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Discuss narration and focalization in narrative fiction and analyse their use in AT LEAST ONE passage of Things Fall Apart (Adam Johnson)
In narrative fiction, narration and focalization are used in a variety of ways in which to elicit thought and effect the reader in a multitude of ways, some of these can sometimes in fact be negative. For example, the fact that narration and focalization can often be confused with each other can create confusion for the reader of the narrative, which would lower the narratives effectiveness, especially in the case of something like Things Fall Apart which, if confusing would have lowered the effect of the narration and therefore the argument and culture Achebe was attempting to present. Also worth talking about are the confusions between internal focalisation and external focalisation and the general effect that both internal and external have on a narrative fiction, for example the effect that it has on characterisation, [footnoteRef:1]“Any wonder then that his son was ashamed of him?” (Achebe, Chineau: Things Fall Apart PP 8) this short example of external focalisation from within helps us to get an idea of Okonkwos feeling towards his father and helps toward fleshing out characters in the narrative. Narration helps to give us a broad overview of events and, in many cases, gives us insight which we could not possibly have from the perspective of someone who partook, the narrator is the person whom tells the story, however it can be confusing trying to separate the views of the narrator from those of the writer. It’s also possible for a narrator to carry a great amount of bias within their views, especially if one of them happens to be involved directly within the narrative, which creates the possibility of them not carrying all the knowledge as well as them skewing facts to come off as more favourable. Narration and focalisation also help to build a great idea of character in narrative fiction, even when narration does not enter external focalization, it is useful for us as it gives us character actions and events which allow us to infer characteristics, and finally, the last talking point shall be the discussion of the limitations between focalisation and narration and how they can limit the scope of narrative fiction by creating narrow points of view.  [1:  (Achebe, Chineau: Things Fall Apart PP 8)
] 


To be able to analyse these points together, they must first be separated starting with focalisation. Focalisation is described as, [footnoteRef:2]“The term used in modern narratology for ‘point of view’; that is, for the kind of perspective from which the events of a story are witnessed,” (The Oxford Dictionary of Literary Terms, Christ Baldwick (4th edition), this means, that at times, we will get to see the story from a specific perspective, whether it be from the narrators perspective or a characters perspective. It could also be seen from within or from without, for example in Things Fall Apart the quote, [footnoteRef:3]“Any wonder then that his son was ashamed of him?” (Achebe Chineau, Things Fall Apart) This is external focalisation from within as it provides a look at the emotions which relay within Okonkwo and it expands our knowledge of him as a character, it also informs us directly of Okonkwos perspective/point of view on his father. That his father has brought such great shame upon him tells us within the narrative why he is in fact so violent and reluctant to reveal any degree of emotion in front of others, it is, in fact, elaborated on even further when we find out that Okonkwo has actively rejected everything that his father loved, that he in fact hates everything his father loves, [footnoteRef:4]“and so Okonkwo was rules by one passion – to hate everything that his father Unoka had loved,” (Achebe Chinua,Things Fall Part PP13) this external focalisation from within gives us a deeper understanding of Okonkwos character, it helps us to develop an understand in the narrative of what drives and motivates the character and it also helps us understand what will eventually lead to his downfall, his hot headedness, his rejection of everything about his father despite some of the qualities being important to a person and the Ibo culture  [2:  (The Oxford Dictionary of Literary Terms, Christ Baldwick (4th edition)
]  [3:  (Achebe, Chineau: Things Fall Apart PP 8)
]  [4:  (Achebe Chinua,Things Fall Part PP13)] 


There are issues however with internal and external focalisation sometimes, the distinction between can be difficult to make, which in turn can cause a narrative fiction to be harder to understand from what perspective things are being said, as it is often that in the case of internal focalisation, the internal focalisation is mixed with external, although they can be identified through the language used, it could provide confusion for the reader or prove to become less interested in aspects of the narrative such as character and story.

