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INTRODUCTION
Mineke Schipper

Research in the field of literature in general and of African litera-
ture in particular has been extended to a considerable degree since
the 1960s. Literature is now more generally considered in the larger
context of its functioning within a communication process. Thus
many publications now study the text in its different aspects and
relationships with author, reader, and their respective social and
cultural context. This is indeed quite a recent development.

For a long time adherents of New Criticism have conceived of
the task of studying literature exclusively as the interpretation and
evaluation of the individual text. Of course, critical attention fo-
cused on the text as such is of great importance, but the study of
literature includes much more than that.

Notwithstanding all the textual interpretations that have been
produced throughout the world, very little progress has yet been
made in understanding the phenomenon of literature as such and
the way it functions. Jonathan Culler goes so far as to state that
“‘the most important and insidious legacy of New Criticism is the
widespread and unquestioning acceptance of the notion that the
critic’s job is to interpret literary works.’”"

In the study of African literature, texts have often been used as
historical, sociological, or anthropological documents which inform
us about village life, colonization, the position of women, political
or social change, and so on. Questions regarding the inherent dif-
ferences between “‘reality’’ and fiction or between literature as an
art form versus other sources and documents have mostly been left
open. In what way does literature (if it does) differ from other
texts and means of communication?

In 1981 Culler concluded, in his essay ‘‘Beyond Interpretation,”’
that the principle of interpretation as #he task of the critic “‘is so
strong an unexamined postulate of American criticism that it sub-
sumes and neutralizes the most forceful and intelligent acts of re-
volt” (p. 11). A number of critics in Europc had gone “‘beyond
interpretation’” a little earlier. Reacting against the positivist heri-
tage of collecting facts about sources and origins of the literary
work, Russian Formalists before the 1920s and Czech structuralists
in the 1930s started, on the basis of a large number of analyzed
literary works, to make statements about what Roman Jakobson
called the phenomenon of /rerarity which makes literary texts dif-
ferent from other texts. These scholars studied all sorts of literary
devices, such as the effect of estrangement and the role of prescrip-
tions and traditions.

It was much later, in 1966, that the Russian Formalists first be-
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came known in Western Europe, thanks to Tzvetan Todorov's
translation of a number of their essays in Théorie de /a littérature.
Textes des Formalistes russes.

The structural story analysis as applied by Vladimir Propp to the
fairy tale, too, did not become known in Europe and the United
States until the 1960s. In France, Propp’s theory became the basis
of the structural story analysis as developed by, among others,
Greimas, Bremond, Denise Paulme, and Roland Barthes. The nar-
ratological theory of Gérard Genette provided new insights into a
number of aspects of the narrative text. The Russian Formalists
have, justifiably, been called the founders of new approaches in
the field of literary study.

The structuralists paid much attention to the literary text as a
message in the verbal communication process. This idea has been
further developed in the 1970s by semiotics (the theory of signs).
Without going into details, one may say that in general the study
of literature has learned from semiotic research to view literature as
a particular form of the exchange of meaning between communi-
cating individuals. The study of literature should, among other
things, make us understand when and why literary texts have a
meaning for readers. It is clear that texts have no universal and
eternal value for all the inhabitants of our globe because the texts
result from a large number of choices made by individual authors
on the basis of their respective historical, social, and cultural con-
texts and their personal experiences and creativity. If an author and
reader have nothing in common, the communication fails. Author
and reader should share at least part of the codes of the text. Codes
are the rules on the basis of which meaning can be attached to
phenomena. Such codes are, for instance, the rules of a genre: on
the basis of prescriptions within his or her literary tradition, the
author writes an epic, a novel, a dirge, or a praise poem. The read-
er or auditor has, first of all, to know the language in which the
text is recited or written. One is then able to establish the denota-
tion, that is, the literal meaning of the words, but that is not
enough. In a literary text one has to take into account all sorts of
connotations: besides knowledge of the language, we need supple-
mentary knowledge to detect the specific meaning of the text,
which is based on connotations resulting from the text's literary
traditions or the breaking of these traditions, the historical con-
text, and so forth. Connotative codes are derived from conven-
tions; for example, the use of masks has a particular meaning in
the theatrical forms of the people who created them. The masks
are part of the code of that theater, a code one has to know in
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order to participate in the communication process of the masked
performance. An outsider will be unable to share the deeper mean-
ing of the performance without being given further information

about the connotative code of this theater. According to Umberto
Eco,

the codes, insofar as they are accepted by a society, set up a
“‘cultural’” world which is neither actual nor possible in the
ontological sense; its existence is linked to a cultural order,
which is the way in which a socicty thinks, speaks and, while
speaking, explains the “‘purport’’ of its thinking and speak-
ing that a society dcvclops expands or collapses, even when
dealing with ‘‘impossible’’ worlds (i.e. aesthetic texts, ideo-
logical statements), a theory of codes is very much concerned
with the format of such “‘cultural’’ worlds, and faces the basis
problem of how 70 fouch contents.?

