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Abstract

This thesis explores the personal experience narratives of nine recovering alcoholics
through the lens of folktale scholarship. Using Propp’s structuralist model developed for
folktales, 1 analyze several narratives and examine the role of the helper in both the
Mdrchen and the turning-point personal experience narrative. I explore the role
Alcoholics  nonymous plays in the recovery of its members and the use of the personal
experience narrative as therapy and catalyst for healing.
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Oh.

[’ve alized since then that my earlier ideas shared a similar theme: that of
support groups. | was and am interested in the way that Americans banded together in the
days after 9/11, and how Americans outside of the country dealt with not having the same
sudden massive support group. As my research on turning-point narratives progressed, [
discovered that tellers placed importance on those who help the narrator (the hero of {
story). Sor re specifically than support groups, [ became interested in the helper, the
person or ¢ ter in a story without whom the hero would not succeed. And I came to
identify this tale-role in newer forms of narrative as well as the old.

Shaping one’s life into a story appears to be a natural thing, but for many years
the study of narrative within folklore was restricted to myth, legend, and folktale - all
frequently familiarly structured stories meant to give people a bit of excitement, to teach,
to warn, and to entertain. Sharing one’s own life experience can serve the same purposes,
but the pro zan often reach deeper and be more meaningful than with another kind of
folk narrative, because the story being related actually happened to the teller. In addition
to having ¢ ng history, speakii  about oneself is particularly widespread in today’s
society. As idonie Smith & Julia Watson remark in Getting ai :: Everyday Uses of
Autobiography:

There are state-sponsored bureaucracies designed to m  1ige people and

facilitate their movement through state institutions. Th. : are numerous

not ate organizations, such as churches and self-help groups, hospitals

and talk shows, that provide localized sites through whic certain kinds of

sut cts are recognized and misrecognized. There are the intimate spaces

of the fi ly and of sexual exchange. On a daily basis individuals move
into, through, and out of these disparate social spaces, and participate in



specific, yet different, narrative practices through which we become
subjects in and of our stories. (1996, 10)

Perhaps more than ever before we are expected to shape our lives into coherent narra ‘es
and to share them. Folklore as a discipline is well prepared to provide much needed
analysis of t s growing field, though personal experience narrative has only been
considered a sub-genre of narrative for a brief time in comparison  the major genres. |
think that the separation of “traditional narratives” like folktale fr. 1 “modern narratives™
like personal experience narratives is a false one, however, and as | show in this thesis
they may have 1ore in common than was originally believed.

An occasion during my third year of college sticks out in my mind. I was hanging
out with my friend Chris, who was a year ahead of me in school and graduating in a few
months. He s, understandably, concerned about his future. Like many students
graduating from college, he had no idea what was next. This particular evening we were
onawalk (\ 'y do these stories always take place during walks?), and we climbed a
couple of bi ks of granite, part of an art installation in a nearby park. As we sat perched
atop these sculptures, Chris let loose with his concerns and fears. He believed that “this
was it,” that college was life and i~ life was over, he had failed to achieve his dreams
and goals within the last four y« -, and now was doomed to an existence of failure; he
had reached the end of the book of his life, and it was a short, sad story, and other
depressing . ngs along those lines. To alleviate his fears, I said ~ him “Chris, just think
about it thisw : And then Chris graduated from college. Chapter One ...

Itw aturnit point for him, that afternoon. He calls it a “moment of

perspective.” I did not know then why my comment was such an effective reassurance,



but in the process of researching this thesis | have gathered some idea. People organize
their memo s into narratives; it helps them make sense. Organiz  your present into a
narrative will sometimes help you make sense of it as well. | am beginning to realize e
potential for such stories to heal the self in the telling and also tc  zal others in the
listening. W h words, simple words, we each have the power to not only take control of
ourselves, but 1 help guide the lives of others.

I have always been interested in storytelling. I think the stories we tell are
important, and tell us something about ourselves. I have been involved in theatre since |
was a kid. 2 earliest role I can remember is playing Crusty the Crab in the basement of
the local library. I put on yearly shows with the help of my brother for family and family
friends. I created movies with a series of progressively more sophisticated video cameras
with my two high school buddies. I acted in at least one stage production every semester
in high sch. |, as well as during the summer at local community theatre. I majored in
theatre at c re, and performed in a show nearly every semester there as well. I moved
to Boston after that and got a job as a tour guide for Ghosts & Gravestones, adopting the
persona of ¢ ghost of an eighteenth-century English gravedigger called Headless Jed.
And several months after moving to St. John's, Newfoundland, 1. fditioned for and was
cast as Skii shanks the Railway Cat in a local production of Cats.

It would be an understatement to say | am interested in performance. 1 have been
tellit  stories 1y whole life, so it only makes sense that I continued to study them in my
pursuit of a Masters degree. This is why I am pursuing a graduate degree, why I am

studying folklore and why even thot 1 at times I find academia  ficult [ still continue
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on. I love narrative and performance, and folklore appears to be a way to get to the
bottom of it I.

In goit to graduate school, the question I wanted to answer was Why? But as |
studied and ght, the question really became What? As in What the fuck? As in What
the fuck is i matter with everybody? The world is a confusing and horrible place
sometimes, and hard to understand. It seems to me that a good way to begin to figure out
what is going on is to study what people are saying about it. Espe« 1lly what people say
about themsel :. When people talk about themselves, they not only inform you of an
event in the st but they also tell you how they feel about that event in the present day,
and in doing so reveal their values to you. And that is the best way to get to know
someone, in my opinion.

This thesis is ultimately about the importance of the helper. It focuses on the role
of the helperi 2 particular set of personal experience narratives I collected from a wide
range of recovering alcoholics in New England. Nine people who all had different but
similar exg ices in breaking away from their addiction to alcohol shared their stories
with me, ni  atives of some of the most intimate moments in their lives. In combining my
interest in a well-studied narrative genre — the folktale — with the less examined narrative
genre — pe 1 experience n.  tive — I hope to show that the two genres are not so
different after all. And I hope to show the benefits of exploring ¢ : genre using the tools
developed explore another.

Chapter One begins with a discussion of the genres | have mentioned. I provide a

backgroun the scho ship of the folktale witha®  cular focus on structuralism, and



an introduction to the genre of the personal experience narrative. I introduce other works
that bring t¢ :ther the two seemingly disparate genres. I also discuss my methodology
and elaborz further on the history of this thesis.

In Chapter Two I introduce the organization Alcoholics Anonymous and describe
how it functions, and I introduce my subjects and their stories. I provide the backgrou |
of each person and tell their stories through a combination of their words and my own.
The moment when an alcoholic decides to stop abusing alcohol is a huge event in his or
her life, and the practice of telling that story is already present in AA and other
organizatiol  As folklorist Lee Winniford writes, “The construction of a personal
narrative th  works for the teller and is validated by listeners is the primary means
through which an addict comes to terms with his/her addiction and grapples with the
process of recovery” (2001, 63). The nine men and women I interviewed for this thesis
illustrate th: statement clearly.

InC or Three I explore the role of the helper in folktale and the symbiotic
relationship e helper shares with the hero. Using a collection of folktales and academic
writings [ e ne the two tale-roles and their interdependence. The first half of this
chapter is a review of the tale-role of the helper in the folktale. Using sources from Propp
to more rec ithors, I invest ite the notion that the helper is a necessary and integral
part to the folktale, and explore the relationship that the hero and the helper share. In the
second section, I explore a selection of folktales to strengthen the ideas I put forth.

