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Abstract

This thesis explores how Half of a Yellow Sun (2006) by Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie and
Mister Pip (2006) by Lloyd Jones engage with the issue of the white male outsider’s
activity of writing black people’s stories. It shows that Adichie counters the discourse that
entitles the Western subject, Richard, to tell African stories by transferring his interpretive
privilege to the African object, Ugwu. Jones engages in canonical counter-discourse,
rejecting the white outsider, Mr Watts’, use of his colonialist writing to perpetuate
harmful practices and ideas and advancing an approach to postcolonial white authorship
that centres on responsible writing and the cultural potential of Pacific fiction. Taking an
intentionalist view, this thesis ascribes a hypothetical intention to each author which is
believed to communicate the core meaning of the literary work. It attributes to Adichie
the intention to argue that only black insiders can authentically speak about their own
experiences. It claims that Jones contrarily posits that white outsiders can speak validly
about black insiders. Adichie ultimately argues for every human’s right to speak validity
about themselves and others but is quite restrictive about who those “others” are. Jones

advocates for the intercultural value of the postcolonial white author’s perspective.
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Introduction

This thesis will examine the theme of white male authorship in the novels Half of a Yellow
Sun (2006) by Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie and Mister Pip (2006) by Lloyd Jones. The
novels are framed around the white outsider’s activity of writing a book in the
postcolonial world. In Mister Pip, the white outsiders, Mr Watts and Jones himself,
rewrite Charles Dickens’ novel Great Expectations (1860-1) in the context of the
Bougainville Conflict (1988-1998). Jones’ larger postcolonial rewriting of Dicken’s
novel serves as a response to Mr Watts colonialist and postcolonial rewritings of the same
work. His response uncovers and criticises, from multiple angles, the demerits of Mr
Watts’ authorship, on the one hand, and its merits, on the other. In the process, he not
only demonstrates but also suggests how and why the white author should tell black
people’s stories. This argument appears to form part of an artistic vision about the future
of Pacific literature. In Half of a Yellow Sun, the reader is guided into conjecturing that
only an insider can rightfully author The Book, the African story. The reader theorises
Richard, the white outsider, as the likeliest author. This theory strengthens as the story
progresses. However, at the novel’s close, another man, Ugwu, is presented as the actual
author of The Book. In this switch of authorial rights from Richard to Ugwu, Adichie
advances an essentialist argument about what story should be told by whom. The novels’
treatment of the white author’s activity of writing the story of black people can be
understood within the context of the authenticity debate.

One of the key disputes of the authenticity debate is whether the white author should
tell the stories of black people. Very broadly, the dispute is about the white author’s ability
or desire not to preserve white privileges from which he benefits by assuming control
over black people’s voices and identities. Jones and Adichie weigh into the debate
differently. While Jones holds up the value of the white male author’s perspective on
black people’s experiences, Adichie insists that only black men and women can
authentically speak about their experiences.

The choice of concepts and theoretical framework has been dictated by the salient
concerns and formal elements of the novels. With the novels subversively examining
dominant Western images, tropes, practices, and discourses, they involve a critique of the

traditional objectives and assumptions of white authorship. This critiqgue forms the
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rationale for the final statement about authorial rights. Hence, this thesis will adopt a
postcolonial lens to understand the novels’ engagements with specifically stereotyping,
universality, and counter-discourse. Each novel’s concern with the theme of white male
authorship appears intentionalist, since both Adichie and Jones employ self-reflexivity,
referring to their own writing, vis-a-vis the central white author character in the
formulation of a final statement about authorial rights. The textual analyses will,
therefore, be primarily guided by the theory of hypothetical intentionalism as outlined by
Jerrold Levinson. In addition to enabling a charitable approach to each novel’s treatment
of a controversial literary subject, Levinson’s theory allows for the framing of each
author’s statement about rights as intentional and as constituting the central literary
meaning.

This thesis, then, will concentrate on postcolonial literature by indigenous and non-
indigenous authors with the white outsider author as the central subject. It is, in essence,
a study about two artists’ positions on the subject of the artist’s rights within postcolonial
literature and art. The driving research question is: how do Adichie and Jones employ the
book motif to make a statement about the rights of the white male outsider author in
postcolonial Nigeria and Papua New Guinea?