The literary text as a sign in the semiotic sense should be conceived
as a complex unity in which a denotative and a connotative system
are intertwined. Connotative literary meanings result from specific
devices, for example, formal effects such as alliterations, meta-
phors, quotations, clichés and historical, social, and cultural ele-
ments. It all functions in the communication process between
author and addressee, if the codes are common to both.

Different cultural backgrounds may lead to very different inter-
pretations of the same text. For instance, Joseph Conrad’s Hear? of
Darkness has been commented upon positively by most British
critics and quite negatively by an African, Chinua Achebe. It would
also be quite interesting to undertake a comparative analysis of the
critical comments on V. S. Naipaul from cultural backgrounds as
different as African, Caribbean, and Western. In the aforemen-
tioned framework of the communication process, the relations be-
tween author, text, reader, and cultural background all find their
place.

In comparative literature, too, the communicational approach
has meant an enlargement of the field of research. Instead of trans-
mitting fixed values from the conventional Eurocentric literary
standards i la Wellek and Warren, serious scholars now study com-
paratively the very conditions and conventions which lead to the
fact that texts are perceived as literary only under certain circum-
stances. At the same time, the personal, individual evaluation of
the texts has also become an object of research. In the past the
personal, evaluative judgment of African texts, for example, has
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often been given from a quite limited Western perspective and
often even without the critic’s being aware of his Eurocentrism.

The advantage of such new approaches and methods in com-
parative literature is that enough breadth of outlook is thus given
to study the most divergent communication situations as they occur
more and more frequently in the global field of literature, func-
tioning in different social groups, times, and cultures. Within this
broad framework, oral literature, which has so often been relegated
as a changeling to anthropology or sociology, can finally get all the
literary attention it deserves.

In studying African literature, one may certainly profit from the
substantial progress and the refinement of tools by literary theo-
rists. On the other hand, these theoretical scholars continually need
critical comments from the specialists of the literatures from dif-
ferent continents and cultures. Checking the former’s theoretical
results, the latter decides to accept, reject, or adapt these according
to his previous and precious experience with a group of texts from
a particular cultural and social background.

In the following papers some aspects of this dialectical process are
presented. Clive Wake shows that the interpretative approach con-
tinues to contribute to our knowledge of African texts. Sunday Ano-
zie explores how the analyses of African poetry can benefit from lin-
guistic theory. Alain Ricard places new emphasis on certain neglected
aspects of theater research. In my paper I have applied some of the
new narratological findings to African first-person narrative.

Those who study African literature are becoming increasingly
aware of the profit that can be gained from the harvests reaped by
scholars of literary theory and by specialists of other—Asian, Carib-
bean, Latin American, Arab, or Western—literatures. In my opinion
one should test the tools at hand and feel free to discard those
which prove useless or have become obsolete. In turn, our own tools,
findings, and experience may be enriching for scholars of other
literatures. Exchanges on all levels are stimulating and fruitful for
those engaged in the study of literature. As an African proverb
says, '‘The centipede’s legs are strengthened by a hundred rings.”’

NOTES

1. Jonathan Culler, The Pursuit of Signs: Semiotics, Literature,
Deconstruction (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1981), p. 5.

2. Umberto Eco, A Theory of Semiotics (London: Macmillan,
1977), p. 61 ff.




“WHO AM I?”’: FACT AND FICTION IN AFRICAN
FIRST-PERSON NARRATIVE
Mineke Schipper

Every day all sorts of narratives are presented to us, orally or in
written form, be it comic strips, cartoons, jokes, newspaper arricles,
letters, tales, or autobiographies. Some of these genres seem to
adhere to a particular narrative form. Normally, “‘the news’’ on
radio or television is presented ‘‘neutrally,”’ in the third person,
while letters and diaries are typical first-person genres.

First-person narrative does not necessarily coincide with autobio-
graphical forms of expression. The authors may prefer to ‘‘neutra-
lize’” their personal autobiographical information by means of a
third-person presentation or even by presenting it as a fictional
text. However, real autobiographies that are presented as such are
generally written in the first person: the subject and object of the
narratives are the authors who “‘tell’’ and reveal themselves to
others, or who wish to bring order into their own past and ulti-
mately wish to explore themselves. There may also be other reasons
for autobiographical writing."