In C pter Four I invest” te and analyze several of the st es told by my

subjects in; ‘ater detail, using the structure of the folktale as a lens. Starting with an



explanation of 1e connection between Propp and personal experience narratives, |
present a tu ing point narrative in its entirety and apply Propp’s nctions to it.
expound on other similarities found in the ten narratives as well. The rest of this
chapter furt r explores the role of helpers in the stories that I collected. In many cas:
AAorbye: ion members of AA play the role of helper, as does God. Mothers,
children, frien , doctors, and strangers, to name a few, can also| 'y this role. I discuss
the different ways these helpers bring about change in the hero, and what this connect n
means for the genre of personal experience narrative. Here I focus on the healing power
of story and the importance of support groups. I also explore the functional similarity
between the fi  :tale and the personal experience narrative.

Intl conclusion in Chapter Five I bring together points raised in the previous
chapters and  empt to identify my study’s contribution to the field of folklore. The
personal ex rience narrative shares qualities with folktale and can be used as a healing
force. The role of the helper, very important in folktale, is also very important in stories
of turning-] ints in people’s lives. These points, along with a discussion of the
limitations  'the study and an enthusiastic enumeration of further possibilities, will1 ke
up thischa r.

But st, it is important to introduce the genres at the heart of this thesis, the

folktale and ti  personal experience narrative. They are the subjects of the next chapter.






The stories that people choose to tell also indicate what they think is funny and/or
interesting and what they feel is important. Folklorist Steve Zeitlin writes, “Stories are
most often { d about out of the ordinary events, those which harbor some excitement and
conflict” (1982, 6). This holds true for both the folktale and the personal experience
narrative, W are the foci of this current undertaking. One of my goals is to show that
even though these two narrative genres are seemingly very different and treated as such
by folkloris they are also strikingly similar, and the separation of genres is largely
imposed. Ir  articular I point to the tale-role of the helper as proof of this. In my studies
and in my fieldwork, I have noticed that the helper is a character that is present in many
forms in the personal experience narrative, much as Propp’s tale-role appears in the
folktale.

The tale and personal experience narrative share simil ties, as well as have
their myriad differences, and in the following pages I explore th 1 both. I also review

several key orks in both genres, and outline my own approach to the topic at hand.

Fo™

“Narration is ageless,” says Linda Dégh in her essay, “Folk Nz ive.” She
continues, “The impulse to tell a story and the need to listen to it have made narrative the
natural cor anion of man throughout the history of civilization” (1972, 53). It would be
impossible to say how long folktales have been told, but the study of folktales can be said
to have bey 1 with the Grimm brothers in 1812 with their publication of Kinder-und

Hausmdrc, 1. The publication of these German tales spurred both study and collection
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Figure 1: Propp’s Functions of Dramatis Personae
o = the initial situation [not a function]

3 = absentation
y = interdiction

d = violatio
g€ = reconnaissance
€ = delivery
n = trickery

9 = complicitv

A/a = villai ick

B = mediation, the connective incident

C=Db¢ nning counteraction

1 = departu

D = first fu »n of the donor

E = the her. . . zaction

F = provisic or receipt of am: :al agent

G = spatial transference between two kingdoms, guidance

H = struggl
J=brandin marking
I = victory

K = initial misfortune or lack is liquidated (paired with A)
4 = return
Pr=pursui :hase

Rs =rescue

O anrecc ized arrival
L=1 Sur dclaims

M = difficult task

N = solutic

Q =recognition
Ex = exposure

T = transhi ion
U = punist t
W = wedd

(1971, 25-65)
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Here Propp explains the advantages to such a system, after presenting a sample
tale:

If one were to write out all functions of this tale, the following
scheme would result:

[ [DE'neg.Fneg.] )
y'R'8'ACTH ¢t G'’KNPI'D'E'FT sY?
l dFF |
Now let us imagine that all the tales in our material are analyzed in

a similar manner and that a scheme is made as a result of each analysis.

Wh es that lead to? To begin with, it must be said th decomposition

into jponents is, in general, extremely important for any science. We

have seen that up to now there has been no mans of doing this completely

objectively for the tale. This is a first, highly important conclusion. But

furt. ore, schemes may be compared, and then a whole series of those

que: s touched upon previously will be resolved. (1971, 99)

The complicated scheme above allows for tales to be logically br¢  2n down into their
components and compared to one another. The numbers in superscript indicate the
specific me  od of each move, for example, whether the hero flies through the air (G"),
travels on t ound or water (G %), or is led (G3) (1971, 51).

Proj work is certainly not without flaws, as he himself admits. As mentioned
above, hele kedatonlyr, . F ‘her,”  morphology may work well for
Russian we ler tales, but when applied to the folktales of other countries the theory may
not hold up qi ¢ as well, although it has been shown to work cross-culturally (See Gilet
1998). Propp’s method also ignores context, opting to focus only on action. Although
makes no ¢ ms in this regard, lack of context limits the method of analysis.

Other scholars have built on Propp’s work, filling in gaps and developing his

ideas. For ¢ ple, Bengt Holbek’s essay “The Language of Fairy Tales” expands on
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contaminati , they chronicle the way that certain people tell stories about themselves.
Lee Winnifi 1’s 2001 article, “Examining the Legendary Base for the Telephone Ro:
Subculture’s Personal Experience Narratives,” while focusing primarily on the telling of
legends in the AA community, is also an important piece of literature for my study.
Winniford has 1 acute understanding of recovering alcoholics, and her observations will
be utilized | zr.

Dick Leith’s article “Living with a Fairytale: ‘The Green Man of Knowledge’, is
a wonderful exploration of the intermingling of a specific fairy tale with one man’s

autobiography and understanding of himself. Leith finds that his life and current view of

himself hav >een shaped by his relationship to this tale through  ltiple retellings and
studies. A Newfoundland version of this tale is analyzed in Chapter Three.

Intl study that follows, I draw on the works I have just outlined to examine a
specific genre of personal experience narratives in their relation to the over arching Ii
changing, turning-point narrative. [ also compare that subgenre structurally to folktale.
After readii  Holbek’s essay, I envisioned an application of the folktale’s structure to
another genre of folklore, the personal experience narrative. In doing this, I continue to
address the long-standing issue of the presence of tradition within the relatively new
genre of the personal experience narrative that Stahl initiated several decades earlier.
However,] m not by any means the first to explore this link. For example, Gerald
Thomas, in s article “Other Worlds: Folktale and Soap Opera in Newfoundland’s
French Tradit n,” asks “How, then, are soap operas an extension of fairy tales?” (1980,

346) His pap:  argues that soap operas replaced folktales in the lives of French
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rewards are lin  :d in Christmas letters” (2001, 208). My thesis extends these connections
of the folktale to contemporary forms of narrative that are more personal in nature.

My journey to this current study was touched upon in the Introduction. My thesis
topic arose frc  my study of a personal experience narrative my father told me; the story
about the moment he decided to stop taking drugs. I applied a Proppian structural
analysis to it because, taking a cue from Holbek’s essay, The Language of Fairytales,
imagined that narratives such as the one my father told not only might be similar to
folktales, but ought to be. They should be because they are the same stories that have
been told for a ing time but in the interaction of father and son in private, or alcoholic to
alcoholic in a meeting, the metaphors can be removed.