The thesis is divided into a number of sections. It opens with an explication of relevant
postcolonial concepts before moving on to consider the position of the white author in the
colonial project generally as well as specifically in the contexts of colonial Nigeria and
Papua New Guinea. This is followed by an overview of the rise of the black author, with
particular attention paid to the postcolonial motives of his text. At this point, the political
and historical underpinnings of the contemporary authenticity debate are established. The
thesis, therefore, goes on to present the white outsider and black insider as they were
considered in the authenticity debate in the late twentieth- and early twenty-first centuries.
This part covers a wide range of critical research with the hope of conveying the
complexity and some of the central concerns in the authorial rights dispute. The thesis
then presents Levinson’s theory, after which it conducts the textual analyses. The novels
are treated separately, with each analysis divided into subsections that, in a cumulative
fashion, develop towards a hypothesis of authorial intent. The analyses are then joined in

a comparative discussion.
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Before the thesis proper beings, some of the terms employed in it require clarification.
The terms “European”, “Western”, “white”, and “outsider” are used somewhat
interchangeably in the primary and secondary literature. This is because the writers and
critics interrogate colonial practices and discourses in which these terms synonymously
refer to the members of the dominant group. It is, however, important to mention that
these terms are far too general or vague and are not, furthermore, always interchangeable.
Indeed, their meanings are contextually determined. Bearing this in mind, this thesis will
follow the practice of the literature and use these words interchangeably.

The terms “black” and “coloured” are also too broad, though some of the literature
tends to use them interchangeably as blanket terms for people with dark-coloured skin
who have been exploited or enslaved by Europeans. This thesis will comply with this
usage. Nonetheless, it should be noted that the significations of “black” and “coloured”
are contextually contingent. Moreover, the thesis employs the terms “native”, “black”,
and “coloured” with due consideration for their pejorative connotations.
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Postcolonial Concepts
There is an internal tension in writings of otherness that arises from the insistence on the
other’s simultaneous sameness and difference to the self. In The Location of Culture
(1994), Homi Bhabha attempts to understand this tension through a theoretical analogue
between Freud’s model of the fetish and the activity of stereotyping. He presents this
analogue as follows:
The myth of historical origination — racial purity, cultural priority — produced in
relation to the colonial stereotype functions to ‘normalise’ the multiple beliefs and
split subjects that constitute colonial discourse as a consequence of its process of
disavowal. The scene of fetishism functions similarly as, at once, a reactivation of
the material of original fantasy — the anxiety of castration and sexual difference —
as well as a normalisation of that difference and disturbance in terms of the fetish
object as the substitute for the mother’s penis. (106)
In Freud, the scene of fetishism plays out the first encounter of the male child (the
narcissistic, originary self) with the female body (the other). The boy is disturbed by the
female body’s lack of the male genital organ; he registers it as a lack because his original
fantasy — or prior narcissistic assumption — is that all other bodies mirror his, that he is
the norm. However, the female body threatens his narcissism because it introduces the
possibility of castration. The anxiety of castration initiates a mental process of disavowal,
or repression, of sexual difference which aims at defending the boy’s original fantasy.
Yet because disavowal merely represses the perception of difference, rather than
eliminating it, the perception of difference persists. In other words, disavowal generates
two contradictory beliefs — difference does not exist; difference exists. The boy tries to
fix, or “normalise”, his denial through the creation of an imaginary object, a fetish, which
substitutes the absent organ (Freud 152-5). Consequently, the female body becomes
similar to his: ‘Yes, in his mind the woman has got a penis’ (154). Since the perception
of difference never goes away, however, fixation cements the fetishist’s ‘divided attitude’
in the fetish object itself (156): Freud writes, ‘[B]oth the disavowal and the affirmation
of the castration have found their way into the construction of the fetish itself.” (156)
Therefore, the fetish becomes a defensive object that enables a compromise between
conflicting beliefs, between the simultaneous affirmation of sameness and recognition of

difference (154). Bhabha uses this schema to understand the narcissistic, originary self’s
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first disturbing encounter with racial/cultural difference. In this mythical moment, the self
is the white individual whose self-concept is informed by the fantasy of historical
origination, that is, of racial purity and cultural priority. This fantasy is threatened by the
racial/cultural difference of the other. The self disavows the difference before
fixing/“normalising” his denial by producing a stereotype, an image that mentally and
ideologically defends the original fantasy by operating as a substitute or stand-in for the
real other or an aspect of them (106). However, the process of fixation builds a divided
attitude into the stereotype; hence, ‘in Freud’s terms: “All men have penises”; in ours,
“All men have the same skin/race/culture” ... again, for Freud “Some do not have
penises”; for us “Some do not have the same skin/race/culture.”” (106-07). The
stereotype, in other words, encodes an imbrication of sameness and difference which
creates a tension, what Bhabha terms ambivalence, in the colonial discourse (95).

