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THE NATIONAL BORDERS OF PRESENT-DAY SUDAN WERE FIRST 
drawn when the Egyptian proxy authorities of the Ottoman Empire 
annexed the land around the southern Nile in 1820, and were later 
adopted by the British when they began ruling Sudan in condomin-
ium with Egypt in 1899 (Thomas 4-5). But those borders were 
drawn with scant regard for the cultural complexities of the people 
within them — Arab Muslims in the Saharan north, African anim-
ists on the southern plains — so that political instability has plagued 
Sudan almost from the instant of its inception (Holt and Daly 146-
148). When the mid-twentieth century unravelling of the British 
Empire precipitated Sudanese independence, speculation arose that 
north and south might achieve independence as two distinct na-
tions; but ultimately a split between them never eventuated, and in 
1956 the borders of the newly-independent nation were virtually 
identical to the Ottoman borders of more than a century earlier 
(Carmichael 117-119). In consequence, as post-independence sover-
eignty was vested in the north at the expense of the south, two very 
distinct cultural groups were left sharing land over which one held 
legislative dominance but could not enforce its legislation on a nation-
wide scale — a truth made disastrously evident in 1983 when the 
north‟s imposition of a nationwide Islamic legal code plunged Sudan 
into civil war (O‟Ballance 131ff). Lasting more than twenty years, 
this was in fact the second civil war to afflict Sudan since indepen-
dence and was arguably the most catastrophic, particularly as north-
ern mercenaries known as murahaleen (horsemen) raided and de-
stroyed southern villages and in the process displaced some 27,000 
children, mostly boys, who have since come to be known as the 
Lost Boys of Sudan (McMahon 3-5). One among the Lost Boys was 
Valentino Achak Deng, who, at ten years of age, fled his ancestral 
village of Marial Bai and walked thousands of kilometres across Su-
dan to seek refuge in Ethiopia, and then, failing that, walked further 
to the UN-administered refugee camp at Kakuma in the north of 
Kenya. After a decade in Kakuma, the USA officially recognised 
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Deng as a refugee and resettled him in Atlanta, Georgia, where, over 

the following years, other Lost Boys who had resettled in North 
America came to recognise him as their public representative with 
responsibility for raising both awareness of their troubles and funds 

for their futures. Beginning in 2001, these efforts culminated in the 
2006 publication of What Is the What: The Autobiography of Valentino 
Achak Deng, which afforded an unprecedented level of public expo-

sure to Deng‟s own story and the stories of other Lost Boys, and 
which garnered critical as well as popular acclaim for using those 
stories to illustrate the personal consequences of Sudan‟s troubled 
political history. Yet in outlining that history here, I have deemed it 
necessary to refer to five additional authoritative texts because, by 
Deng‟s own admission, his so-called autobiography is not his own 

work and therefore cannot be taken as authoritative at all.1 
This admission appears in the book‟s opening pages, but a 

glance at the cover is evidence enough that some such disclaimer 

must be made: beneath the subtitle The Autobiography of Valentino 

                                                                 
1 That said, the sources cited above confirm the general accuracy of the history 

of Sudan as recounted in What Is the What. Compare my version to the follow-

ing passages from What Is the What: “There were many who assumed that the 
country would be split into two, the north and the south, because the two 

regions had been fused under the British, after all, and because the two sides 

shared so few cultural identities. But this is where the British sowed the seeds 

for disaster in our country, which are still being harvested today. ... Our fates 

were sealed fifty years ago by a small group of people from England. They 

had every ability to draw a line between north and south, but they were con-

vinced by the Arabs not to” (177-178). An official British document cited in 

What Is the What confirms these claims as follows: “The approved policy of the 
Government is to act upon the fact that the people of the southern Sudan are 