This lea that the story a recovering addict tells about the turning point in his or
her life - the moment when he or she stopped abusing a substance and started on the long
road to recovery - shares a structure with the folktale is central to vy thesis. If this turns
out to be true, d these two seemii "y disparate :nres share structures and functions,
then the larger enre of narrative can open up to new methods of investigation. Methods
of studying itive might be expanded to include cross-genre analysis and conclusic

would be di  vn that otherwise might otherwise remain hidden.

Fieldwork

[ set on the topic of alcoholism partially due to the personal connection it has
to my life. 1 - father is a counselor and a recovering alcoholic, so the idea has always

been close 1 . The plan to collect a series of such perso: ™ and potentially fascinatir
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stories appealed to me as well. I interviewed my father for a second time, as well as eight
of his frienc and associates, collecting personal experience narratives from a total of
nine recovering alcoholics who are either living in or have lived in the state of Vermc
My informa s were five men and four women, all sober for ten years or more. My
father, being a ember of AA for over twenty years as well as an  cohol and drug
counselor in my home town, offered his assistance in finding subjects for me to
interview. He would phone his friends and associates and explain my current project to
them. He then asked them if they would be interested in submitting to an interview with
his son. In the cases of those who agreed, my father would then give me their phone
numbers and I would call and introduce myself, setting up a time and place to meet. All
the interviews took place in the homes of my subjects — I felt this was the best place to
collect theil atives, as we would be discussing personal matters and any public place
would be ir propriate. | came home to Vermont for a month, intending to conduct my
interviews | e and after the Christmas festivities.

I dre zall around the state of Vermont in December of 20 ) and January of 2007.
Vermont in the winter is a beautiful place. It was a relatively mild winter, and the dri*
were nearly  ways beautiful. As most of the interviews took place in or around my
hometown, most of my interviewees knew me from when I was younger. There were
several comments along the lines of, “My, the last time I saw you, you were this tall!”
and “Good: you’ve grown.”

As ioned in the Introduction, the first person I ever interviewed as a folklorist

was my fatl -, over the phone. For the purposes of this thesis, | o interviewed him in
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Audacity. The program saves the files as WAVs,ah” ~ quality audio format. I conducted
my final two i1 :rviews using the program Skype, which essentially turns my MacBook
into a telephone. The Skype software is free, but I purchased the capability to call regi 1
telephones and also to record those conversations. My last two interviews were over
phone with a husband and wife, who were happy to help and provided some of my most
informative material. Once all the interviews were completed, I burned them all to a
DVD and p ed it in a secure location. The interviews and their t 1scriptions were

deposited in the archives at Memorial University upon the completion of this thesis.

This 1apter discussed the paths leading up to this current project: the literature of
folktale an¢ e literature of the personal experience narrative that come together in tl
thesis, the story of how I got to this point in my studies and the account of how I
conducted my interviews. Now that the paths of the past have converged here in the
present, we  all move on to the paths leading away from this point — the story of the rest
of this thesis and beyond. In the next chapter I introduce my nine subjects. They are a
different ag , with different c:  >rs and histories, pasts and futures. But all of them are
members of AA and all have an addiction to alcohol that they over me. I hope that by
sharing their stories structural similarities will become clear and the lessons they have
learned will emerge, indicating the ability of the turning-point narrative to heal and he

others.
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Chapter Two:
Alcoholics Anonymous and Narratives of Recovery

This is the way I describe my hitting bottom. If you’ve ever skipped a
good stone on a smooth lake, you know how it skips off the surface? Pshoo

pshc shoo, pshooooo. Well, my bottom is like that. I was traveling a
hun and ninety miles an hour, I hit bottom at an angle, bounced off,
kept 2ling at a hundred and ninety miles an hour, hit bottom again at
alm 1e same angle, took off again, came down hit bottom again,

seve [ times, maybe five or six times. When I hit bottom - the last time,
there was no skin left on my face — I sunk to the bottom of an ice cold pool,
was drowning, and heard, ‘Do you want us to help you?’ and said, 'No.’
Then, . te Larry appeared. And he said, ' Come on.’ So I went. That’s the
way it is for me, you know, I'm telling you as a therapist, I see people who
hit bottom and hit bottom and hit bottom and hit bottom and some of them
just ke  hitting bottom, they don't get better, some of them die. (Ed 2007)

This . an introduction to the nine people | interviewed, all of whom live in or are
originally from the state of Vermont. My intention is to give the reader an insight intc e
livesof my formants through the stories they tell. 1 will be using a combination of
summary and direct quotes from the interviews. First, however, allow me to introduce the

organization that binds them all: Alcoholics Anonymous.

Lee niford states,
All /e-step programs — especially the prototype AA —« erate through
the ing of personal experiences. The construction of a personal

narrative that works for the teller and is validated by listeners is the
primary means through which an addict comes to terms with his/her
add: ion and grapples with the process of recovery. Storytelling becomes
thus »ssolutely crucial, a matter of life and death. (2001, 63)
Storytelling 2comes not only a matter of life and death, but also a method of
transference from death fo life. Of, like an alchemist, transmuting the experience of a

horrible life situation into something to be proud of, something useful to be used to heal

othersand  heal oneself.

30
















My father tells me there is an old saying in AA: "Take the cotton out of their ears,
and stuff it in  eir mouths" (Ed 2008). The organization pressures its members to pay
attention to the words of others rather than focusit  so much on themselves. This is
mirrored in wl t my father calls, “The deepest belief in AA - By helping others, you help
yourself" (Ed 2008). The basic understanding is, according to my father, that if you di
not have otl rs to help, you would drink. The relationship goes both ways, with new
members being helped by older members and older members needing the new members
to keep ther sober. AA is all about helping and being helped. This concept is returne to
and explored in Chapter Four.

[ wi introduce the AA members I interviewed in the order that | met them. In
this way we can go through their stories together, and you as a reader can get a sense of
what it was ke to be there with me, learning about my subjects. I start with the first, or
more likely :cond (perhaps third)  son I ever met (how many nurses and doctors were
generally present at the birth of babies in 19807 And was the father allowed in the room,
or was that st in the age of the men pacing back and forth in the waiting room, passing

out cigars? I~ gress...). The first person I interviewed was my father.

Dad

Dad,] own to the rest of the world as Ed, turned sixty years old in November
2007. We: : close, and have finally reached that point in a family’s life where a father
and son can also be friends. As I write these sentences I am sittir  on a couch in the study

of his home in Morrisville, Vermont, where I also conducted my second interview with
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when he ch  <ed in. Says Bill, “What’s startling is | can still remember, I can almost re-
experience 2 change.” He filled the hole in his life that had been left by alcohol with the
things he re |y loved, seeing the views in his home state of Vermont for what seemed
like the firsttt e. Here he describes how his outlook changed after getting sober:

[ ¢ Id begin to identify with other people’s emotions. Which was

sonr  hing I couldn’t do before. There were just a lotta things that were

different. [laughs] I used to, it was the ego, but I can remember I used to,

there was a rock in the lawn out here that I mow, I have a riding mower

and have now for, we’ve lived here for thirty eight years in this house, and

eve me I would mow, I would hit that rock. And, it was like,

psychologically, I knew [ was gonna hit that rock, but I keep telling

myself, ‘Naw, I’m not gonna hit that rock,” and I’d hit the rock. — And one

day, in sobriety, not too long into sobriety, [’m riding along on the mower,

I come up to the rock and I said, ‘I don’t have to hit that rock, I could go

around it.” And that’s what I did. You know? It was just, the difference, in

thought process. Was unbelieveable. Why didn’t I realize that before? [

have no idea. (Bill, 2006)

To v, Bill has been in the same profession for fifty years. He moved from
regional to state to national positions in his field, eventually bei1  honored with the
highest honor in his profession. His liver has healed almost completely, he weighs the
same as he id when he graduated high school, and he is a proud grandfather. At the end
of our time together, Bill repea | his belief that “‘the miracle happened and it was an
outside inter ation from ah’ "ier power, not from anybody on this e; 1 that did it for

me.” His insistence that it was from outside that his change came, and not something he

did himself, will come into play further in later chapters.