These days, a growing number of studies on the autobiography
are appearing, at least in Europe, and they all seem to agree about
the origin of the autobiographical genre, confirming one after the
other that the autobiography is a ‘‘purely European literary genre,”
a “‘creation of Western culture.”’? The English author Stuart Bates
goes so far as to put it this way: the autobiography manifests itself
mainly in Europe and in the European sphere of influence—just like
syphilis. Or to quote Gusdorf: “‘If others than Europeans write an
autobiography, then it is because they have been annexed by a
mentality which was not theirs.”"*

Of course, it is not easy to determine what should be defined as
“‘the European mentality.”” However, one might try to find out
whether first-person narrative in general and autobiography in par-
ticular is present in the literatures of other cultures. Not much
research has been done in this field as yet. An exception is Milena
Dolezelova’s The Chinese Novel at the Turn of the Century. She
points out that obvious changes due to Western influences are to
be found in Chinese literature. The tendency toward subjectiviza-
tion had already been developed to some degree since the seven-
teenth century. ‘‘Instead of editing various previous sources into
sagas exemplifying Chinese history and accepted ideology, novelists
began to relate their individual experiences and views drawn from
personal observation of society or their own private lives.”'* The au-
thor emphasizes that the first-person personal narrative mode—that
is, the narrative in which the ““telling I'’ is at the same time the
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main character—is undoubtedly an innovation in the history of
Chinese vernacular fiction, and she mentions Wu Woyao's Strange
Events as the first occurrence of first-person narrative in bazhua
literature. Wu Woyao was an author who had read many Western
novels and who always advocated the reading of foreign literature.
According to DoleZelovi, the appearance of the first-person per-

sonal narrative in the East is especially significant in comparison
with Western literature ‘‘where first person narrative has been well
established since classical Greece.’’® She then comes to the conclu-
sion that the autobiographical first-person narrative as a distinctive
genre in Japanese literature had a relatively late start as well. The
first examples ‘‘caused a sensation in Japanese circles because the
hero was patently a self-portrait of the author and because the real-
life models of the other characters were readily identifiable.’’® The
first Japanese autobiographical first-person narrative was published
in 1890. In China these new forms manifested themselves around
the turn of the century.

It has often been argued that the change from third-person to
first-person narrative form is not a question of pure formality but
indeed affects the text structure. Depending on the readers’ norms,
it may underline the authenticity of the story, or it may be used to
reinforce the illusion of reality, as a realistic device in the first-person
fictional narrative. However that may be, the first-person narrative
in which the narrator is also the hero attests to a considerable dose
of individualism, as it concentrates more on the narrator’s personali-
ty and its growth than on the group to which he or she belongs. In
Chinese fiction it represented a fundamental development which
took some time: ‘‘it was only in the twenties and thirties of this cen-
tury that the process leading to the full variety and artistic maturity
of first person narrative was accomplished.’’” This change in literary
history was a product—as it always is—of the marriage between in-
side traditions and outside influences: elements from the introspec-
tive and lyrical tradition of first-person narrative and the extroverted
and social-minded tradition from vernacular fiction were combined
with the deeper psychological description from the Western and
Japanese first-person novel.®

I have dwelt a little longer on this Oriental development to show
how interesting it might be to do comparative intercultural research
in other directions than the alrcady well-trod Europe/ Africa paths.

. My specific intention here is to discuss the first-person narrative
form, its main genres and various techniques, as they are used in
African literature. Not all the genres I deal with are fictional: the
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autobiography, for instance, is not or at least is supposed not to be
fictional.

If we look first of all at the oral tradition, we could say that all
oral literature is told in the first person, since, inevitably, the nar-
rator presents his or her story to the audience which is present right
there. It is important to distinguish clearly between the rea/ author,

who presents the “‘text’” orally or in print, and the narator, who
belongs to the text as a narrative transaction. At the other end of
the communication line, there are the narratee and the real reader.
The narratee “‘is the agent which is at the very least implicitly ad-
dressed by the narrator. A narratee of this kind is always implied,
even when the narrator becomes his own narratee.”’” An example
of the latter is the diary novel. This is schematized in figure 1.

TEXT

real author — narrator — narratee — real reader

Fig. 1

We can even go a step further and say that the real author is al-
ways a first-person ‘‘agent,”’ whether announcing orally, *‘I am go-

ing to tell you . . .”" or, silently, in the written form, transmitting
his text in book form as a gesture, ‘I am herewith presenting you
my story. . . ."" In both cases the text (the ‘‘message’’) can be

presented either in the first or in the third person or, although
that is much less common, in the second person. I propose that we
leave the oral or written *‘1 am going to present you my story’’
outside the literary texts we are to study here.™

The “‘frontiers’’ of the oral text are often marked by means of
special formulas or expressions which emphasize the real beginning
of the narrative: ‘‘Here comes my story’’; ‘‘Once, long ago’’;
““How did it happen?’’; and so forth. The same is true of the end:
““This was the story of hare and leopard’’ or ‘“This is the end, not
of me but of my story.”""!