distinctly African and Negroid, and that our obvious duty to them is therefore 

to push ahead as far as we can with their economic development on African 

and Negroid lines, and not upon Middle-Eastern Arab lines of progress which 

are suitable for the northern Sudan. It is only by economic and educational 

development that these people can be equipped to stand up for themselves in 

the future, whether their lot be eventually cast with the northern Sudan or 

with eastern Africa, or partly with each” (177).  
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Achak Deng is the second subtitle A Novel, and, beneath that, author-
ship of the book is credited to a man whose name is not Valentino 
Achak Deng. That man is Dave Eggers, the American novelist, 
screenwriter, journal editor, and author of his own deliberately unre-
liable memoir, A Heartbreaking Work of Staggering Genius.2 What Is the 
What, we soon learn, is entirely Eggers‟ work but for a preface in 
which Valentino Achak Deng recalls how Eggers befriended him 
upon his arrival in America and persuaded him to use literature as 
well as oratory to raise awareness of the Lost Boys of Sudan. “Over 
the course of many years,” Deng explains, “I told my story orally to 
[Eggers]. He then concocted this novel, approximating my own 
voice and using the basic events of my life as the foundation” (5). 
Although Deng admits that “because many of the passages are fic-
tional, the result is called a novel [and] should not be taken as a defini-
tive history,” he insists nevertheless that “the world I have known is 
not so different from the one depicted within these pages” (5). In so 
saying, Deng situates his „autobiography‟ in a recent strand of post-
colonial writing that upsets the nature of autobiography itself — 
one that, as Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson write, “troubles the 
fiction/nonfiction boundary by both calling on readers to read... 
narratives against autobiography and asserting authoritative witness 
to subjective truth,” thus “play[ing] on the different readerly expec-
tations of fictional and nonfictional texts” (362). Essentially, Deng 
asks his readers to accept Eggers‟ words as truth, even as he grants 
Eggers permission to alter, embellish, and falsify the truth of his 
experiences until they meet the demands of narrative literature. 

Since “[a]utobiography‟s project” is “to tell the story of one‟s 
life,” as Leigh Gilmore writes, the autobiographical form itself “app-
ears to constrain [the author‟s] self-representation through its almost 
legalistic definition of truth telling, its anxiety about invention, and 
its preference for the literal and verifiable” (3). But insofar as this 
                                                                 
2 This work is notable in that, like What Is the What, it too opens with a preface 

in which the author admits to having fictionalised certain parts of the narra-

tive, and in which he even goes so far as to invite his audience to work out 

which parts have been fictionalised and which have not.  
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project “establish[es] expectations [of truthful narratives] in aud-
iences” (Gilmore 3), Deng and Eggers‟ creative approach to the form 
is self-evidently fraught with ethical complications — in the author-
audience relationship as well as in the relationship between the two 
authors. Yet among critics who have undertaken a close reading of 
the text, only one has so far found these complications worthy of 
both consideration and, more importantly, condemnation. “How 
strange,” writes Lee Siegel, “for one man to think that he could 
write the story of another man — a real living man who is perfectly 
capable of telling his story himself — and then call it autobiog-
raphy” (53). The result, he argues, is a text that ostensibly gives 
voice to the survivor of a postcolonial nightmare even though, in 
truth, “the survivor‟s voice does not survive,” so that Eggers‟ work 
amounts to little more than “a postcolonial arrogance — the most 
socially acceptable instance of Orientalism you are likely to encoun-
ter” (53). For Siegel, The Autobiography of Valentino Achak Deng is ess-
entially an act of ventriloquism in which Deng himself, already the 
victim of extraordinary trauma, is humiliatingly taken as the ventrilo-
quist‟s dummy. “Where,” he asks, “is the dignity in that?” (53). 

In its original context, Siegel‟s question is clearly only rhetor i-
cal — less an invitation to critically examine Eggers‟ obligations to 
preserve the dignity of his subject, more a tacit contention that 
Deng has already been stripped of his dignity and that Eggers‟ a tt-
empt to speak for him only exacerbates the problem. But I have 
deliberately foregrounded the question here because I believe it is 
considerably more important than Siegel himself admits, and I want 
both to reissue it and to suggest one answer to it while also explor-
ing an aspect of Deng and Eggers‟ creative methodology that Siegel 
overlooks: namely, the subject‟s consent to be spoken for. Valentino 
Achak Deng publicised the plight of the Lost Boys with their con-
sent, and Dave Eggers publicised Deng‟s efforts with Deng‟s con-
sent as well as his co-operation. Where exactly is the dignity in that? 
Or, to rephrase the question in a way that exposes its presupposi-
tions: does Deng and Eggers‟ text purport to restore dignity to an 
individual who has been stripped of it; and, if so, how can it actually 
attempt to accomplish such an objective? Although I begin to an-
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swer such questions by examining literary texts, my ultimate concern 
is not with the strictly literary content of those texts so much as with 
their practical import and the consequences they hold for individu-
als here, now, outside literature, in the real world. 
 