40













self esteem. ‘er first drink was when she was sixteen, at a friend’s father’s restaurant; it
was a rum and coke. It got her drunk and a friend walked her around the block until
sobered up enough to go home. When she was a junior in high school her mother was
admitted into an institution and remained there until she died decades later. Her father
died right a 'r she graduated from high school. She describes a moment at her father’s
wake where alcohol started to take control, although this is still a full ten years before she
considers her self as alcoholic:

My other’s in the nuthouse and my father dropped dead, so ya know,

please. So my Uncle Carl who was married to one of my aunts, my

father’s sisters, carried a flask. It was a little sweet he always had a flask

on him. So he poured me a drink and it calmed me down. (Theresa, 2006)

Attw ty-one she married a man who used to drink a water glass full of whisky
before going to work and be fine. She wanted him to join AA, but could not convince
him. He ca e from a big family, which she loved, and she felt especially close to his
mother. It was her mother-in-law’s death that unhinged her because she felt like she had
lost an anc . She turned nasty when she drank but tried to hide it and control it by, for
example, becoming a Girl Scout leader in her daughter’s troop because “everybody knew
Girl Scout leaders weren’t drunks.”

Mary’s turning point started when she blacked out. She had been drinking at
party, arguing with a man from Chicopee, Massachusetts, and the next thing she
remembers is waking up on the couch at home. She learned later that a female friend had
taken her home, it to this day she cannot recall the details. This scared her. Around this

time too she decided she wanted a divorce. She flew do*  to Mexico and got one (at

least she thinks she did — she does not speak Spanish). The man she wanted to be w™ "
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was calling for assistance, and had been for the entirety of our time together. I hoped she

would not bt too upset, thanked Andy for his story and lessons, and left.

Jim

This i1 :rview was special. I arrived early and spent about twenty minutes
standing ar« nd outside Jim’s house and garage. An American flag waved from the
garage, flying above a sign that read “VIP Parking Only.” I smiled to myself, thinking
about how the 1xtaposition of sign and icon were strangely apprc riate. | looked down at
the river wi g its way through the Vermont landscape in the dri  y January morning,
and started ndering what exactly it was | was doing here. Why was I driving around
the state, ir  ~viewing friends and associates of my father about events that happened
decades ago? Why was I spending the majority of my year in St. John's, Newfoundland?
Why was I . ing folklore? And why did I settle on this topic in particular? This thesis
was turning out to be one of the hardest things I had ever done, a  some days I wanted
to throw ur 1y hands and walk away, but something was stoppir me.

I ha nearly decided to leave when Jim pulled up in an old pick up truck. I sta :d
to think that perhaps I was at the wrong house but he got out and smiled, shook my hand,
and explained that he had been in town, meeting with a young man who he had recently
convinced to attend an Alcoholics Anonymous meeting. From the moment we met, [
realized that here [ would be interviewing a real live helper, in the flesh. This was an
important event in the process of this thesis — to realize that the “heroes” of these

narratives [ v collecting were also many times the “helpers” of the narratives of others.
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Att time of our interview Jim was seventy-five years o His father had be
“a rip-roarii unk,” and both his older brothers and older sister were alcoholics. His
first drink was at fifteen. He and a friend found a bottle of his parents’ wine and drank
It was the first time he drank and the first time he got drunk. In 1963, at the age of thirty-
two, Jim w:  losing his successful asphalt business because every time somebody paid
him in cash he would spend it on alcohol. He would go to great lengths and huge expense
to satisfy his need. At times he would charter a plane, fly to Syracuse, New York, an
spend three o1 Hur days in a hotel, drinking all the while. Once he started drinking, he
could not st . His wife never saw him drunk because when he g« drunk in town, he
would sleep in his car and go right to work the next day. They had three children at the
time and his wife stated she was going to leave him. She called a number she found in the
paper for peoj : having problems with drinking. The man she contacted called Jim and
asked him to come to a meeting. The man picked him up, took him to a meeting, and Jim
never drank gain.

Even though he stopped drinking, it took him years to learn how to change his
behaviors. Here he relates a story he often tells at meetings:

In the wintertime, from here to the Interstate it was all dirt roads. This here

road that I drive on...the one in Jericho... was dirt. Twenty miles of dirt

roac 1 T had to drive fifty miles. I used to be late to work in the

win ae. Come in there ten, fifteen minutes after eight o’clock. Used to

work « sht to four-thirty. And I had a boss that was a son of a gun... And

he says to me, he says, ‘You come in here late one more time I’'m gonna

give you five days off without pay.” Got my attention. And I’d been sober

maybe Hur or five years now. So, the following week, [ was on time every

day. The third week, I come in about five minutes after eight, and Charlie

says ‘| m], you're late toc . * 11says ‘Jeez Charlie! I was on time tl

last two weeks,” 1 says. ‘What are you getting on my case for?’” He says,
‘[Jim], you’re supposed to be on time for work.” You see, I thor~"t that I
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She was there with her husband at the time. They went out and she was ordering
two drinks  a time, because “it takes a really long time for this guy to get back here, and
[’m just thii : ahead.” The last thing she remembers is being down on the beach with
her husband and then she woke up in their hotel room the next m« 1ing. This was her
first and only blackout. She looked around and saw evidence of last night’s activity that
she could nc recall doing. The idea that she had shared something so intimate and could
not recall it sic :ned her. She went out onto the balcony, looked at the ocean and the
slowly daw: realization that she had a problem started to wash over her:

...It as like seeing a mirror, and this great life painted all over it, and in a

split :cond it shattered, and behind that mirror was a mirror of what it

was ally all about. And it was horrifying. It was just, uh. You know, that

whole thing was not true. And I was denying and making things so much

better  nking that my life was so much better than it was, and it wasn’t

until that moment and all, you know, that son of a bitch, everything is

real? Ever hear that? S-O-B-E-R? Son Of a Bitch, Everything’s Real, and

that’s really what it, it was like all of a sudden I was hit with the reality of

the v ole thing. Like I wasn’t just a nice girl who drank too much, I was a

drunk. (Joanne, 2007)

So here she with this new understanding of herself, stuck on a tropical island. For
the next four days she held this knowledge inside of her, not wanting to tell her husband
before she had a chance to tell her therapist back home. She got h e, and her therapi
told her to tell her husband. She did, very nervously, to which he 1 _lied, “Yeah? So what
else is new?” Like other alcoholics, she had thought she was hiding her alcoholism, while
to her friends and family it was all too obvious. She joined AA immediately and never
had adrink: n.

Her and had wanted to leave her but chose not to because he felt she wou

need help in her recovery. He was aware that after ninety days of sobriety in AA you get
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phone. Bott  f her parents drank and both joined AA when she was twelve. Lana started

drinking wk she was thirteen years old. Her parents were “party people” and always
out. She recalls feeling angry at a young age from being left alone so much. She in turn
became a party person herself, drinking frequently and blacking out often. She was a
“party girl” and did not believe there to be anything wrong with her drinking habits. She
got progressivi 7 worse. On one occasion she came home, spilled sweet and sour sauce
all over the g, and broke the dish she had borrowed from her mother. The next day a
friend called and asked what she was going to do about her drinking. This was the first
confrontatio She was thirty-eight.