The first-person presentation by the author is normally lacking
in written narrative because the beginning and end of the printed
texts make themselves clear without further notice. Thus the writ-
ten text starts, hierarchically speaking, on the next level, the tex-
tual narrative level. The author’s explicit **here comes my story’’ is
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felt as superfluous and is therefore omitted, but formally the ‘1"’

of the author lies behind every text. A distinction should be made
between this ‘‘I'’ and the introduction of ‘‘the author’’ as a litet-
ary device within the text by writers, as for instance Fagunwa does

when he presents his stories in The Forest of a Thousand Daemons:
he starts his first chapter under the heading ‘“The Author Meets

Akara-Ogun.”” The latter is presented as the narrator-hero of the
story, who dictates it to ‘‘the author’’: ““When he had spoken thus
I hurried to fetch my writing things, brought them over to my
table, settled myself in comfort, and let the stranger know that I
was now prepared for his tale. And he began in the words that
follow to tell me the story of his life.”’'?

In the text itself, the real author should not be confused with
the narrator, although they may be synonymous and coincide with
the main character, as in the case of autobiographical writing. In
the terms of Gérard Genette, one could say that a narrator who is
“‘above,”’ or superior, to the story he tells should be called an “‘ex-
tradiegetic’’ narrator (d7egesis meaning the story) if he belongs on-
ly to the narrative level and does not participate in the story as a
character. He is to be called an ‘‘intradiegetic’’ narrator if he also
participates in the presented story as a character.’® This is the case
with *‘the Author’’ in Fagunwa's Forest of @ Thousand Daemons:
the narrator-character tells how he starts writing down Akara-
Ogun'’s adventures. These adventures are told to him by Akara-
Ogun, who is himself the hero on the next level. Thus we find a
narrator-character’s presentation of a whole series of embedded
stories in which the second narrator is the main character. At the
end of each chapter, the narrator of the first level “‘takes over”
again and switches back to the frame of the first-level narrative (see
fig. 2).

TEXT

I II |
First Narrative Level | Second Narrative Level | First Narrative Level

“‘the Author’” tells | Akara-Ogun'’s ““the Author’’ be-

about meeting ( = hero’s) comes narrator

Akara-Ogun who adventures again: back to the

introduces II “‘embedding’’ first
level

Figure 2. Illustration of narrator-character in Fagunwa's Forest of a
Thousand Daemons
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There are different types of narrators. The narrator is a device, a
construction which is there to serve the specific needs of narration
in a particular text. The first-person narrative can be presented in
such different forms as a letter, an epistolary novel, a real or a fic-
tional diary, an autobiography, and many mixed or in-between
forms. The narrator is an agent of the text who can be identical

with the real author (as in the autobiography, for instance) or fic-
tional.

The hierarchy of narrative levels can be used by the author in
various ways. In the case of Fagunwa's book, it is clear that the use
of the first narrator serves as a narrative framework only to present
the character who is going to tell another ( = the main) story con-
sisting of the series of adventures. The latter is an inner narrative
which is subordinate to the first-level narrative in which it is em-
bedded. The function of the embedded narrative in this case is a
fanction of action.

The embedded narrative may also have other functions, for ex-
ample, an explicative function, like in Achebe's Things Fall Apart
(p- 72), answering a question of the first level by telling a second
story on a ‘‘lower”’ level (*‘hypodiegetic’’) embedded by the first
one: Okonkwo suffers from mosquitoes whining around his ears,
and he suddenly remembers the story his mother once told him
about why Mosquito always attacks Ear.** In the beginning of A4¢,
Wole Soyinka described the parsonage and the Canon'’s square
white building as ‘‘a bulwark against the menace and the siege of
the wood spirits. Its rear wall demarcated their territory, stopped
them from taking liberties with the world of humans.”’"* This is
followed by further allusions to spirits, ghosts, and ghommids to-
gether with references to the Bible. He then fits in his mother’s
experiences with spirits and demons by means of an embedded ex-
plicative narrative in which Wild Christian is the narrator and the
young Wole and his sister are the audience. It is an explicative in-
serted story about the mixture of Christian and African beliefs in
his mother’s faith.