He gives two justifications for analogising stereotyping and fetishism. Firstly,
fetishism casts the fetish/stereotype as the manifestation of an obsession with the problem
of difference. Redescribed as a form of disavowal, the activity of stereotyping becomes a
function of the compulsion to deny difference, a denial which is then defended through
the creation of a fetish object — a stereotype — which masks the difference and restores the
original fantasy (106). Secondly, the fetish represents a simultaneous masking and
recognition of lack/difference. The result is an oscillation between the affirmation of an
ideal ego that is whole and mirrored in others who look the same as the self and the
recognition that some people are different (106-7). The fetish, then, creates a continual
back and forth between two seemingly opposing positions which is virtually compulsive
and which indicates the demand for iteration, for the re-enactment of the scene of
fetishism in which difference is perceived, disavowed, and masked, over and over. If
transferred to the colonial discourse, fetishistic processes illuminate why stereotypes are
repeated (106-7). The need to repeat implies that the stereotype only momentarily
reconciles the self’s contradictory beliefs and, hence, only temporarily dispels the threat
of difference. It follows that sustained relief from colonial anxiety can only come from
continual stereotyping, from the continual production of the same images and stories
(110). Stereotyping can, simply, be understood as an activity whose effectivity relies on
iteration — ‘the same old stories ... must be told (compulsively) again and afresh’ (111).

The interlocking of sameness and difference creates a conflict in the self, whose identity
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becomes ‘predicated as much on mastery and pleasure as it is on anxiety and defence’
(107). The stereotype, therefore, betrays the uncertainty of the self, whose inability to
resolve the problem of difference leaves him always divided between
‘pleasure/unpleasure, mastery/defence, knowledge/disavowal, absence/presence’ (107).
This conflict is of crucial importance to an understanding of the colonial discourse, as it
shows that the self’s longing for a pure “race” and superior culture is always threatened
by its own internal division (107).

Apart from the stereotype, another important feature of colonial discourse is the
concept of universality. In his essay ‘Heroic Ethnocentrism’, Charles Larson argues that
our/the West’s expectation that ‘all peoples ... react in the same way that we do’ (64)
proceeds from the assumption of the universality of Western culture. There is a belief, in
other words, that the Western culture and people function as the norm for what counts as
features of a universal or common human experience (64). Larson investigates Western
cultural givens as depicted in African fiction and concludes that not all behaviours are
universally experienced by humans. By the same token, some behaviours are not as
universally desirable as we might otherwise expect. Attitudes and behaviours may vary
across cultures, which is normal (63-5). His key point is that the idea of universality
becomes spurious when the postcolonial engages with the Western text and culture. He
holds that the belief that non-Western cultures are deviant is symptomatic of a Eurocentric
tendency to disparage, marginalise, or dismiss cultural differences. He warns against
Western ethnocentrism and encourages a relativism of perspective that allows for the
appreciation of cultural differences (62-3).

Importantly, the assumption of universality was propagated in the colonial periphery.
Bill Ashcroft, Helen Tiffin, and Gareth Griffiths claim that, in the colonial world, traits,
behaviours, and experiences deemed “universal” and “normative” were those of the
dominant group. An important medium for circulating such notions in the colonies was
English literature (‘Part II’ 55-6). Therefore, the dissemination of the assumption of the
Western culture and human as universal was an essential building block of colonial power
and rhetoric.

The postcolonial engagement with the colonial discourse is seminal for the process
of literary decolonisation. In ‘Post-colonial Literatures and Counter-discourse’, Helen

Tiffin locates this process within the counter-discursive features of postcolonial texts.
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Tiffin claims that there have been demands, but also attempts, within postcolonial
literatures to reach for a precolonial cultural, social, or linguistic purity (95). However,
such demands and efforts are misguided, she argues, and only reveal that the past is
irrecoverable. This has to do with postcolonial cultures having evolved from a dialectic
between European values and cultural modes and the desire to invent or reinvent local
identity. The subsequent cultural hybridity makes it impossible for postcolonial cultures
to construct or reconstruct themselves outside of colonial history. This is why, she
maintains, the location of cultural and literary decolonisation must be identified in the
culture’s or text’s ability to engage with colonial practices and discursive strategies. Truly
postcolonial literatures, she suggests, seek to map, read, and unravel dominant European
discourses and their basic assumptions with the intention to subvert the latter through
counter-discursive strategies (95-8). In this spirit, Tiffin argues that postcoloniality should
be situated solely in the text’s use of counter-discursive strategies. It is not enough to
consider such strategies in isolation. The location of postcolonial writing is on the
particular political zone of conflict between cultures, histories, societies, coloniser and
colonised, etc. Consequently, it is in this zone that certain meanings are produced and
consumed. To understand how certain textual strategies function counter-discursively, it

IS, consequently, paramount to situate the counter-discourse in the proper context (96-7).