She was in deep denial for many years because she felt that she knew too much

for it to happen to her. She was too aware of the disease and the ramifications of it since
her parents were both alcoholics. She had a feeling in the back of her head for a few years
prior that thi ;s were getting out of control, but she was not admitting it. So she told her
friend she w ild quit. And she tried. She stopped drinking for a while but was miserable.
Drinking was an anesthetic. When she stopped drinking she was “very angry, very
volatile, not or pleasant.” She was alienating peop around! . About three years
after she had “i it,” another friend of hers ended up in the hospital in a coma due to her
drinking. W. n her friend got out of the hospital and was ordered to attend AA meetings,
Lana went with her because she knew the people, she knew where the meetings were, and
because her parents had gone. She started attending the meetings along with her friend

and here was where her life started to turn around. She changed the people she hung out
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with, changed :r behaviors, and stopped drinkit  for real. She has been sober now fi

twenty-four S.

Nine diffe 1t stories, all different situations. But all have similarities: each
person was  ntrolled by drinking and now is in control of that aspect of their lives. All
nine of these  'ple crossed over from one way of life into a new way of life. And they
all did it wit the help of others. In many cases, the help of a specific person made all the
difference.l - father said, “there’s some mysterious quality, there’s some serendipity,
there’s some unmeasurable variable, sometimes, not all the time, but sometimes there’s
these things th  you just can’t pin ‘em down, there’s no formula for it” (2007).
According to v at has been learned from these interviews, an external force in one’s life
often creates t| mysterious quality he references. If that force is not present then change
is much harder, if not totally impossible, to implement. And that mysterious force is the

very subject of e next chapter.
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Chapter Three:
The Helper in Folktale

On . ' helper: “The enlisting of their aid ... is usually the motivating

force in the action of the tale. They are not merely accessories to the plot
but . 2 so necessary to it that their absence is almost unthinkable.”

(Thompson 1946, 67)

This apter explores Stith Thompson’s claim that the helper is not merely a
secondary ¢ racter present simply to fill out the plot of the folktale, but an integral : d
important tale-role without which the folktale would be incomplete. This chapter
discusses the role the helper plays in the folktale through analysis of other scholars’
definitions and examples, followed by an exploration of a specific folktale. I argue th:
the helper is only necessary to develop the plot of the folktale but also servestonm e
the audience more sympathetic to the hero. Researching this thesis, I found surprisingly
little schola that specifically addresses the helper and the helper’s role; it is my hope
to partially ren 1y that and to demonstrate that the helper is an extraordinarily important
tale-role.

Asn tioned earlier, Vladimir Propp, the famous Russian structuralist, defined
the tale-role of the helper in his 1968 work, The Morphology of the Folktale. He studied
one hundred fi :tales and extrapolated thirty-one moves, or functions, which he claimed
were present in all folktales, and always in the same order. He also pointed out seven
“spheres of .ion”: the villain, the donor, the helper, the princess and her father, the
dispatcher, the :ro, and the false hero. Propp claimed that spheres of action are

distributed ¢ g the characters in the folktale in three different ways:
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1. The sphere of action exactly corresponds to the character.
2.0nec cter is involved in several spheres of action.

3. Ther e case: a single sphere of action is distributed among several characters.
(1971,80 1)

For the purposes of this work, I am going to combine the roles of the helper and
the donor w the umbrella of the helper. [ am not the first to do this by any means;
Peter Gilet 1 Satu Apu, among others, have also considered the two tale-roles as one
and the samr  Gilet I will get to later, but Apu says in The Narrative World of Finnish
Fairy Tales that, ' e role of hero’s helper and that of the donor of magic objects ... are
very similar ) one another — often the same character acts as both donor and helper”
(1995, 165). P pp himself acknowledged that the donor and helper were often the same
character (1 80). I feel this is an adequate and appropriate col Hination, as both the
donor and t! Iper “help” the hero. Thus, the helper can give the hero something the
hero needs to. :ceed (the donor’s function), or can directly guide the hero along his or
her journey.

[ define the helper as the character without whom the hero would fail. As Liithi
observes, tt o “always meets precisely those otherworld beings who know or are able
to do just w tis necessary to accomplish the task at hand...” and, “...these advisers are
by no means omniscient, but they always know whatever needs to be known at the given
stage of the plot” (1986, 30). The helper often comes along when all seems to be lost, and
often when the hero is on the brink of failure. Without the timely intercession that the
helper provides, the hero can advance no further. Already we can see parallels to the

narratives of recoverii  alcoholics.
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In defi ng the helper’s actions, Propp highlights the tale-role’s importance. He
assigns the llov g actions to the helper:

..ie spatial transference of the hero
Liquidation of misfortune or lack

R¢ ue from pursuit

The solution of difficult tasks

The transfiguration of the hero (1971, 79)

To the donor he attributes:

e The preparation for the transmission of a magical agent
¢ The provision of the hero with a magical agent (1971, 79)

Furthenn e, he indicates three categories of helpers:

e iversal helpers capable of fulfilling all five of the helper’s functions
e Partial helpers capable of fulfilling several functions
e Specific helpers, fulfilling only a single function (1971, 82)

He also indica s that helpers that only fulfill one function are usually objects, such as a
ring or a ball 1 171, 82).

Propp defined the helper in terms of actions. Based on the inctions that he
attributed to the helper/donor, we see that what the helper does is, not surprisingly, he
the hero. The helper typically provides at least one of the following services:
transportation, assistance, rescue, transformation, testing, and provision. If the helper
gives the herc 1 o0bject, that object functions as an extension of the helper, providing
guidance, ti isportation, or sustenance. Everything the helper does is defined in relation
to the hero. 1e helper has no one to help without the hero, and likewise, the hero nee

the help the :zlper provides. They need each other.
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functions as  bridge between the worlds, a guide who helps the hero relate successfully
to the “Other.” The helper becomes the necessary channel between the two spheres. S/he
or it is a liminal character, living between worlds and sometimes marginal to society
(Gilet 1998 3). As helpers are positioned between the two worlds, they can guide (or
more direct insport) the hero from one to the other. The helper, supernatural or
natural, acts as the link from the hero’s previous life to the life ahead and often possesses
information the hero needs to know in order to succeed in his or her quest. If one
considers tt  main players of the folktale to be the hero, the princess, and the villain, then
the helper is the tale-role that brings them all together, simultaneously binding the
disparate elements of the story as well.

In his essay “The Language of Fairy Tales,” Bengt Holbek simplifies Propp's
thirty-one n s into five main categories, the second move beir the interaction with
the helper. Peter Gilet also distills Propp’s thirty-one functions down to only five moves:

e The Initial Situation, (“a breakdown of the normal nurturing qualities of the

rld about the hero”)

o The Interaction with the Helper (“a being destined to form a friendship with

the hero and to assist him/her in the adventure”)
Tt Inte tion with the Princ/ess (*‘a special category [ helper”)

o The Interaction w ° the Adversary
e The Return of the  ro (1998, 91-100)

Hol k’s d Gilet’s moves entirely devoted to the helper suggest that the helper
plays a larger part in the action than a simple statistical overview of Propp’s initial tt y-
one functic might first suggest. Viewed in this light the consid« ible role the helper
plays in the folktale is on par with that of the princess and the villain in importance. This

is also evic  ced by Gilet’s definition of the princess as a special category of helper. his

61




gives the helper’s role a whopping two-fifths of the action of the whole folktale. The
helper is a companion to the hero, appearing early in the tale and sometimes remaining
until the end, if not in presence than at least in effect.