The third function an embedded narrative can have is thematic:
“‘the relations established between the hypodiegetic and the diege-
tic level are those of analogy, i.e. similarity and contrast.’’*® A
good example of the thematic use of embedded narrative is to be
found in Mariama Ba's Une si longue lettre. In the main narrative
level of this epistolary novel, another story is embedded, likewise
in the form of a letter. Besides this formal analogy (and many the-
matic analogical elements), there is also a contrastive point vis-i-vis
the main theme: the friend, Aissatou, to whom the heroine ad-
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dresses her long letter, divorced when her husband took a second
wife, while the main character, Ramatoulaye, has swallowed her

disappointment and accepted her husband’s second marriage and
his subsequent behavior. The narrator-heroine quotes the whole
letter in which her friend tells her husband she wants to leave him.
The thematic analogy gives an extra dimension to the main (Rama-

toulaye’s) story. The latter, who is the first narrator in the book, in
this passage yields the act of narration to a character (i.e., her
friend Aissatou) who presents, on the hypodiegetic level, her nar-
rative to another addressee ( = the narratee): Mawdo, her hus-
band. The thematic parallel—the effects on a first wife of a hus-
band’s taking a second wife—in this ‘‘mirror story’’ is reversed by
an opposite reaction: divorce in the embedded story versus accep-
tance in the main narrative.'” Of course, the transition from one
level to the other is not always as clearly indicated as in the above
examples.

“Who Speaks?’’ and ‘““Who Sees?”’

First-person narrators can take different positions with regard to
the narrated events: (1) they can tell stories in which they are or
have been the hero/heroine; (2) they can tell stories in which they
mainly figure as observers; (3) they can tell stories which have been
transmitted to them by someone else in an oral or written form
and which they are merely '‘presenting literally’’ on paper now.

In the first case, the “‘I"” has a central position on the first level,
as a narrator, and also on the second level, the level of the story
itself where the *‘I'" acts and is presented as the main character. In
this case first-person narrators tell and observe; they express them-
selves and recall their past experiences, as in Tutuola’s Pa/m-Wine
Drinkard ot his Feather Woman of the Jungle."® An example of
the second category is The Poor Christ of Bomba: in his diary
Denis observes the Reverend Father Dumont, who is the main
character in this diary novel, although we also get to know Denis
himself as an important character through his comments and re-
flections. One example of the third category is Fagunwa’s afore-
mentioned book; a second example could be Ferdinand Oyono's
Houseboy. In Fagunwa’s case, the main story has been transmitted
orally to the first narrator on the extradiegetic level, while in the
second case the first narrator functions as the translator and “‘edi-
tor”’ of the received manuscript. "’

In the field of narratology, it is useful to raise two questions
concerning the relation between narrator and character, namely,
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Who speaks? and Who sees? In terms of concepts, a distinction is
to be made between narration and focalization. The narrator tells
the story but at the same time the events and situations are pre-
sented from a specific perspective, a point of view, which is not
always necessarily the narrator’s. For instance, in the scene in which
Denis tells about the Father's quarrel with the chief whom he

wants to forbid to dance, the focalization shifts from the Chief to
the Father, while the narrator remains the same, that is, Denis in

his diary:

The chief himself was still glaring murderously at the Father,
but they gripped him tight. The Father looked back at the
chief with a sort of amused pity, quite free of dislike.

(p. 55)

In most studies about perspective or point of view,?° narration and
focalization have often been used confusingly, as is demonstrated
convincingly by Shlomith Rimmon-Kenan (who uses the word
“‘agent’’ instead of ‘‘character’’):

Obviously, a person (and, by analogy, a narrative agent) is
capable of both speaking and seeing and even of doing things
at the same time—a state of affairs which facilitates the con-
fusion between the two activities. Moreover, it is almost im-
possible to speak without betraying some personal *‘point of
view,”" if only through the very language used. But a person
(and, by analogy, a narrative agent) is also capable of under-
taking to tell what another person sees or has seen. Thus,
speaking and seeing, narration and focalization, may, but
need not, be attributed to the same agent. The distinction
between the two activities is a theoretical necessity, and only
on its basis can the interrelations between them be studied
with precision.?’

The focalization can shift from one character to another and is
therefore an important device in its contribution to the effect a char-
acter may have on the reader. If we are not aware of it, we are
casily manipulated in our opinions, as Eleanor Wachtel stresses
with regard to contemporary Kenyan autobiographical novels:

As in nearly all third-world countries, most of the Kenyan
novelists are men. Their central characters are preponderantly
males. Further, the male viewpoint is underlined not only by
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the many characterizations of young men, but by the literary
device of the first person protagonist. . . . This is quite natu-
ral to the relatively inexperienced author who would tend to
be somewhat autobiographical anyway. At the same time,
however, it is also more intimate, personal, and hence, more
explicitly male in outlook and tone. . . . This device creates a

rapport between author and reader and enlists the latter’s
sympathy. It does not allow for another point of view. . . .
Women are necessarily ‘‘the other.”” In Kenya, this male-
focused lens on life is an accurate reflection of society. It is
consistent with a society where men are the primary decision-
makers.**