The Authenticity Debate: The Right to Tell Stories

In West Africa, the white writer assumed interpretive privilege over the conception of
Africa to validate the material practices of British imperialism. To justify the cruelty of
slavery, British writers created theoretic defences which drew authority from existing
racial ideas that insisted on the differences between the European and the African. The
exponential growth of these defences during the eighteenth century is discussed by
Chinua Achebe in his essay ‘Africa’s Tarnished Image.” Achebe draws on a study that
notes a change in eighteenth-century British writing from ‘almost indifferent and matter-
of-fact reports’ of Africans (210) to descriptions that reduced the African to a stereotype
that is ‘dark ... ominous ... alien.” (215) These writings unanimously asserted the cultural
and moral inferiority and subhumanity of Africans and the obligation to “save”, to teach
them European ways or “civilise” them, through slavery and domination. These writings

formed a body of literature that was defensive in nature as it was shaped in response to
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criticism that threatened the survival of the slave trade and, later, colonialism. To save
the financial stakes of slavers and colonials, the writers’ cast European imperialism as not
only defensible but, indeed, as desirable (210). This literature, Achebe claims, bequeathed
a repository of stereotypes of Africa to the literary domain, founding a new tradition and
way of conceiving Africa. The reproduction of these stereotypes saw a sharp rise during
the nineteenth century and early twentieth century as the ‘sensational “African” novels’
gained in popularity (210).

The defences were based on well-established European ideas of otherness with roots
in what Mineke Schipper calls in Imagining Insiders (1999) the myth of homo caudatus,
the tail-man who represented the first “other” or “savage” counterpart of the “civilised”
European. Schipper states that the caudatus evolved through various European writings
into an emblem of the other as an inferior species (15). Classical texts located the
caudatus to the Mediterranean and North Africa. However, from the early modern period
to the late eighteenth century, travellers and explorers began to transpose the caudatus to
remote, tropical sites and connected it to the local peoples. Deeply familiar with the
civilised/savage rhetoric, the reading public back home easily bought into the writers’
descriptions of otherness. Peoples from remote cultures were subsequently increasingly
thought of as deviating from the ‘natural’ order (14-20). In the nineteenth century, the
caudatus myth, minus the tail, was carried over into academia. The myth spawned a host
of “scientific” theories! about there being profound and unmitigable differences between
the “civilised” white European and the black “savage” (18-9).

Not only were racist writings used to justify overseas domination and exploitation,
but they also influenced the methods of colonial governance. In Imagining the Other
(2007), Regis Tove Stella claims that racist writings underwrote the German colonial
power’s belief that Papua New Guineans could be “saved” through forced labour in
European enterprises (7). Germans’ conception of the natives came from a host of texts —
travel writings, historiography, imaginative literature, ethnographic descriptions,

“scientific” texts — mostly composed in the second half of the nineteenth and the first half

1 See G. W. F. Hegel’s Philosophy of History (1837), Arthur de Gobineau’s Essay on the Inequality of the
Human Races (1853-55), Charles Darwin’s ‘Chapter 7: On the Races of Man’ in The Descent of Man
(1871).
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of the twentieth centuries (5, 207). Many works operated along a binary system, where
the European writer portrayed the natives as the complete antithesis of the white man
(12). Common tropes included Papua New Guineans as inherently lazy, intellectually
inferior, childish, and evil, as pagan barbarians, cannibals in need of Christian salvation,
and savages in a natural state (3-4). The German power drew on such ideas to legitimise
its excessively violent colonial practices. The racist ideology was, moreover, enshrined
in colonial laws and regulations that safeguarded ‘white prestige’ (7-8). Since colonialist
writers were slanted and completely uninterested in local viewpoints, they initiated a
process of deleting indigenous identity and supplanting it with a literary conception that
dovetailed with colonial interests (4-5). Because indigenes for various reasons lacked
access to colonialist texts, and because the Western reader only encountered the other
through texts, colonialist writers successfully injected readers unacquainted with the facts
with racist and prejudiced opinions of Papua New Guineans (12, 14).