Gilet emphasizes the helper’s role in festing the hero:

The t crucial point in the relationship between helper and hero is their

initial encounter, where the hero appears often to be tested in some way,

sonr imes by being given the opportunity of feeding the future helper or

of saving the helper’s life (or the life of those dear to the helper).

(1998, 93)
Thus, the ' )’s reaction to the helper dictates their ensuing relationship. The false hero
consistently does the wrong thing, whatever that may be, and thus does not receive the
same help ¢ : hero does (often, the false hero even receives a penalty for his failure to
do the right g). In this way the helper provides a sort of litmus test for the hero. The
response of the hero and false hero to the helper’s questions, demands, and/or requests
defines these o roles as opposites. The helper serves the very important function of
delineating defining both the differences between the two roles and the reasons why
the audience should admire and root for the hero.

The herois ™ d¢” wedinj “throu "I the helper by his or her reactions. Holbek
writes, “The protagonist must show kindness, gratitude, helpfulness, generosity, courage,
faithfulness in service, truthfulness, willingness to follow good advice, and to care for the
dead, the infi1 , and animals™ (1987, 51). ...e hero’s actions mirror his or her inner
qualities, w are made clear by a process Liithi refers to as externalization. The

storyteller " :s not, and in fact, perhaps, cannot (well, certainly should not), simply tell

the audience t t the hero is kind, gracious, helpful, generous and courageous; he shows
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who is wise and prophetic is harder to empathize with than the hero who is coni ed and
does not know what is going to happen next, who needs guidance.

I am not interested in turning the helper into the hero. The hero is the hero. The
helper helps. Nonetheless, the importance of this tale-role in regards to the development
of the story and the development of the hero of the folktale should not be underestimated.
The hero is the tale-role most studied by both scholars such as those I have cited and
popular wr. such as Joseph Campbell. And why not? The hero is the star; he or she is
the charact: that every story is about. But as I have just argued, the helper serves several
functions fi the hero. Without the helper the hero would fail. And this necessary aspect
of their relationship leads me directly to another point, and poten lly the reason the hero
is so explored and admired: Who could love an invincible hero? If there is no doubt that
the hero will succeed, then the story becomes boring. The hero needs the helper, not only
to help, but also to make the hero someone to relate to. Liithi’s description of the fairy-
tale hero supports this view:

The f y-tale hero is gifted, in the literal sense of the word. Supernatural

beings lavish their gifts on him and help him through battles and perils. In

the fairy tale, too, the u " ted, the unblessed, appear. Usually, they are the

older brothers or sisters of the hero or heroine. They are often deceitful,

Wi « sious, cold-hearted, or dissolute — though th is by no me s

alw the case. It may be that they just don’t come across any helping

animal or little man; they are the unblessed. The hearer does not, however,
identify with them, but with the hero, who makes his way through the

we lone — and for just this reason is free and able to establish contact
wi, ential things. Usually, it is his unconsciously cor  t behavior that
ga: im the help of the animal with the magic powt  or some other

supernatural character ... The fairy tale ... shows in its heroes that, despite
our ignorance of u" " 1ate things, it is possible to find a secure place in e
world. (1976, 142-143) [my = “"cs]
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wife, his daughter, or an old woman living in the villain’s home. Out of the many tales in
the collection, these best illustrate the value of a helper. I hope that in this way I can show
the importance and necessity of the helper in the art of the folktale, as well as 1n the
broader stn e of narrative.

The I ave chosen to explore in depth is Greensleeves. It is classified as ti -
type AT313 - e Girl as Helper in the Hero's Flight — as are all the tales | am exploring
in this chapter. This tale is similar in structure to The Head Card Player of the World,
The Glasse le, and The Green Man of Eggum in the same collection and the Scottish
The Green Man of Knowledge, among others. Tale-type AT313 is, according to
Widdowson a | Halpert, “one of the most widespread of modern »lktales,” and “is
found near over the world” (1996, 99). In this particular version of the story several
characters | the hero. First he encounters a trio of increasingly elderly brothers who
each feeda house him and give him special items. The most constant and crucial
assistance, wever, comes from Gilet’s “special category of helper,” the princess. In
their notes to this story, Halpert and Widdowson provide a long list of other versions of
this tale, fu er illustrating its popularity around the world. For this reason I think it is a

good example to work from.

Jack is a young lad, excellent at cards, whom one day in his front yard is
approachec vy a little man asking to play a me of cards. Jack plays against this man
who his moth  warns him is called Greensleeves. He wins all three games and

Greensleeves lls him he must find the oldest man in the country his version ¢ the tale
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in the form of a bird, and Jack takes a gun and goes shooting every bird he can find.

Eventually he turns his gun on Greensleeves and the old man transforms back. After |
this Greens >s announces that he is going to kill Jack anyway. Jack goes to Ann who
creates a diversion with some singing cakes, and they escape tog 1er on a little mare that
canrun niner les each stride. Greensleeves takes off in hot pursuit, but Ann directs Jack
to take a lump of froth from the mare’s left ear and throw it over his shoulder. It creates a
wall that slow Greensleeves down, but he soon breaks through. Then Ann dire ; Jack to
take a lump of wax from the mare’s right ear. This turns into a massive forest that stops
their pursuer cold. And they both lived happily ever after.

( Structural notation: ayl&ql9‘A883CT[D7E7F']3G|H212K4¢PrRsW )

First of all, without the help of the three old brothers, Jack would never have been
able to find the man he sought. By performing a task for each brother, namely cutting
their very It g beards and hair, Jack gained their trust and the gifts they offered. This is
Propp’s step XI1, the first function of the donor, followed by step XIII, the hero’s
reaction. H ick not agreed to help each of these men, he would not have gotten past
his own front door.

A char ter or characters assist the heroes of all tales that include motif G530. In
The Old Woman and her Three Sons (tale number two in Halpert & Widdowson’s
collection), Id woman warns Jack and hides him from a giant. She then gives him a
red ball that e uses to find his way. This particular character, the “old woman in the

ogre’s house,” has been the focus of several articles, all written relatively recently, that
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Had Jack at any point in his journey decided to go it alone, decided that he did not
need anyone’s help at all, his journey would have been a failure. And this Jack is cast as a
very capable young man, who knows how to get around in the world. He’s no rube. But
without the help of the various helpers he encounters, his goal and quest would have been
unsuccessful. As a result of seeking out and accepting the assistance of others, Jack not
only succeeds in finding Greensleeves and saving his own neck but he gains a lovely
partner and ife. Not to mention a sweet pair of nine-mile boots. Leith writes:

The course of human life involves innumerable initiations, crises of

separation and loss, countless problems involving personal identity. It is

impossible to negotiate these difficulties on our own. In ‘The Green Man

of I ledge’ Jack transcends his difficulties because he is helped to do

so. Most important, he lets himself be helped. In my experience, letting

yourself be helped is not something quickly or easily learned, so deeply

embedded is the notion of independence in our culture. It takes frequent

remr ders: one reason why a fairytale like ‘The Green Man of

Knc ledge’ can be constantly revisited, lived and relived. (1999, 182)
The role of the helper is important and necessary in the folktale but as Leith points out
the helper: o plays an important role in real life. As Holbek describes “there are
intimate relations between living conditions and the content of the tales” (1987, 56). Just
as the folki ¢ reflects real life, the helper as a tale-role is reflective of a real life
counterpart. As the role of the helper has been largely overlooked in academic writings,
so [ believe I i it been overlooked in our day-to-day existence, and I believe this should
change. TI result could only be enriching.