 
BY DEFINITION, POSTCOLONIAL LITERATURE OF ANY KIND EITH-
er explicitly or implicitly explores the efforts of an imperial colony 
to achieve national independence and self-determination, usually 
with a focus on the consequent socio-political victimisation of cer-
tain individuals in the fledgling nation-state. It offers “strong, emo-
tive stories... chronicling degradation, brutalisation, exploitation, and 
physical violence, [and] the denial of subjectivity,” as Kay Schaffer 
and Sidonie Smith write. “Sometimes these stories are told in the 
immediacy of catastrophic conflict, sometimes only years or decades 
after the recollected event, [but] all [such] stories invite an ethical 
response from [readers]” (4). However, the ways in which individual 
postcolonial texts explore these issues and invite this ethical re-
sponse differ according to whether a text is fiction or non-fiction or 
some combination of both. For example, postcolonial non-fiction 
generally illustrates the origins and effects of the victimisation of 
certain individuals with reference to documentary data and empirical 
evidence, while postcolonial fiction tends to explore victimisation as 
an experience best conveyed emotionally rather than empirically and 
with greater reliance on speculation than on documentation. The 
difference between the two is the difference between victimisation 
as a social phenomenon and victimisation as a personal ordeal — 
that is, between illustrating the vast systemic conditions that stripp-
ed away the dignity of a significant number of real people, and stirr-
ing sympathy for a range of imaginary persons without thoroughly 
illustrating the systemic conditions that stripped their dignity from 
them. Creative non-fiction, however, resides somewhere between 
these two poles, at once illustrating the conditions of victimisation 
in empirical terms and exploring its personal consequences in order 
to purposefully garner sympathy for those who undergo the exper i-
ence. Taking real individuals whose victimisation has stripped them 



 DANIEL DAVIS WOOD 101   

 

of their dignity, the authors of such texts warp the experiences of 
those victims in order to persuade an audience that they are worthy 
of dignity and thus to restore it to them. These texts, write Schaffer 
and Smith, “issue a call... to recognize the humanity of the teller and 
the justice of the claim [for dignity]; to take responsibility for that 
recognition; and to find means of redress” (3), thus “interven[ing] in 
the public sphere, contesting social norms, exposing the fictions of 
official history, and prompting resistance beyond the provenance of 
the story within and beyond the borders of the nation” (4). In other 
words, while the authors of such texts may not openly admit it, they 
in fact advance a project of political activism by craf ting texts with 
an activist politics woven into their very structure. 

Insofar as Deng and Eggers have crafted a text of this sort, it is 
justifiable for Lee Siegel to presuppose that Eggers, as its credited 
author, holds both the intention and the obligation to restore the 
dignity of Deng, its subject. Less justifiable, though, is Siegel‟s con-
current presupposition that Eggers necessarily fails in his attempt to 
restore Deng‟s dignity because the dignity of such a victim can be 
restored only if that victim speaks of his or her victimisation in his 
or her own voice. Such a presupposition not only denies Dave Egg-
ers the right to speak for Valentino Achak Deng even after receiving 
Deng‟s consent, but also denies Deng the right to speak for the Lost 
Boys of Sudan after receiving their consent. Two further implicit 
assertions follow as logical consequences of these denials. First, that 
the activist project to restore dignity to a victimised people demands 
a factually accurate representation of their collective exper iences, 
even though those experiences differ amongst individuals and so 
cannot be represented collectively; and second, that this project is 
primarily a literary endeavour, such that a victimised individual can 
restore his or her dignity simply by assembling a literary recount of 
how they were stripped of it. But both of these implicit assertions 
are misguided, I think, to the extent that they invalidate the very 
presuppositions from which they follow — a point best illustrated 
not by What Is the What, which refutes them on its own initiative, 
but by a similar work of creative non-fiction that validates them 
with decidedly unsettling results. 
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WITH A LANDMASS OF ONLY 280 SQUARE KILOMETRES RATHER 
than 2.5 million, with an economy built on foreign investment and 
tourism rather than agriculture and oil, and with a marked absence 
of war and refugee crises on its historical record, the Caribbean is-
land of Antigua could hardly appear more distinct from Sudan. But 
it too was once a British colony and its people were also victimised 
and stripped of their dignity and left to inherit a legacy of socio-
political disorder that has perpetuated their victimisation long after 
they won their national independence. This inheritance is the central 
concern of the Antiguan expatriate Jamaica Kincaid, who, like Val-
entino Achak Deng, resettled in America at a young age and there-
after rose to prominence by publicly addressing the postcolonial 
conditions in her country of origin. In A Small Place, her pessimistic 
assessment of present-day Antigua, she contends that, like all former 
imperial colonies, the nation is now one whose previous domination 
by foreign criminals has left its native tenants corrupted by equal 
criminality. “All we seem to have learned from [the British],” she 
writes, “is how to imprison and murder each other... how to take the 
wealth of our country and place it in Swiss bank accounts... how to 
corrupt our societies and how to be tyrants” (34). Having identified 
this problematic inheritance, Kincaid proceeds to attribute it primar-
ily to British obstinacy and ineptitude, and, in so doing, she attempts 
to restore the dignity of the Antiguans using the same creative non-
fiction methodology as Valentino Achak Deng and Dave Eggers — 
and thus advancing the same activist politics. 