The indigenous writer began to intervene in the dominant discourse and seize the
privilege and power of discourse from the European author at various times throughout
the twentieth century depending on context. In A History of Nigeria, Toyin Falola and
Matthew Heaton state that the European-educated middle-class Nigerian elite harnessed
their political and racial awareness in the early part of the twentieth century to ‘spread
their message of African pride, ingenuity, and intelligence, actively opposing the racist
ideology put forward by the colonial regime.” (131) This ideological subversion, which
fostered a positive counterimage of Africans, was done chiefly in written form and sowed
the seeds of nationalist sentiments (131). In Papua New Guinea, the indigenous
population was long denied higher education and political participation. Hence, the other,
also the alternative voice, was silent until the late 1960s (Stella 208), at the height of the
period when the alternative voice was challenging the colonial narrative. In The
Cambridge Introduction to Postcolonial Literatures (2007), C.L. Innes claims that the
idea of rewriting the colonial story gained global traction in the wake of the visible racism
against black and brown migrants in post-WWII Britain as well as the black power and
civil rights movements between the 1950s and 1980s. These events galvanised cultural,
political, and psychological resistance against racist discrimination globally. Within the
cultural realm, black students, teachers, and prominent authors, such as Achebe and

Edward Brathwaite, were motivated into placing a premium on the notion of writing their
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own stories and speaking for themselves (4-5); this to restore self-respect and dignity (4),
in addition to creating literature that treats the other as a subject with a valuable historical
and cultural heritage (Schipper 10). It has since become the special task of many novelists
to recuperate the image of their world and to defend the validity of its cultures by
challenging colonial narratives and representing themselves (Innes 37).

By the end of the twentieth century, the bulk of colonialist stereotypes had virtually
disappeared (Achebe ‘Africa’s’ 210, Stella 208). Nonetheless, ideas of white normativity
and superiority persisted and manifested as systemic racism, everyday racism, and white
privilege. Whiteness continued to carry its colonial power long after the dominant phase
of colonialism, as it was still not regarded as a “race” as such. Indeed, “race” was still
only applied to non-whites (Hernan and Gordon 11). Hence, despite the virtual
disappearance of colonialist images, racism continued to consciously or unconsciously
influence how non-whites were thought of and portrayed, not only in literature but also
in other domains, such as cinema, journalism, and humanitarianism (Achebe ‘Africa’s’
210, 219-20). In light of colonial history and the white writer’s place in it, a key concern
of literary debates in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries has been whether
the white author should retain the right to tell the stories of non-whites.

Kathryn Lasky addresses this concern passionately in her essay ‘To Stingo with Love’,
writing,

We are told with greater frequency that certain stories may be told only by certain
people... Everything eventually must be perfectly aligned in terms of gender,
sexual preference, race, creed, or ethnic origin. And then, only then, would we get
the perfect book for our multicultural audience. (88)
Lasky is here critical of the notion that a story ought to be consistent with the author’s
background or else be deemed inauthentic as it cannot accurately capture the experiences
of the community. This is an absurd, if dangerous, dictate, she maintains, that severely
brackets the creative process and so inhibits the author’s freedom that it is practically
censorship. Besides this, the claim that there is only one voice and one version of a story
— the ‘authentic’ ones — she says, denies art its innate possibilities (89-91). Moreover,
Lasky believes it to be an attack on the artist herself to claim that she is impeded by her
background to tell stories that do not exactly replicate her own background (90). The

general thrust of her criticism is that art transcends the contingencies of “race” and other
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factors, such as sexuality and gender; therefore, serious criticism should assess literature
on strictly aesthetic standards — on how the story is crafted (87-9, 91). However, she
glosses over the historical context that gives the debate the distinctly political flavour
behind calls for what some say is actually responsibility, not censorship. This point is
taken up by Joel Taxel.

In ‘Multicultural Literature and the Politics of Reaction’, Taxel claims that calls for
authorial freedom grounded in aesthetics betray a dangerous presumptuousness where the
author assumes that she should be able to write any story without subjecting it to critical
evaluation. This kind of authorial arrogance, he says, points towards a broader
disagreement about literature’s relation to society (150-3). Ought we, he asks, to
decontextualise art? Or is literature a cultural product that should be properly
contextualised to be understood? (153-4, 156) Given the historical function of culture to
legitimise racial injustice and oppression, there is every need, he maintains, to
contextualise literature in its proper social, historical, and political situation. So, while
writers should be granted the licence to choose their stories, their stories may have
political origins and implications that require a careful and respectful articulation of
characters, plots, and themes about minorities. Looking at things this way, Taxel
continues, allows for the understanding of this debate as being about demands for social
and artistic responsibility, not censorship, guidelines, or political correctness (156-7).