In the next chapter, I use the folktale structure to analyze e stories of recovering

addicts and argue that the helper fills a crucial role in some personal experience

narratives . well. The recovered alcoholics interviewed and the letellers in Halpert and
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Widdowson’s collection are the same. They are all the folk. They are the same people; to
paraphrase an Dundes, we are the folk (1980, 19).

AsLi states in Once Upon a Time, “When something has the ability both to
attract and repel one so forcefully, one may assume that it deals with fundamen s”
(1976,22). T s is why folktales are so attractive to audiences; t /deal with
fundamentals. The structure and tale-roles are appealing and appear over and over again
because the mirror real life and thus real life mirrors them back. The journeys in both
the folktale nd the personal experience narrative are the same jo neys. The stories are
archetypal, as is any story about a journey from a bad place to a good place. The helper is
the bridge  :ween those two places. The next chapter explores in greater detail two of
the transformational narratives introduced in Chapter Two and e: lores the similarities

between all ten narratives. The points I have brought up in this chapter inform these

analyses.
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was very bad moment, and I think they were gonnat  me, and just
then, through this crowd and it was a pretty big crowd, like all around the
cab, just then, through the crowd, came two, plain-clothes police officers,
dete s. And they pulled me outta the cab, jostled me around the place,

roug me up, searched me, put handcuffs on me, and arrested me. And
in a d sort of ironic way getting arrested was better than being beaten
by t all bats and | was actually happy to get arrested, they saved me.
And arrested me, and they took me to court, and in court | was guilty,

I pled guilty and in court, they took me to jail actually I went to court the
next day and in court, the judge said, ‘You - are either going to Riker’s

Isla which you definitely do not want to ever go to Riker’s Island,
Rik sland is not a good place to be), he said ‘You are either going )
Rik [sland, or you can go into treatment for drug addiction.” And I
wer o treatment for drug addiction. And that was the beginning of a
proi | change in my life, and was the beginning of rel ilitation. From

drug addiction. So ends that story. (Ed 2005)

My father is a skilled storyteller; he knows how to engage an audience and how to
tailor his stories for those listening. In this telling, my father’s intended audience included
my professor and classmates who he did not know so he felt the need to explain things
like Gypsy ce  and the precise location of the crime. He took the first four minutes of
our intervi » provide background before really getting into what actually happened. 1
have left tt >kground exposition out of this paper. So, if we break down his story to
its actions, ing at minute four of the recorded narrative, then we arrive at the
following, eled after Propp’s own example [See Figure 2, next page].

The spheres of action fulfilled in this narrative are those « hero (my father),
donor (the Puerto Ricans), helper (the police officers), and father (the judge). Villain, on
first look, appears to be suspiciously absent...

( Structural notation: aa’C TD*E’F°G*M-N )
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In my father’s narrative, it appears that step nineteen in Propp’s morphology, the
liguidation of  °k, is never actually achieved. Judged as a folktale then, this story at first
seems not to follow Propp’s structuralism as I had first thought. The hero’s origi 1 goal
is thwarted, and his actions are removed from his hands and passed to a judge.

Initially I had assumed that the Puerto Ricans were filling the role of the villain in
this narrative, but after applying Propp’s formula it appears the Puerto Ricans are the
donors (Prc s D2, A hostile creature attempts to destroy the hero). This led me to
rethink the tire structure of this story. If the villain is what is eventually vanquished in
the end, the villain in this story is my father s addiction. And that makes this a story
about his battle with addiction, more specifically, the story about winning his battle with
addiction. ” s suggests that in fact, the narrative is actually structured exactly 1 = Propp
indicated Mdrchen should be. I said earlier that what my father was lacking was rugs,
but in a deeper sense this story is about everything his life lacked: quality of life and
stability. In sense, the lack is liquidated by taking the first step to recovery when the
judge forces him in to counseling. Looked at this way, his narrative becomes much more
than simply a close call with a bee

The asting of the Puerto Ricans and the police as the helpers and the subsequent
casting of addiction as the villain provide a new viewpoint on this narrative. Without this
structural ¢  lysis, the character of his addiction would not be ¢ vious. But as a turning-
point story in my father’s life, his addiction should be the villain he overcomes. The
judge, in this case, fulfills the role of the father, who gives the hero an “ordeal ¢ choice”

(Propp 19" ).
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have been ¢ 1to get him into that meeting. However he was ready and Late Larry,
although he co 4 not have possibly known it, was in the right place at the right time.

Late y becomes my father’s helper. And just like the helper in the folktale,
Late Larry  kes my father-as-hero more understandable to his expected audience of
other alcoh¢ cs. If he had, for no other reason but his own will, decided to go that
meeting, th: e story would be much less effective as a means of helping other
alcoholics. 1t with the timely intervention of his helper, Late La -, he illustrates that he
needed help. He could not and would not have done this alone. The scene directly
preceding Late Larry’s appearance proves that. My father just watches the men standing
around outside and going inside; he cannot follow. It took the extra push of an outsid:
the always. te Larry, to motivate him.

Before turning to a fuller discussion of the helper in these narratives, it is
important t ‘eiterate that their structure is informed by several factors. The overarching
feature ist ir creation within the framework of AA. Each new member of AA is
informed t the stories they hear when first coming to meetings, and undoubtedly
structures . or her own story similarly. Although individuals differ and other factors
may come into play such gender and/or the amount of time that has elapsed between the
events and 1€ retelling of those events, the patterns raise questions. Are the stories
structured e same way because people mold their stories around the stories they hear?
Or is the structure basic and fundamental to the events they describe? I believe that it is a

combination of both, that the stories are the same because the events they describe are
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Prac experience shows that nothing will so much insure immunity

fron iking as intensive work with other alcoholics. It works when other

activities fail. This is our twelfth suggestion: Carry this message to other

alcoholics! You can help when no one else can. You can secure their

conf ce when others fail. (2001, 89)

As practicing members of Alcoholics Anonymous, recovering alcoholics start out in the
role of the her  in their own narratives, being helped by the helper in the form of an
individual, God, and/or the entire entity of a support group. In the process of their journey
and their he ing, the recovering alcoholic makes a transformation from hero to helper of
others, as part of the larger group of AA, and in some cases, as with Jim, largely as an
individual. . _ similar thought expressed by all of my subjects was the importance of using
their narrat 3 to help newcomers understand that what they were going through. When
asked how  ling her story made her feel, Theresa responded, “It just makes me feel, it
feels like its flowing out of me — if I could just help one person with my story, to think
before he or she picks up that drink, I’'m a winner” (2006).

Jim best illustrates this mode of living. In the early days of his recovery he was a
conduit, the informal bridge for many people. Now in a professional role as a counselor
and an unofficial role as a visible local f* 1re, he helps people to make the transformation
from alcoholic to recovering alcoholic. At the start of his own recovery he went to a
meeting every day. As a helper himself he is very good at getting people to realize the
depths of f problems through counseling. He is very effective at making them look at
their drink g honestly.

