From Whom: The Meaning of Narrative Fiction
An Essay by Eden
When one refers to meaning in a narrative piece of work, be them an author or a reader, they often refer to what the work is trying to say, what it wants to tell the reader in its subtext. However, this concept of meaning can be easily confused and the ways in which we define a narrative work can differ depending on who we are, our experiences, the interpretation of intention by the author and the text itself. It becomes increasingly difficult to track who or what truly dictates the meaning of a text, and to what extent they each contribute. In this essay, I will discuss the three major contributors of meaning, the writer, the reader’s experience, and the language and structure used, through Chinua Achebe’s ‘Things Fall Apart.’
From an outside perspective, it would be a common consideration that the writer himself would contribute most to how a narrative work is defined, and they would be right to consider such a thing but only to a certain extent. In their book, ‘An Introduction to Literature, Criticism and Theory,’ Andrew Bennett and Nicholas Royle consider the author as a ‘an absent presence’ in a narrative text.[footnoteRef:1] The quote summarises the role of the author quite succinctly in such a sense; he allows himself to be seen through the narrative but only in moderation, in the experiences we as readers can only interpret as his own, in the cultures and lives he interprets on the page. Chinua Achebe wrote ‘Things Fall Apart’ with his own culture, both pre and post colonisation, in mind, and his intimate knowledge is exposed in the both the text and subtext throughout the book. When exploring the novel, Achebe does not insert himself into the narrative, but his own influences, his own culture, spill onto the page; we have a silent conversation with him about his personal identity and how he used it in his work. He embodies the ‘absent presence’ Bennett and Royle discuss for he is there, but we are unable to see him, perhaps not until we look closely at both the text and Achebe’s history. Achebe had intentions with this concept to flesh out the meaning of ‘Things Fall Apart,’ for without the intimate details of the Ibo, we as readers would lack the context of the novel itself, the context which we must rely on to comprehend Achebe’s message. At least one of those messages Achebe was stitching together was that the Ibo, and by extension other African cultures, are no less different to Europeans. Correlations between the Ibo culture Achebe describes, from the huge emphasis on wrestling, the Gods, and the spiritual world beyond, and Ancient Greece, who had many of the same perceptions of life, are established throughout the text. Achebe was not only essential for the existence of the text itself, but the way meaning is derived. However, other critics are more inclined to disagree that the author is essential at all to deriving meaning from narrative fiction. Further reading of Bennett and Royle’s book exposes their concept that the author is not an author at all. They go so far as to say the author we consider is a ‘personal projection.’[footnoteRef:2] That the author himself is a reflection of our expectations. When a critic considers a narrative work’s meaning, they ask if that is what the author ‘intended.’ This leads into the concept of the Intentional Fallacy, proposed by Beardsley and Wimsatt, in which the author’s intentions are irrelevant when judging the success of their work. Many people, both critics and hobbyist readers alike, consider that once an author’s work is put out in the world, the author no longer has autonomy over it; inferring something that is not there in the text is invalid, whether you created that text or not, allowing the text more power over its creator. So, while that author remains present in the narrative, he is nothing more than a Charon with little autonomy beyond what is expected of him. So, if the author has no autonomy over defining his own work, who does? [1:  Andrew Bennett and Nicholas Royle, An Introduction to Literature, Criticism and Theory, 5th edition. (London: Routledge, 2016), Chapter 4 'The Author’ pp. 20]  [2:  Bennett and Royle pp. 20-21] 

When observing the relationship between the author and the reader, it is considered to some a collaboration where the author supplies an idea, and the reader takes on the role of its investigator, its barrister, who takes the authors concept as some form of gospel to level his point. They meet, according to Wayne C. Booth, but they don’t speak[footnoteRef:3]. They have a cold, unfeeling relationship yet some form of understanding simultaneously. However, in Wimsatt and Beardsley’s theory on the Intentional Fallacy, the reader is instead observed to dissociate himself from the author entirely; the interpretation is not for the author but the reader himself. But this dissociation can easily make a reader falter in his comprehension of the text, thus introducing the implied reader. The implied reader is a term coined by Wayne C. Booth that suggests the intended, model reader for a writer’s novel; the implied reader is the reader who understands, as intimately as he is able, the concepts and intentions carried out by the narrative. He understands the cultural and periodic contexts; he is the most ideal audience. But he is also not completely realistic. Chinua Achebe’s implied reader would have a depth of knowledge on the cultural aspects of the Ibo, understand the nuance between gender and formulate an approximate, if not accurate, interpretation of Achebe’s message. Achebe, however, seemed to understand the nuance between readers and cultures, particularly the Western audience he was intending to attract, and he created models of intelligibility throughout the novel, if we return to the Ancient Greek parallels observed throughout the book or the various passages in which the narrator helps the reader understand the Ibo’s traditions[footnoteRef:4]. One person’s interpretation of ‘Things Fall Apart’ will never completely correlate with another’s and, while that is up to subjectivity, the narration projects a second, mind-changing perspective that may carry on with readers who previously had little or a much different, much more harmful misconception. “The reader,” Shlomith Rimmon-Keenan writes, “Is thus both an image of a certain competence brought to the text and a structuring of such a competence within the text.”[footnoteRef:5] Not only does the expectancy of comprehension of a reader expand, but so too do the lessons it can teach, and the reader, while reliant on the text and its narrative, has a broad stretch of freedom with which to experiment with his hypotheses. The reader is perhaps the most powerful dictator of meaning in a narrative piece for, through these theories, he becomes in charge of its direction; the death of the author is the emergence of the reader, and the reader is his secondary creator. The only thing that can rival this is the power of the text, the facet that can dictate even the reader’s interpretation of a narrative.  [3:  Wayne C. Booth, “The Uses of Authorial Silence.” Rhetoric of Fiction, 2nd edition (The University of Chicago, 1983) pp. 272
]  [4:  Chinua Achebe, Things Fall Apart, (London: Penguin Classics, 2006)
]  [5:  Shlomith Rimmon-Keenan, Narrative Fiction: Contemporary Poetics, New Accents series, 2nd edition (London: Routledge, 2002) pp. 122
] 