Indeed, in “Who Can Tell my Story?” Jacqueline Woodson underscores that this debate
does not seek to restrict the freedom of white authors. In fact, it ‘isn’t about white people’
per se (45). In line with Taxel, she claims that it is about white authors’ complicity in
discriminatory systems. However, whereas Taxel points to the historical operations of
colonialist writing, Woodson focuses on the contemporary function of white writing. She
contends that if white authors continue to fill the literary market with black peoples’
stories, then this maintains the exclusion and silencing of marginalised peoples and, by
extension, preserves the power structures upon which Western society is founded (45). It
is for this reason, she says, that this debate is ‘about people of colour’, and particularly
‘[about] the chance to tell our own stories’ (45). In Woodson’s view, then, the debate is
about black people wanting the opportunity to represent themselves. By opting not to tell

black stories, white authors, she implies, can provide that opportunity.
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In “Who Can Write as Other’, Margery Fee engages with the question of authenticity
as it has been raised in New Zealand by C.K. Stead, who is highly sceptical of the criteria
of the Pegasus Award for Maori Literature. In ‘Keri Hulme’s “The Bone People™”’, Stead
wonders how the prize committee evaluated the works entered for Maori authenticity,
concluding that the author’s ethnicity formed the main criterion. The prize, therefore,
problematically assumes a division of New Zealand writers along Pakeha (European) and
Maori lines (102-3). Despite his criticism, Stead himself, Fee argues, assumes that there
is such a thing as ‘Maori’ authenticity, only shifting it from the biological to the linguistic
and cultural. Fee holds that critics like Stead who cling to the notion of authenticity
operate within the framework of colonial discourse since they continue to designate the
culture of postcolonial populations ‘other’, assuming that there are essential differences
between ‘us’ and ‘them’ (242-4). More significantly, however, ‘[i]t is not possible’, she
writes, ‘simply to assume that a work written by an “Other” (however defined) ... will
have freed itself from the dominant ideology.’ (244) On the one hand, Fee here recognises
the possibility of the other internalising dominant ideas and, on the other, that insiders do
not necessarily have a homogenous conception of their cultural experiences. Because of
this, the project of distinguishing between inauthentic-outsider and authentic-insider
perspectives becomes futile (244-5). It is better, she argues, to redefine ‘authenticity’ as
denoting works that promote ‘indigenous access to power without negating indigenous
difference’ (245). Indeed, the notion of authenticity, as Gareth Griffith writes in ‘The
Myth of Authenticity’, negates the wide range of representations through which
indigenous cultures might otherwise be successfully represented by prescribing one
subject position for the indigene, the ‘authentic’ one (237-8). In thus controlling the way
in which indigenous stories are told, the idea of authenticity engages in a practice parallel
to colonial discourse, where the voices of indigenes are homogenised and denied their
inherent complexity and plurality. This runs counter to the postcolonial project which
seeks to celebrate the diversity of indigenous cultures. It follows from all this, he claims,
that the notion of authenticity recreates the colonial oppression on the very subjects it

claims to represent and protect (240-1).
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Hypothetical Intentionalism
Hypothetical intentionalism (HI) is a view of literary interpretation argued for by Jerrold
Levinson in ‘Defending Hypothetical Intentionalism.” According to Levinson, an
appropriately informed reader hypothesises what an actual author is most plausibly and
sympathetically understood as communicating via a text in the given historical and
authorial context (139, 141, 146-7). Levinson argues that the interpretative work should
follow a pragmatic model which redefines work meaning as utterance meaning and the
text as an utterance. By placing the text at the centre of what he envisions as the author
and the reader’s dialogue, he demonstrates that the author-reader-text triad is pivotal to a
meaningful discussion of a text’s central meaning. The context of the text’s/ utterance’s
issuance is first and foremost ‘public’ (139), which means that the text is interpreted in
relation to what is publicly known of the author and her works. Consequently, the text is
unintelligible in relation to private communication, such as is had by the author in letters,
journals, and other private sources. Importantly, any relevant public information is merely
used to support interpretations of meaning. Hence, the public criterion implies the
assumption that the text alone is a successful embodiment of intent and functions as an
adequate vehicle of meaning (139-40). What the reader seeks to arrive at is the best
hypothesis of authorial intent. To achieve this, the text must be contextually situated,
which apart from the public context entails situating the text historically (139, 141).

Once the properly prepared reader places the text in its accurate context, he needs to
be sympathetic, an attitude that should be understood along the lines of the principle of
charity (Levinson 141, 144). This principle, with origins in rhetoric, dictates, Normand
Baillargeon writes in A Short Course in Intellectual Self-Defence, ‘[ That] we must present
the ideas we are contesting in the most favourable light.” (78) Baillargeon’s illustration
of this principle by reference to what he calls the ‘straw man argument’ suggests that ‘the
most favourable’ means the most rational. Therefore, a charitable interpretation is one
that is governed by the requirement to maximise the reason or logic in the interlocutor’s
argument. Baillargeon adds that the quality of interpretation depends on the degree of
adherence to the principle of charity (78).