I\ ped a lot of people ... It’s just the way I am, they know I’'m very

sel that I'm really committed to them. And I know just a lot of ways

to get people to look at their drinkin’... So guys would get honest ...
Th how people think and you gotta get them to look at their honesty,
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folktale and often assists the hero in  insportation between the two worlds, so too does
the recovering alcoholic straddle the world between the non-drinl  and the drunkard,
always recovering but never recovered, knowledgeable of the pleasures of being sober

and the hor1 s of being controlled by the drink. The long-time member of AA helps to

transport the suffering alcoholic in their perilous journey from under the influence of “the

devil” that is alcohol to a safe realm free from the power of addiction.

THE HELPERS

The helper helps. Whether it is the hero of a folktale or the alcoholic in recovery,
the star of the ory achieves their goal with the help of another. As I mentioned earlier,
the helper, :ording to Propp, does one or several of the following things for the hero:
transportati , assistance, rescue, transformation, testing, and provision. With this in
mind, I look now at the helpers in the narratives collected from my subjects and explore
their similarities to the helper of Propp’s morphology. In addition, I will continue to
explore AA’s role as helper and the methods ingrained within AA’s creeds that not only
encourage the helping of others, but also necessitate them.

In the following pages I explore the nature of the helpers  these stories and how
they compare ) helpers in the tales, asking who are helpers and what do they do for e
heroes. Again keeping in mind transportation, assistance, rescue, transformation, lesting,
and provision, the actions Propp assigned to the helper, I indicate the helper or helpers in
each personal experience narrative and the way they fill that role. Holbek says of the

hero’s reaction to the donor: “The protagonist must show kindness, gratitude, helpfulness,
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lady with the fur coat at that first meeting told a story that provided Theresa with the
knowledge that she was not alone in her problem.

These three figures, each encountered in different physical locations and
providing diffi :nt services for Theresa — assistance, transportation, and provision —
mirror the ¢ seating motif of threes seen in folktale. In each situation Theresa ha to

be willing to accept what was being offered as well, or the help would have gone unused.

Ma

Mai s helper is the woman she met at her first meeting -Stella - a wom:  who
had “gone and down the coast of Maine, sleeping in different motels with different
people all the time, anybody that would buy her liquor...” When Mary met her, Stella
had been sober for eight years. Meeting Stella, a woman who seemed to have her wits
about her, and who by her own admission had been in a much worse state than Mary ever
had, allowed Mary to open up and take the steps towards recovery that she had been
unwilling to take.

Stella provided a new understanding to Mary. Without this meeting, Mary may
never have :en able to admit to another person that she had a problem. Rescue, one
the actions ol 1€ helper, 1s present in some sense in all of these stories. In Mary’s
narrative, | lla rescues her from her until-then inability to share the more unseemly
details fros - past, allowing her to progress through the rest of the twelve steps. Her
second husband also provided an important push, making her choose between alcohol

and him.
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This is the ent that can make all the difference. In every story I collected, at a pivotal
point in the te r’s life, a character or characters intervened. Without intervention from
an outside 1 the teller’s story would have taken a very different course. The arrators
of the stories I co cted are the “blessed” that Liithi mentioned; the heroes of these

modern day fc :tales (1976, 142-143).
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that change  best achieved by seeking and being open to help. T s method of recovery
is more helpful than simply speaking one-on-one because the knowledge that a group of
people has gone through what you are experiencing is more comforting than learning that
just one pe shares your experience and feelings. It is more helpful than speaking to
others who have not experienced what you have for the same reason. Support groups
today play a very important role in recovery from addiction and other negative life
events. Sw unding yourself with a  >up of people who know exactly what you are
going thro. 1 provides comfort and eases the potentially bumpy road to recovery.

I maintain that in many cases Alcoholics Anonymous (and by extension, other
recovering or recovered addicts) can fill the tale-role of the helper. The addict on the Had
to recovery s ts in a world of addiction. The goal 1s a world free from addicti
Alcoholics nonymous, being a group of people who have lived in both worlds, is a
liminal org iization that guides or transports the addict from one world to another,
eventually (in successful cases) freeing the hero (the addict) from the villain (addiction).
These stories and the helpers in them remind us that human beings depend on others to
get through tor "1 times. In the folktale and in the turning-point  -‘sonal experience

narrative, the hero would fail without the help of the helper.

A study like this reveals much, but leaves a lot uncovered. There is of course
always more work to be done. Propp’s helper is an important tale-role and it deserves
more study. :of yet there have been no book-length studies of the under-explore
helper, but the discipline of folktale studies would undoubtedly znefit from one. An in-

depth cro: tural study of the helper would, when paired with the hetty scholarship on
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I have attempted to discover the reason that some people recover and some never
manage to, but exactly why remains unclear. The situation illustrated by the following
quote must happen frequently, and for every turning-point narrative told by a recovering
alcoholic t| re is probably another’s story that will never be told.

There is a young fella who is drinking exactly the way I did. And feels
exactly as I felt. He hates himself, he wants desperately to stop drinkir

He has come to me and said he identifies with me that he knows there 1s
help — and I said to him ‘Do you want help?” And he looked me right
squ e in the eye and he said ‘I can’t bring myself to ask ya.” So I said,
‘Well you know whenever you are ready, you ask somebody, not
nec rily me, but you ask somebody that you can identify with to help
you.” And he just looked at me and he said, ‘Okay.” Now, he’ll disappear
for a few months and he’ll come back and he always comes up to me and
says ‘I’'m back,” and I’ll say ‘1 know you are, I know you are. And I'm
glad.” And he’ll have, you know, you can see little tears glistening in his

eyt d he’ll say ‘I can’t say it, I can’t say it.” And he’ll just walk away.
An emember being at that point, where 1 could not say ‘Please help
me. . hopefully, the day will come when he will say it. It’s a sad sad

thing. But this is why I tell my story. So somebody, like this young fella,
can come up and say ‘I identify with you. Please help me.” (Brad 2007)

Further study of the narratives of alcoholics who never succeed in their quest to
break free frc 1 addiction could provide an answer to this troubling question.
* * *

The focus in our society on the importance of the hero, on doir it yourself, on
getting through it alone, and on toughing it out creates a hardship for many, [ believe. If
we could learn to focus on who our helpers are, and on who we are helpers to, then life
might be a little easier. These stories illustrate how there can be overlap between the two
roles; that 1e does not need to give up the le of hero in their own story to be helper to
another. \ . _ are all constantly evolving in our roles and althot  we are always the

heroes of ir own narratives, we are the helpers in the narratives of many others.
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child abuse and spouse battering,
interracial marriage,

homosexuality,
alcc m,

met Iness, and
dise r,

The have been among the unrecited narratives of An -ican culture/s.
The very conditions of their unrecitability sustain the citations and
reci ions of privileged cultural narratives and privileged cultural
identities. In citir new, formerly unspeakable stories, narrators become

culi witnesses insisting on memory as agency in its power to intervene
in i sed systems of meaning. These witnesses also participate in the
cull work of reframing the meanings of the speakal :, of voicing the

spe e differently. (1996, 15)
By speaking « our pasts we structure our presents and our futures. By being aware of
that, we cant  that knowledge to shape our lives and the lives of others the way we
want them  be. Let me end with a direct quote from my interview with Joanne. These
are the words 1at she ended our time with, and words that I think describe this juncture:

AND HEY ALL LIVED HAPPILY EVER AFTER.
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