There are, however, two important differences between the 
two texts. First, if we presuppose with Lee Siegel that individual 
victims of postcolonial turmoils can have their dignity restored only 
if they speak of their own experiences in their own voices, then 
Kincaid is automatically better able to achieve this objective than 
Deng because that is precisely how she speaks. And second, she 
speaks against the influence of a vast colonial power on a colonised 
people by utilising her inherent power as an author to force her 
powerless audience into what is effectively a literary simulacrum of 
colonial power relations. “There was an attempt by English coloni-
zation to make a certain kind of people out of me [and] it worked, it 
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really worked,” she said in an interview after the publication of  A 
Small Place (Simmons 234); and in the text itself she responds to this 
assault on her identity by taking a cue from the British and making a 
certain kind of people out of her readers. Just as imperial powers 
defined the cultural identities of their colonial subjects and then 
regarded them with disdain, so Kincaid forcibly identifies her read-
ers as tourists visiting Antigua before she declares: “A tourist is an 
ugly human being” (14). “You are,” she goes on, “a piece of rubbish 
pausing here and there to gaze at this and taste that, and it will never 
occur to you that the people who inhabit the place in which you 
have just paused cannot stand you” (17). Thus, whereas Valentino 
Achak Deng, through Dave Eggers, attempts to restore the dignity 
of the Lost Boys by depicting them as worthy of dignity, Kincaid att-
empts to restore the dignity of the Antiguans by declaring us to be 
unworthy of it; and while Deng and Eggers stir sympathy for the Lost 
Boys by persuading us to feel for them, Kincaid demands that we 
sympathise with the Antiguans by compelling us to feel like them. 
The two texts advance the same project of political activism via crea-
tive non-fiction, but they vary in the details of their creative meth-
odologies and therefore meet with divergent results. Which one of 
the two most successfully realises the aims of the project? Since succ-
ess depends largely on the response of an audience to the subject of 
a text, we can measure success by considering the ways in which 
each text acknowledges and answers the demands that its audience 
implicitly makes of its particular subject. 
 
 
AS A BLACK MAN UNDER WHITE COLONIAL RULE, FRANTZ FANON 
spoke from personal experience when he defined a colonised people 
as one “in whose soul an inferiority complex has been created by 
the death and burial of its local cultural originality” (18) at the hands 
of the more “sophisticated” culture of an imperial power. Following 
this cultural death, Fanon argued, the colonised subject effectively 
“becomes whiter as he renounces his blackness,” evolving from 
“savagery” to “sophistication” in the eyes of the culture that now 
defines him “in proportion to his adoption of [its] cultural stand-
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ards” (18). But the sharp declarative nature of those last few words 
imbues them with a sense of permanence which conflicts with the 
inherent transience of cultural standards in general. Cultural stand-
ards are fluid, not fixed, in such a way that the gradual shift from 
Fanon‟s imperial milieu to our present postcolonial age has occa-
sioned a consequent shift in the attitudes of the citizens of former 
imperial powers towards citizens of former colonies. One proof of 
this shift is the very existence of texts like What Is the What and A 
Small Place, both published in former imperial nations and other 
similarly developed nations on the implicit assumption that their 
citizens would be interested in, and even sympathetic towards, the 
experiences of individuals in postcolonial situations. The problem 
for the authors of such texts, however, is that similar records of 
postcolonial experience are currently published in such abundance 
that they rarely attract the interest of readers prima facie, and so must 
be constructed in a way that actively attracts it. This means, in eff-
ect, that if an author of postcolonial creative non-fiction is to re-
store the dignity of victimised individuals, he or she must conscious-
ly emphasise the severity of their victimisation in order to satisfy 
contemporary cultural standards that confer the most attention on 
the most haunting postcolonial experiences — so that, put crudely, 
the victims of those experiences become whiter as they display their 
blackness. But this being the case, those authors then face the temp-
tation to not only emphasise but also exaggerate the severity of their 
subject‟s postcolonial victimisation, and thus to produce a work of 
creative non-fiction whose creative stylisations finally usurp its non-
fiction substance. 