The plausibility of the charitable interpretation, Levinson proposes, is assessed on two

grounds:
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My version of HI indeed allows that the best hypothesis of authorial intent given
a contextually situated literary text is one that is best on both epistemic grounds,
that is, most likely to be true given the evidence, and aesthetic grounds, that is,
one that makes the work artistically better, so long as such a hypothesis is still
epistemically optimal. (141, original emphasis)
He proposes that the literary elements of the text should be evaluated separately from the
epistemic ones, from the textual and extra-textual evidence that creates meaning, in the
formulation of the best hypothesis of intent. However, the epistemic considerations
should be prioritised since, he argues, the most plausible interpretation of meaning is not
necessarily the one that makes the work most valuable aesthetically (142). Although he
talks about a ranking of hypotheses, where there is such a thing as the best hypothesis, he
holds that, ultimately, many equally valid hypotheses of intent can be attributed to an
artwork. Therefore, the full meaning of a properly contextualised text, he says, is
determined by all the interpretations that it can be shown to support. He identifies this
recognition of the richness of a work of art’s meaning as the virtue of HI (150). This thesis
will, therefore, not compare its hypotheses of intent with other readings of hypothetical
intention, nor will it produce a series of interpretive options that are then ranked from
most plausible to least plausible. It will, simply, present an argument for the most
reasonable hypothesis of intent attributable to the author with all the relevant evidence
taken in what is deemed the proper historical and authorial context and evaluated on
epistemic and aesthetic grounds.

Finally, and for emphasis, HI seeks to establish a hypothesis of intent, as opposed to
actual intent, that is formulated with a view to arriving at an intention that can be
reasonably ascribed to an actual author (139, 140-1). The choice of ascribing a
hypothetical, rather than actual, intent to an author suggests a wariness of the author’s
statements of actual intention, which have, apropos, been shown to be highly unreliable
(Wimsatt and Beardsley 98). Besides, the belief that there is a monolithic interpretation,
the interpretation meant by the actual author, limits the text’s signifying power (Barthes
128-9). By adopting a more balanced approach to authorial intentionalism, one that
considers the author, reader, and text, HI acknowledges the author’s fundamental
incapacity to knowingly inscribe all identifiable meanings. By the same token, it

recognises the text’s relative plurality and preserves the reader’s interpretive freedom.
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Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s Half of a Yellow Sun

The White Author Figure

A central motif in Half of a Yellow Sun is The Book: The World Was Silent When We
Died? (hereafter The Book), a text that tells the story of Biafra and that is scattered across
the novel in excerpts. The Book presents an enigma about the identity of its author.
Written in the present tense to indicate ongoingness, and with the author’s identity
anonymised and masculinised, The Book is a work-in-progress text by an unnamed man.
In ‘He Writes About the World that Remained Silent’, Emmanuel Ngwira treats The Book
as a metafictional strategy that communicates Adichie’s intention to formulate a
statement about writing (46-7). The Book, Ngwira claims, stages the process of writing,
thereby turning the reader into a witness of the writing of history. The aim, he suggests,
is to provoke the reader into thinking about the identity of the author and his relation to
the text (50-2). What is certain about the author’s identity and relation to the text from
the outset is that the author tells the story of Biafra as a Biafran, as is signalled in the
titular “We’. The novel pushes the reader to posit two male central characters as the
likeliest authors of The Book, Richard and Ugwu. However, the overwhelming evidence
for Richard’s authorship causes the reader to theorise him as the likelier author, a reading
corroborated by many critics (Donnelly 257, Ganapathy 99, Lecznar 126, Ngwira 47,
Novak 40).