Narration is, at its core, is the entire story, narration is happening consistently all the time throughout a narrative, the narrator is the person telling us the narrative, there are many ways to interpret narration and there are many ways in which it can be used in narrative fiction. For example, [footnoteRef:5]“Booths implied author appears to be an anthropomorphic entity… According to this view, the implied author is the governing consciousness of the work as a whole,” (Rimmon Kenan, Narrative Theory, PP 87), the implied author and implied reader both act as substitutes and they are more important than that of the narrator and narrate. There are benefits to a reader through adopting this outlook, first it helps to further separate the author from the work of fiction, as is later explained, [footnoteRef:6]“the implied author of a particular work is conceived as a stable entity, ideally consistent with itself within the work,” (Rimmon Kenan, Narrative Theory, PP87) meaning that we can separate an old author from the current one. This theory also proves to engage the audience as not only is it once again separate to the narrator, but it embodies the entire body of the text, this suggests hidden implications behind what a writer has written and thus shall encourage readers to explore a text in more depth thus enhancing the experience of reading the narrative fiction, especially since the implied author could have made implications which the real author never intended to imply. For example in Things Fall apart we can infer that when, [footnoteRef:7]“Okonkwo had clearly washed his hands and so he ate with kings and elders,” (Achebe Chinua, Things Fall Apart, P8) it’s referring to Okonkwo washing the reputation of his father away whom who know he resents deeply for providing him with nothing after his death and whom always struggled to feed his own family, this is implied but not stated and is likely something which the author does not intend but, by Booths logic, the implied author did. [5:  (Rimmon Keith, Narrative Theory, PP 87)]  [6:  (Rimmon Keith, Narrative Theory, PP87)]  [7:  (Achebe Chinua, Things Fall Apart, P8)] 


Of course narrative theory such as Booth is only one way in which can be used to look at narration, there are of course narrative levels, [footnoteRef:8]“the highest level is the one concerned with its immediately superior to the first narrative and concerned with its narration,” (Rimmon Kenan, Narrative Theory, P92) this meaning that the highest level is that of the narrator and his narration and is referred to as extradiegetic narration. On the next level is diegtic, which is concerned more with character and events, [footnoteRef:9]“that is the event themselves… pip’s falling in love with Estella,” (Rimmon Kenan, Narrative Fiction, Page 92) meaning that the diegetic level is used to push the narrative along as well as develop out understanding of characters, Pip’s falling in love, especially outlines his feeling at that time towards Estella therefore conveying information and understanding in the audience or for example in Things Fall Apart when Okonkwo goes to the oracles cave due to his worry for Ezinma. The third level is hypodiegetic, hypodiegetic is at it’s most basic form a story within a story and is used in beautiful effect in Things Fall Apart, for example in Chapter 11, we receive stories within stories in the form of folktales from Ezinmas’ mother and this helps to build both character and story within the narrative fiction. For example, the fact that folktales are designed to teach children morals highlights the idea of a civilised society, this not only reveals some of the books intent (to flesh out what Ibo culture was like), but it also tells us about Ekwefi, that she finds it important to instil moral values into her children. The tale they tell of Tortoise and his treachery also works as an origin tale for the tortoise shell as well as a kind of parallel to Okonkwos father, as Tortoise is incredibly lazy and takes things from people without a second thought, much like Okonkwos’ father with all of his debts.  [8:  (Rimmon Kieth, Narrative Theory, P92)]  [9:  (Rimmon Keith, Narrative Fiction, Page 92)] 


Narration and focalisation can suffer from bias and quite often their frequent biases and play into eachother. For example if the narrator is homodiegetic (which would mean they are in the narrative) we would be able to infer bias as issues can arise from, [footnoteRef:10]“limited knowledge, personal involvement, and his problematic value scheme,” (Rimmon Kenan, Narrative Theory, PP100) in essence, what I am trying to say is that a narrator which is involved directly in the story will always have a degree of bias, as they will likely shape events, and maybe bend the truth to make themselves seem more favourable. The same can go for focalisation, the issues with focalisation come with the character in which they focalise, for example whenever Okonkwo is focalised such as when we find out about his feelings of hatred towards his father and the way he acts not only due to the way that Okonkwo suffered thanks to them, but thanks to the way his father died, which was with massive debt and being left to die from rot. Now obviously in those regards Okonkwo is justified, however it’s clearly a clouded and biased view of his father, it is backed up by the fact that someone in his tribe called his father an “agbala”, a man who has no titles, but the fact is that the view point is narrow, on the flip side focalisation once again can be used to show the bias of narration, as narration is always occurring within the book and a lack of focus can suggest bias and ALL of this bias can become a massive issue when we consider the fact that it narrows the scope of a narrative. A bias usually only gives one side of a story, and thus it limits the amount an audience can invest into the narrative fiction, it also lessens the message that narrative fiction is trying to bring across by focusing an agenda over honesty, something, which, over time diminishes the relevance of a message as avoidance of facts open a fictional narrative to more scrutiny and it makes anything it says harder to trust. [10: (Rimmon Keith, Narrative Theory, PP100)  ] 


