the Igbo people are Tortoise. So, through Tortoise in the folktale, and folktale in the main narrative, the Igbo could be prompted to look for themselves in their folklore. Propp’s theory offers a way to examine fractured stories and their truths, thus ensuring the Igbo people can choose those tales that match their pre-colonial truth, and so their pre-colonial selves, most closely.
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