Under consideration, a critic may feel inclined to connect the text with the writer, for who directs the current of the text but the writer himself? But the text is a forked stream, a system of streams in fact, connecting to the very essence of meaning which betrays the writer and eludes the reader. It is easy for a writer to misinterpret his own work, much like the reader observing from a second standpoint, but the text stands firm in its resolve. From the very way Chinua Achebe’s text offers insight into the role of women in the Ibo, the language used when in reference to these women, and how women and womanly attributes dictate, through Okonkwo, the way the story progresses and the narrative is portrayed, anyone can infer that femininity is a central theme, a defining theme in ‘Things Fall Apart.’[footnoteRef:6] The text is dictated by femininity, and it’s irrefutably obvious in the text. Unlike the author or the reader, the text doesn’t lie, it can’t lie. What is there is simply there, and it is there in its inherent specification. Some see the text as a marriage between the author’s intention and the reader’s interpretation. The text is the birth of meaning in narrative work; the author is a subject of intentional fallacy; the reader sees what is there and infers what he wants to see based on his own ideas; the text, to reiterate, is straightforward, uncomplicated; its intention to mislead is only temporary. When considering plot in regard to text and story, it becomes imperative to, too, understand organisation in the text which reinforces and heavily impacts the understanding of one’s interpretation of events and thus his interpretation of the story itself. Temporality becomes essential to the comprehension of text, and plot impacts its order. Shlomith Rimmon-Keenan defines time in the context of narrative fiction as ‘the relationship of chronology between story and text.’[footnoteRef:7] To consider this point through Achebe’s ‘Things Fall Apart,’ if the novel was told chronologically, the meaning and its impact would dim; the text uses even the most mundane critical concepts such as structure to strengthen the point it tries to make. If one removed the distinction between the Ibo’s tendency towards oral storytelling and what we know as traditional prose, for example, how would a reader truly ascertain the themes the novel discusses? If we eliminated the intentional correlation between the Ibo and the Ancient Greeks that is established through its language, through its delays and its emphasis, through the analepses in the first page alone, where would the reader, the author, and the story itself go?[footnoteRef:8] Folktales are chronological, they are simple and as simple as their meanings, but to enforce those same rules onto a novel like ‘Things Fall Apart’ removes any chance of exploration, and it becomes difficult to find the sequence of events. Wayne C. Booth states that one of the ‘most obviously artificial devices of the storyteller is the trick of going beneath the surface of the action to obtain a reliable view of a character's mind and heart.’ This could, too, be applied to the text; the language and structure of a piece of narrative work can only truly capture the reader’s ‘mind and heart’ if it contradicts chronology. In the end, the text and its structure are there to open up avenues for both the reader and the writer himself, to explore concepts that may have slipped through the cracks in the process of writing, consequently correlating the text to a canvas for its writer to paint on and its reader to critique. [6:  Achebe, Things Fall Apart (2006)]  [7:  Shlomith Rimmon-Keenan, Narrative Fiction: Contemporary Poetics, pp. 44
]  [8:  Achebe, Things Fall Apart (2006) pp. [1]] 

When a narrative work is created to say something, that is to define itself through a fictitious lens, it comes from a variety of sources that ultimately lends itself to the reader, gives consideration to the writer, and is, in theory, complicit in the text. Each facet offers part of itself to formulate meaning, as one perspective vastly differs from another. Therefore, meaning can truly be explored through the concept of subjectivity with the text as a compass. Achebe’s work, for example, offers various perspectives from various forms of life, even with its text. Hamlet’s text has been disputed for centuries. So many novels have a variety of contradicting interpretations, straying even from the author’s view himself, but does that mean we should discount another’s interpretation of these works if it is backed by the language, even that subtextual second language, itself? 
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