Although narration and focalization can coincide in first-person
narrative, they can also be separate, as they often clearly are in
first-person retrospective narratives. I give an example of both. In
Mariama Bai’s novel, the following quotation shows how narration
and focalization coincide (attributed to the same ‘‘agent,” to use
Rimmon-Kenan's term):

Modou Fall is indeed dead, Aissatou. The uninterrupted pro-
cession of men and women who have ‘‘learned’’ of it, the
wails and tears all around me, confirm his death. This con-
dition of extreme tension sharpens my sufferings and con-
tinues till the following day, the day of interment. (p.3)

In A4é¢ the difference between narrator and character-focalizer is
clear in the following lines:

I lay on the mat pretending to be still asleep. It had become
a morning pastime, watching him exercise by the window. A
chart was pinned to the wall, next to the mirror. Essay did his
best to imitate the white gymnast. . . . There was a precise
fusslessness even in the most strenuous movements. In . . .
Out...In. .. Out. .. breathing deeply. He bent over,
touched his toes, slewed from one side to the other, rotated
his body on its axis. He opened his hands and clenched them,
raising one arm after the other as if invisible weights were
suspended from them. Sweat prickles emerged in agreed
order, joined together in disciplined rivulets. Finally, he picked
up the towel—the session was over. (p- 77)

In A€ it is the (author-)narrator, the older Wole, who tells, but it is
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the (author-)character, the younger Wole, who sees, who focalizes
his father’s actions. Focalization has a subject and an object: the

focalizer is the agent whose perception leads the presentation; the
focalized object is (the selection of) what the focalizer perceives.??

Focalization is not purely perceptive as in the A£¢ example; it is
also psychological (cognitive and emotive) and ideological. All these

aspects may harmonize or belong to different focalizers. An ex-
ample of the psychological aspect is to be found in the following
quotation from A4¢, where the reactions the young Wole felt after
his little sister’s death are recounted by the narrator so many years
later:

Suddenly, it all broke up within me. A force from nowhere
pressed me against the bed and I howled. As I was picked up
I struggled against my father’s soothing voice, tears all over
me. I was sucked into a place of loss whose cause or defini-
tion remained elusive. I did not comprehend it yet. (p.
98)

The ideological facet of the focalization, or the norms of the text,
consists in the evaluation of events and characters. It can be pre-
sented ‘‘through a single dominant perspective, that of the narrator-
focalizer.”" The latter's ideology is then considered as ‘‘authorita-
tive.”’ In the first-person retrospective narrative, one often finds
the latter’s view as superior to the narrator-character’s earlier views
recalled by the older *'I,”’ many years afterward. If other norm sys-
tems are presented as well, they are generally evaluated in compari-
son with the narrator-focalizer’s ideological authority.?* In the fol-
lowing example several ideological viewpoints are presented, but
the main perspective throughout the text is the narrator’s, who im-
poses himself at the end:

After dinner the Father set to work with the catechist. I fol-
lowed the interrogation as long as I could, then went to bed.
Zacharia exasperated me again with his uninvited interven-
tions. For instance, the Father asked the catechist this ques-
tion: ‘“Why is it, do you think, that so many backslide from
the true religion? Why did they come to Mass in the first
place?’’ The catechist answered: ‘‘My Father, at that time we
were poor. Well, doesn’t the Kingdom of Heaven belong to
the poor? So there’s nothing surprising in many of them run-
ning then to the true God. But nowadays, as you know your-
self, Father, they are making pots of money by selling their
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cocoa to the Greeks; they are all rich. Now, isn’t it easier for
a camel to pass through a needle’s eye than for a rich man to |
enter the Kingdom of . . . ? But just then Zacharia blurted |
out, interrupting the wise words of the catechist: ‘‘Get away

with you! That's not the truth of the matter at all. I tell you
just how it is, Father. The first of us who ran to your religion,

came to it as a sort of . . . revelation. Yes, that's it, a revela-
tion; a school where they could learn your secret, the secret of
your power, of your aeroplanes and railways . . . in a word,
the secret of your mystery. Instead of that, you began talking
to them of God, of the soul, of eternal life, and so forth. Do
you really suppose they didn’t know those things already,
long before you came? So of course, they decided that you
were hiding something. Later, they saw that if they had mon-
ey they could get plenty of things for themselves—gramo-
phones and cars, and perhaps even aeroplanes one day. Well,
then! They are turning from religion and running elsewhere,
after money, no less. That’s the truth of it, Father. As for the
rest, it's all make-believe. . . .”" And speaking in this fashion,
he put on an important air. I was boiling with indignation
when I heard this illiterate gabble, this ‘‘bla-bla-bla. . . .”" I
was hot with anger. I would gladly have slapped his silly face.
But the Father listened to him with great attention. (pp-
29-30)