Neither Kincaid nor Deng and Eggers are immune to this 
temptation, as evident in their mutual reliance on a narrative tele-
ology as the basis of their textual structures — that is, their respec-
tive texts catalogue a steady accretion of postcolonial ordeals which 
build in severity towards a climax, thus exhibiting a narrative struc-
ture typical to fiction even though they give shape to factual experi-
ences. Can it really be that tourists visiting Antigua will find them-
selves first defrauded by their taxi driver, then in danger of death on 
the perilous Antiguan roads, and finally at swim in an ocean 
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pumped full of their own excrement? Can it really be that after the 
Antiguans threw off the shackles of colonial rule, they first sold 
away their national territory to foreign interests, then became depen-
dent on tourism for economic solvency, and finally began electing 
politicians more interested in murdering one another than in resolv-
ing the nation‟s political problems? Logically, yes, these claims may 
be true; but by structuring them teleologically, Jamaica Kincaid im-
plies causality between them and so conveys the impression that the 
nation‟s troubles flow from a single source — and logically, this can 
be little other than exaggeration. Indeed, Jane King calls “naïve” 
those readers who assume that “[Kincaid‟s] non-fiction books in-
tend to give information and that [we] can therefore be informed by 
them” (905), and, responding to Kincaid‟s own admission that her 
explicitly fictional texts are essentially exaggerations of her personal 
experiences, King argues that “[an exaggeration] is essentially what 
her nonfiction is too” (899). I accept this argument, although I also 
accept that Kincaid‟s exaggerations would be justifiable to the extent 
that they advance her efforts to restore dignity to her fellow Anti-
guans. As Leigh Gilmore argues, when our concern with autobio-
graphy “is narrowed to the legalistic question, „Did she lie?‟” we 
dismiss the possibility of textual complexity and risk overlooking the 
author‟s more pointed aims (5). “A different question,” Gilmore 
writes, “would focus on the way her testimony tests a crucial limit in 
autobiography, and not just the one understood as the boundary 
between truth and lies, but, rather, the limit of representativeness” 
(5). The problem for Kincaid, though, is not simply that she exagger-
ates her representations of life in Antigua, but that she does so in a 
way that threatens to derail her efforts to restore the dignity of her 
fellow Antiguans, because, at bottom, she takes real victims deserv-
ing of real dignity and yet attempts to restore their dignity by mak-
ing them progressively unreal. Moreover, I would add, there is a way 
in which Kincaid might have justifiably exaggerated her claims with-
out derailing her larger project — and this way of doing things is 
best demonstrated by Valentino Achak Deng and Dave Eggers, not 
simply because Deng‟s experiences are structured along similarly 
teleological lines and are thus similarly exaggerated, but also because 
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Deng and Eggers explicitly show their readers how, as readers, they 

have implicitly demanded that Deng teleologically exaggerate his 

experiences in this way. “I have been starved,” he begins, before 
cataloguing his ordeals: 

 

I have been beaten with sticks, with rods, with brooms and 

stones and spears. ... I have ridden five miles on a truckbed 

loaded with corpses. I have watched too many young boys die in 

the desert, some as if sitting down to sleep, some after days of 

madness... [and I] have faced the guns, a dozen times, of armed 

Arab militiamen on horseback. (12, 14) 

 