Richard is an English writer whose ambition to become an African presents him as
capable of writing an African story. He comes to Nigeria in the early 1960s to investigate
Igbo-Ukwu art for a book he plans to write about Nigeria. In the next decade, however,
he tries his hand at a range of topics, producing a morass of writings: ‘He went to his
study and spread his manuscript pages out on the floor and looked at them: a few pages
of a small-town novel, one chapter of the archaeologist novel, a few pages of rapturous
descriptions of the bronzes.” (Adichie Half 112) His inability to hold to a course in his
writing reflects a deeper identity confusion, his search for a story in Africa being linked
to his quest to identify with a new group of people. Orphaned at nine, he moved from an
English village to the metropolis to live with his aunt Elizabeth, who was ‘quite grand’,

and his ‘terribly sophisticated’ cousins (61). A social outcast in the new environment, he

2 This is how the title mostly appears in the novel.
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experienced feelings of loneliness, identity insecurity, and social dislocation which have
dogged him ever since, even in the expatriate community in Nigeria. His consequent
apparent lack of familial, social, and cultural restraints, however, suggests that he is in a
position where he might be able to relinquish a fixed self, which entails the possibility of
immersing himself in a new group and capturing their experiences without cultural biases.
Indeed, as Abdul JanMohamed claims in ‘The Economy of Manichean Allegory’, an
authentic understanding of otherness ‘is possible only if the self can somehow negate or
at least severely bracket the values, assumptions, and ideology of his culture.” (65) This
assumption is strengthened when he begins to cross the cultural and racial boundaries in
Nigeria through his endeavours to become Igbo. Learning the language and customs of
the Igbo, he gradually changes his behaviour and even appearance, in his own eyes
transforming into an Igbo man: ‘[H]e was browner and happier’ (Adichie Half 137), a
‘brother ... from a different land’ (151), ‘a fellow’ (319). When the Eastern region
secedes from Nigeria on 30 May 1967 to form the Republic of Biafra, Richard sees his
dream of belonging as an African in Africa as possible at last:
This was a new start, a new country, their country. It was not only because
secession was just, considering all that the Igbo had endured, but because of the
possibility Biafra held for him. He would be Biafran in a way he could never have
been Nigerian — he was here at the beginning; he had shared in the birth. He would
belong. (168, original emphasis)
Richard sees Biafra as the start of his journey to belongingness. He anticipates his
belongingness in his use of the pronoun ‘their’, which foresees his inclusion in the Biafran
community. Importantly, he links his belongingness to a shared history — ‘he was here at
the beginning; he had shared in the birth.” Notably, Emeka Ojukwu, the head of state of
Biafra, states in the Ahiara Declaration?®, that
From the moment we assumed the illustrious name of the ancient kingdom of
Biafra, we were re-discovering the original independence of a great African
people. ... We knew that we had challenged the many forces and interests which

had conspired to keep Africa and the Black Race in subjection forever. (15)

% This document is an important source for Nigerian history. It was composed by Biafra’s National
Guidance Committee, chaired by Achebe, and delivered by Ojukwu in the city of Ahiara on 1 June 1969.
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Contrary to Richard’s belief, then, Biafra as an irridentist state is not newborn; rather, it
is reborn. Ojukwu here presents a narrative to the Biafrans about rediscovering their
precolonial agency, which implies remembering a story about themselves that they have
forgotten or neglected. The act of remembrance is revolutionary as it challenges the
powers that have long oppressed ‘the Black Race’. On some level, therefore, Ojukwu
speaks to the epistemic violence that the West has perpetrated on indigenous stories and
voices. This violence is an effect of what Adichie terms the single story. Defining this
concept in her 2009 TED speech, ‘The Danger of a Single Story’, Adichie says, that the
single story replaces the stories of a people with one story that then determines the
people’s identity. Ojukwu’s speech suggests that Biafra embodies this history of silencing
indigenous stories, and as an Englishman Richard not only cannot identify with this past
but as a writer, in fact, represents the silencing voice of colonialism. Richard’s reasoning
about his relation to Biafra, therefore, seems fallacious, if not illusory. Nonetheless, the
characterisation of Richard as a Biafran suggests that he might write for Biafrans without
prejudice, giving voice to their experiences rather than silencing them.

When this portrayal is weighed against the placing of The Book, it becomes possible
to hypothesise Richard as the most probable author. There are eight excerpts in total, with
six appearing at the end of chapters focalised through Richard and only one appearing in
a chapter told from Ugwu’s perspective. The final fragment appears on the closing page
of the novel, which is narrated from Olanna’s point of view, another central character.
That most excerpts appear in the storyline of Richard, a white male author with aspirations
to become Biafran and write a story about Africa, visually suggests and stresses that
Richard is The Book’s author. When one excerpt suddenly appears in one of Ugwu’s
chapters, however, the reader is momentarily compelled to reconsider the author’s
identity. Nonetheless, since Ugwu is not an author at that point, and since there are no
signs that he will become one, it is still most reasonable, all the textual evidence
considered, to assign the authorship of The Book to Richard.

The hypothesis of Richard’s authorship is further strengthened when he strikes on the
idea to write a new book, which he significantly titles “The World Was Silent When We
Died”