Thanks to the author’s irony, this assertive ideological main per-
spective is, after all, effectively undermined. The norms of the

text may be presented through statements by the narrator and/or
one or more characters; norms can also be implicitly given with
events and behavior as they are narrated and perceived by nar-
rator or characters. The device of shifting the focalization among
the different characters or from narrator to character always affects
the meaning of a text. When the focalization shifts regularly in the
text, we may get a rather broad idea of the various aspects of a
conflict or problem. This technique may produce the suggestion of
the narrator’s neutrality vis-d-vis the various characters and their
relations: this is often the case in the realistic novel. The way the
focalization is handled definitely contributes to the effect a charac-
ter (and in fact the whole text) has on the reader, for example, we
are more inclined to share views or to sympathize with a character
when the story is presented mainly from his or her particular view,
feeling, ideology. The fact that in The Poor Christ of Bomba the
missionary’s servant Denis is the first-person narrator as well as the
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main focalizer in the text results in a specific view and colored in-
formation.

Different First-Person Genres

Without pretending to give a complete and detailed inventory of
the various first-person narrative forms to be found in African

prose, I will try to present a brief description of the main genres as
they are mentioned in figure 3.

FIRST-PERSON NARRATIVE

FACTUAL FICTIONAL
a. Diary a. Diary novel
b. Letters b. Epistolary novel
¢. Autobiography c. First-person memoir novel
Fig. 3

In African literature many first-person narratives are presented as
autobiographical. The construction is often that of the older ‘I
who looks back to his/her earlier life and who, usually years later,
narrates what he/she remembers from the past. Many texts of this
kind deal with the theme of colontalism, for instance, in Cezte
Afrigue-/a, the old Mémbha tells his experiences which, in a fore-
word, the author, Ikelle-Matiba, authenticates as ‘‘real events.”’
Mémha was born before the colonial occupation of his country,
Cameroon, by the Germans, and in this book he presents his life
and ‘‘cette Afrique-ld que nous ne verrons plus.’’**

Before giving a brief description and some examples of the afore-
mentioned genres, I should like to look more closely at the opposi-
tion between ‘‘facts’’ and ‘‘fiction’’ as it has been used here. This
point always raises more questions than can be answered. Some-
times authors pretend to speak the truth while in fact they are
telling lies or producing fantasies. Others pretend to be writing
fiction while they are telling the story of their own life. Of course,
some of the facts are verifiable, notably when authors refer to con-
crete places and well-known events. However, thoughts, dreams,
feelings, and beliefs are never controllable. Some scholars have
pointed out that autobiographies should contain only historical,
biographical material about the authors, while others claim that
autobiographers should have the right to see and express them-
selves as subjectively as they please. In all this confusion, the real
autobiographical narrative must meet one overall minimum re-
quirement, that is, the auzobiographical pact as it has been de-
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fined by Philippe Lejeune: in his view the autobiography is a retro-
spective narrative in prose told by an existing person about his or
her own existence, when his/her personal life is emphasized and
particularly the story of his/her own personality. From that defini-
tion we may deduce the following: (1) the form is a prose narra-
tive; (2) the subject is the life story (the growth of the personality);
(3) author and narrator are identical; and (4) author and main
character are identical and the story is retrospectively told.?®

The ““pact” is realized when the reader gets the guarantee from
the text that the author, narrator, and main character are one and
the same person. This is a formal, verifiable criterion on the basis
of which one can determine whether a given text is autobiographi-
cal or not. For the rest, it is seldom possible to establish exactly to
what degree invented or untrue elements have been introduced in-
to the autobiographical text. Taking this pact as our starting point,
let us now look at the different genres, on the factual and the fic-
tional side. I will briefly deal with each corresponding pair on the
comparative level.

Diary and Diary Novel

In Western literature the diary has only been regarded as a literary
genre since well-known writers, such as André Gide, began to pub-
lish their diaries. In Africa very few diaries have been published as
yet. Like the autobiography, the diary respects the pact: author =
narrator = character. The time aspect distinguishes the diary from
the autobiography most clearly, although the contrast is sometimes
less extreme than one might think at first sight. In the autobiog-
raphy, as we have seen, the story of the author’s life is told, at a
much later moment in life. Conversely the diary follows the events
very closely. Nevertheless, the diary is not very often kept conscien-
tiously by day: it covers recent events, thoughts, feelings which are
still there, fresh in memory.