And this teleological litany of sorrows does not cease even after he 

resettles in America. As a refugee, Deng loses everything he ever 

owned in Sudan, including his family‟s ancestral land; then in Atlan-

ta he cannot find any paid work above the minimum wage and can-

not accumulate enough college credits to enter university; then he is 

assaulted in his own home by an African American thief who speaks 

to him as if their shared skin colour makes them brothers; and finally 

the woman he intends to marry, a fellow refugee, is murdered by 

another Lost Boy who fails to win her affections. But whilst he re-

counts his sorrows in this teleological fashion, Deng, through Dave 

Eggers, acknowledges the artifice of the entire enterprise and openly 

rebukes his own readers for compelling him to make his experiences 

conform to it. This sort of interaction between author and reader 

has recently become a significant focus of concern for critics of creat-

ive non-fiction (see, for example, Rusk 2), with some suggesting that 

readers of such works are effectively placed on the same footing as 

authors since they are impelled to create a fresh narrative by sifting 

through an author‟s deliberate obscurantism (see, for example, Lejeune; 

Whitlock 203-204), while others, like Kay Schaffer and Sidonie Smith, 

see readers as literally pre-scribing the narrative requirements such 

authors are expected to fulfil: 

 

[Postcolonial] storytellers take risks. They hope for an audience 

willing to acknowledge the truthfulness of the story and to accept 
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an ethical responsibility to both story and teller. There is always 
the possibility, however, that their stories will not find audiences 
willing to listen or that audiences will ignore or interpret their 
stories unsympathetically. (6) 

 
Given this scenario, Schaffer and Smith ask how “contexts of recep-
tion direct and contain the ethical call of stories and their appeals 
for redress” (6). Deng and Eggers together provide one answer. 
Deng, through Eggers, confesses first that although the Lost Boys 
did experience unimaginable horrors on their journey across Sudan, 
their experiences were not deemed worthy of public attention until 
they actively played up those horrors to their most traumatic ex-
tremes. “If you have heard of [us],” he writes, “you [must] have 
heard of the lions. For a long while, the stories of our encounters 
with lions helped garner sympathy from our sponsors and... enhanced 
the newspaper articles, and no doubt played a part in the U.S. being 
interested in us in the first place” (33). It is true that a number of 
Lost Boys were killed and eaten by lions en route to Ethiopia, but that 
number was only small. Nevertheless, audiences have made such de-
mands of the Lost Boys that the reports of the survivors “have be-
come remarkably similar over the years” (25), and, as a result: 
 

everyone‟s account [now] includes attacks by lions, hyenas, croc-
odiles. All have borne witness to attacks by the m urahaleen... to 
Antonov bombings, to slave-raiding. But we did not all see the 
same things [because] our [journeys] were very different. ... But 
now, sponsors and newspaper reporters and the like expect the 
stories to have certain elements, and the Lost Boys have been 
consistent in their willingness to oblige. (25-26) 

 
“My own story,” admits Deng, through Eggers, “includes enough 
small embellishments that I cannot criticize the accounts of others” 
(26), and a close reading of the text reveals this to be demonstrably 
true even as the text itself is in progress. On page twelve, for in-
stance, it is said that lions seized only three boys in Deng‟s compa-
ny, but by page thirty-three that number has grown inexplicably to 
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five. Then, more explicitly and most damningly, Deng‟s embellish-
ments cease to pass by without remark, forcing us to unambiguously 
understand that What Is the What is a ventriloquist‟s act in which 
readers, not the author, are Deng‟s collective puppet-masters: “Sur-
vivors tell the stories the sympathetic want [to hear],” he says, 
through Eggers, “and that means making them as shocking as poss-
ible” (26). Thus, in defiance of George Rosenwald and Richard Och-
berg‟s contention that “how individuals recount their histories — 
what they emphasize and omit, their stance as protagonists or vic-
tims, the relationship [they establish] between teller and audience — 
all shape what individuals can claim of their own lives” (1). What Is 
the What throws light on the practices of emphasis and omission to 
show how audiences rather than individuals primarily determine 
what those individuals can claim of their own lives. And similarly, in 
defiance of their subsequent contention that “personal stories are  
not merely a way of telling someone... about one‟s life; they are the 
means by which identities may be fashioned” (1). What Is the What 
positions itself as a text that tells its individual readers how they 
themselves have, in advance of reading, predetermined the identity 
of the teller. Survivors tell the stories the sympathetic want to hear 
and, in so doing, they distort themselves to suit the preferences of 
those who would sympathise with their testimonies. 