Both narration and focalisation are intrinsic to building up and/or understanding character within narrative fiction, the intradiegetic level as previously mentioned is focused on characters and events. Now this is of course important to characters within Things Fall Apart, [footnoteRef:11]“but Okonkwo was not the man to stop beating somebody half-way through, not even for fear of a goddess,” (Rimmon Kenan, Narrative Theory, PP100) this narration tells us that Okonkwo is not in fact a man of half measures, if he begins attacking someone he will finish the job even in the face of incurring the wrath of the gods themselves. It also adds to the narrative fiction as it builds upon things that we already know about Okonkwo, it tells us about his focus on masculinity, his fierce pride, the fact that he often likes to take his anger out on other people as opposed to learning to control his passions, his fear of being seen as weak (which we see during the scene in which he chops down Ikemefuna from fear of being thought of as such) and finally this also reiterates his opposition to his father, Okonkwo has come to embody masculinity in opposition of his father, so he continues the beating not just in the face of masculinity, but in direct opposition to the gentleness and kindness that his father employed and thus in doing so we the sense of character within Things Fall Aparts’ narrative fiction is thus enhanced. Similar can be said for the focalisation, while it happens externally it happens from within, we are told that Okonkwo, [footnoteRef:12]“In his anger, he had forgotten it was the Week of Peace,” (Achebe Chinua, Things Fall Apart PP28) through this we get yet more building blocks for characterisation, Okonkwo is not a man of self-control as he cannot supress his rage for even a single week. The consuming rage also suggests that Okonkwo is a rather different man compared to the people of his tribe, while he is a great warrior and wrestler, he lacks the self-control expected of someone of his calibre to the point that he enrages a god to sustain his pride.  [11:  (Rimmon Keith, Narrative Theory, PP100)]  [12:  (Achebe Chinua, Things Fall Apart PP28)] 


Both focalisation and narration have inbuilt issues of scope, now this needs to be separated from bias, bias being more of an agenda and an inbuilt issue of scope being a lack of knowledge, for narration this stems from the idea of a story being told to us by a homodiegetic narrator, the issue is that if the narrator was involved within the events themselves they may have be missing large chunks of information. These missing chunks of information lower the overall scope and argument of a narrative (if there is one), this is why I believe the narrator is not in fact a character in Things Fall Apart, because Achebe wanted to provide an image of the culture while not ignoring it’s darker sides (such as babies being left in the woods to die), this lack of narrowing works perfectly as it lends more credibility to the message of Things Fall Apart and the culture it’s trying to portray in its fiction. Focalisation also can work in narrowing or expanding our scope, at its best it gives us an idea of what characters are thinking and feeling such as the focus on Okonkwos anger, it can also provide us with narrow viewpoints however therefore limiting how much one can take away from the text. 

Overall, it’s clear that there are a wide range of uses for focalisation and narration within narrative theory, however a lot of them seem to be very double edged, with both having the opportunity to either lower or expand the scope of a narrative, or for the two to either decrease or increased bias however knowledgeable the authors may be. Overall, I would say that narration is best suited to the role of giving us wider context and a larger view (in a sense it helps us step back and once we’ve finished we have a more complete picture and understanding) and focalisation is excellent for plumbing the depths of our characters and perhaps exploring view points and ideas which are not of the narrator. 
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