Jamaica Kincaid similarly admits the truth of this statement, I 
think, albeit obliquely, in practice, rather than in declarative prose; 
but I think, too, that Deng and Eggers restore the dignity of the 
Lost Boys by admitting it in declarative prose, so that Kincaid‟s res-
toration of dignity to the Antiguans is less successful by comparison. 
This is because, when an audience implicitly demands that a people 
stripped of its dignity must exaggerate the experience, the demand 
itself implicitly strips that people of whatever dignity remains; but 
when that audience is explicitly confronted with the demand it has 
made, it is in turn confronted with the damage it has inflicted upon 
an already damaged people. As a result, each member of the audi-
ence is both positioned and persuaded to experience guilt — the 
guilt of a manipulative voyeur upon whom a spotlight has suddenly 
been cast. While Kincaid merely accuses her audience of guilt for in-
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flicting such damage, then, Deng and Eggers instead induce their 
audience to suffer it — and this difference between their respective 
texts influences the dignity restored to their respective subjects. An 
audience that suffers guilt for the victimisation of a people is an 
audience that by extension aligns itself with the imperial power res-
ponsible for their actual victimisation; and What Is the What guides 
us towards making this equation. In A Small Place, however, Kincaid 
equates herself with a colonial power and equates us with the victim-
ised Antiguans so that we cannot but experience their victimisation 
vicariously. This means, primarily, that Kincaid‟s accusations of guilt 
do not inspire the suffering of guilt, because guilt is definitively  
a consequence of an introspective reassessment of one‟s own free 
behaviour and yet Kincaid exercises such complete control over her 
readers that we cannot freely respond to her authority. This also 
means, as a corollary, that Kincaid is unable to then accuse her audi-
ence of having demanded her exaggerations of daily life in Antigua, 
which ultimately leaves her unable to justify those exaggerations as 
part of a broader effort to restore dignity to her fellow Antiguans. 
So she rebukes the Antiguans for building “this monument to rott-
enness, that monument to rottenness... as if... they have made the 
degradation and humiliation of their daily lives into their own tourist 
attraction” (68-69) — she rebukes them, that is, for answering the 
demands of an audience — yet she does not admit that essentially 
the same reasons have led her to erect an essentially identical monu-
ment to rottenness, only in a literary medium. Where is the dignity 
in that? Following Lee Siegel, I would suggest that when Valentino 
Achak Deng surrenders his experiences to his audience and surren-
ders his voice to Dave Eggers, he does indeed suffer a loss of digni-
ty; but I would also suggest that insofar as he articulates the loss in 
order to illustrate the lost dignity of the Lost Boys in general, he 
gears his own individual indignity towards the greater ends of app-
ealing for the restoration of the dignity of the wider refugee comm-
unity. Applying this logic to Jamaica Kincaid, however, I would 
again follow Lee Siegel to suggest that Kincaid indeed restores dig-
nity by speaking of her own experiences in her own voice; but I 
would also suggest that she restores dignity more to herself than to 
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the Antiguans who are in arguably greater need of her efforts. This 
can be made demonstrably true if we take the authors of these two 
texts and reposition their respective subjects as new audiences making 
demands of them — in other words, if we observe them when they 
return to their countries of origin and are brought face-to-face with 
the very victimised individuals about whom they have been writing. 
 
 
THREE YEARS AFTER THE PUBLICATION OF A SMALL PLACE, JA-
maica Kincaid said in an interview that if she were to visit Antigua 
after depicting it so negatively, “it would not be at all impossible 
that... I could get killed” (Birbalsingh 143). Later, she explained ex-
actly how and why this might happen. “I imagine that I‟d be shot,” 
she said. “God knows if they would shoot me, but it is a criminal 
place. I wouldn‟t be surprised if they had henchmen who would do 
it because politics in the West Indies is very tribal” (Vorda). This 
was not to suggest that the Antiguan authorities would somehow 
place a bounty on her head, but rather that those Antiguans who 
honour tribal loyalties would independently interpret her exaggera-
tions of postcolonial Antigua as insults worthy of her execution. I 
doubt neither the veracity of her claims nor the validity of her fears. 
At the same time, though, the tribal conflicts of Antigua pale in 
comparison to the warfare that continues to plague Sudan, and I am 
not convinced that Valentino Achak Deng would face a less severe 
threat if he were to return to Sudan after having also subjected it to 
distinctly unflattering exaggerations. And yet Kincaid refused to 
return to Antigua for years after A Small Place was published in 
1988,3 while, conversely, Deng twice returned to his native village 
and its surrounding areas after the publication of What Is the What, 

                                                                 
3 Kincaid has given interviews periodically over the last several years, but the 

most recent available interview with Kincaid in which she specifically add-

resses the issue of returning to Antigua is the Vorda interview cited above, 

which was conducted in 1996. She had not returned to Antigua at that time; it 

remains unclear, however, as to whether or not she has returned in the time 

between then and now. 
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once in the company of Dave Eggers and both times without inci-
dent and for weeks or months in duration (see Anon.). Would it 
therefore be safe to say that no-one who encountered Deng during 
his time in Sudan took issue with his and Eggers‟ embellishments? I 
suspect not; but I also suspect that part of the reason why those 
exaggerations might have been at least disregarded, if not altogether 
excused, is because Deng and Eggers used them to generate income 
with which to restore the dignity of a victimised people in more 
than a strictly literary sense. The following note appears on both the 
last page and the back cover of What Is the What: 
 

All proceeds from this book will go to the Valentino Achak 
Deng Foundation, which distributes funds to Sudanese refugees 
in America; to rebuilding southern Sudan, beginning with [Deng ‟s 
village]; to organizations working for peace and humanitarian  
relief in Darfur; and to the college education of Valentino Achak 
Deng. (478) 

 
It is true that an individual loses some dignity when spoken for by 
another individual. But an individual loses more dignity, and loses 
more than dignity, in situations far more traumatic than being spo-
ken for. Dignity is lost in war, in poverty, in dispossession and dis-
placement and most especially in powerlessness, in being in thrall to 
another person or people. Moreover, those individuals who are 
stripped of their dignity by such forces as these are, I think, less like-
ly to take umbrage with their lack of dignity in a literary text if that 
text itself can undertake work that helps to alleviate their most 
pressing ills. Deng and Eggers seem to realise this, but Kincaid, by 
contrast, does not. By taking as her subject a nation whose people 
rely on tourism for economic solvency and for everyday survival, and 
by then exposing that country‟s manifold grotesqueries for potential 
tourists to see, Kincaid aims to staunch the flow of tourists to Anti-
guan shores — which, however, would impair the income of those 
Antiguans who have minimal income to begin with, who cannot 
earn an income any other way, and who desperately need it to simp-
ly maintain their domestic wellbeing. Where is the dignity in that? 
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It is commendable, of course, that Kincaid and Deng and Egg-
ers create literature that daringly resides at the nexus of artifice and 
reality, of fiction and fact, in order to advance a project of political 
activism. But Deng and Eggers are to be commended more than 
Kincaid because they go on to strive for what she does not even 
consider: a way of not simply advancing an activist politics in writing, 
but of practicing that politics by writing. Because they together wrote 
What Is the What, however true or untrue it may be, the people about 
whom they wrote are today materially better off than they were be-
fore the text was published, meaning that their dignity now rests 
more in their own hands than in the hands of some distant audi-
ence. Yet if the same can be said of Kincaid‟s impact on the Anti-
guans, it can be said only indirectly: she certainly made an interna-
tional audience aware of the Antiguan situation, but at no stage did 
she either plead with her audience to remedy that situation or att-
empt to remedy it herself. Her concerns were strictly literary. That is 
not to diminish their literary value, but rather to wonder how much 
more valuable they might have been if Kincaid had raised her eyes 
from the page to concern herself with more than just literature. Too 
often, imperial powers spilled blood across the ground only after 
first spilling ink across paper, drafting documents to formalise terri-
torial annexations and sketching artificial territorial borders across 
the surfaces of maps. But ink and paper are not intrinsically tools of 
demarcation and destruction; they can be taken instead to draft 
documents of reconciliation and reparation for past injustices, and 
to rearrange the borders on a map in recognition of cultural differ-
ences, and so to work towards erasing the stain of spilled blood. This 
sort of labour is neither easy nor likely to generate immediately recog-
nisable results — but it does engender real-world progress and thus 
dignifies its intended beneficiaries as well as those who perform it. 
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