The difference in time between the experiences and the moment
of writing, in the diary and the autobiography respectively, has
certain consequences. In the diary there is much uncertainty or
even confusion about the question how things will go on, what
will happen next: the author is as ignorant of the future as the
reader. In the autobiography, however, the author looks back from
the perspective of knowing what happened next and how life has
gone on since. Both perspectives have advantages and disadvan-
tages. The autobiographer’s looking back allows him/her to intro-
duce lines and structures which he/she alone is able to see (or con-
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struct) from his/her later perspective. This is not possible at all in
the diary: in the intimacy of day-by-day writing, the elements of
the narrative cannot be structured. Even if many things happen in
the author’s life, their storytelling value is parceled out by the
diary principle, which does not allow an overall view of the course
of events. Or, in the words of Béatrice Didier:

Pour que I'histoire d’une vie soit possible, il faut justement le
recul historique. C’est la distance entre le temps du récit et le
temps de I'événement qui permet 4 I'écrivain de créer aprés
coup une unité 3 son aventure; 1’au-jour-le-jour ne peut pas
avoir de structure.?’

Well-known examples of published diaries in African literature are
Amadi's Sunset in Biafra and Ngugi's Detained. The same applies
to them as to the diary as a literary phenomenon in Europe: when
their diaries were published, both authors were already known to
large numbers of readers, Amadi as a novelist and Ngugi as a
novelist and playwright.

Their diaries are quite different in intention, although they both
deal with tragic events. Amadi gives his book the subutle A Crvs/
War Diary, and in a foreword he emphasizes that he is not reflect-
ing the views of the Federal Military Government of Nigeria but
that his opinions are strictly personal: ‘“This is not a story of the
war; it is an intimate, personal story for its own sake.”” In his De-
tained: A Writer's Prison Diary, Ngugi puts it otherwise:

I have . . . tried to discuss detention not as a personal affair
between me and a few individuals, but as a social, political
and historical phenomenon. I have tried to see it in the con-
text of the historical attempts, from colonial times to the
present, by a foreign imperialist bourgeoisie, in alliance with
its local Kenyan representatives, to turn Kenyans into slaves,
and of the historical struggles of Kenyan people against eco-
nomic, political and cultural slavery.?®

Both writers follow the events very closely, and they do not know
that they will suvive and be free in the end. As writers, they are
interested in literature, and in their diaries they both insert other
literary texts. Amadi, for instance, quotes among other texts an
Ibo song (p. 59), a Shakespearean love poem (p. 117), Keats's
“Ode to the Nightingale,”’ Shelley’s ‘‘Ode to the Night'’ (p.
118); but he also quotes other sorts of texts, for example, from the
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minutes of the Advisory Committee ‘‘charged with the restoration
of normalcy” (p. 155 ff.) at the end of the war.

Ngugi too quotes a number of literary as well as other texts,
ranging from Kwame Nkrumah's autobiography (p. 6) to Dennis
Brutus's Letters to Martha; he also quotes Shakespeare (p. 9) and
Margery Perham’s diaries (1920-30) (p. 30), and so forth. The cf-
fect of such quotations on a literary text in general and on auto-
biographical works in particular still needs to be much more care-
fully examined in European as well as in African literature.*

As far as the diary novel is concerned, it has some advantages for
writers: the very form allows them to hold back information from
narrator and reader, although they themselves know what they
want their narrator/main character to become, in the course of the
story. Of course, the autobiographical pact does not exist here,
since author # narrator = main character. As in the real diary, the
narrator in the diary novel has no or very little distance from the
events he records in his notes. In Europe the diary novel came into
existence near the end of the eighteenth century, with a few rare
carlier exceptions. Well-known examples in African literature are
Ferdinand Oyono's Houseboy and Beti's Poor Christ of Bomba.
Houseboy is presented ‘‘hypodiegetically’” as a second level in the
hierarchy of the narrative: the first pages of the book are told by
the first narrator—in the first-person presentation—who explains
how he got the two notebooks containing this diary written by
another author whose name was Toundi Joseph. We get to know '
how this Toundi, dying, entrusts him with the manuscript written
in Ewondo. This first narrator ends his (first-level) introduction to
the second and main part of the text (i.e., the diary notebooks) as
follows:

I opened the packet. Inside there were two worn exercise
books, a toothbrush, a stub of pencil and a large native comb
made of ivory. That was how I came to read Toundi’s diary.
It was written in Ewondo which is one of the main languages
of the Cameroons. In the translation which I have made and
which you are about to read, I have tried to keep the richness
of the original language without letting it get in the way of
the story itself. (p- 8)

In this article I cannot go into the details of this interesting novel
or of the diary novel in general. I will just mention briefly a few
points which are typical of this novel form, as distinct from the
other first-person genres. The narrator of the diary novel is his/her
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own (fictional) narratee. They address themselves, talk to them-

selves, ask questions, express their thoughts to themselves, as in
the following lines:

For the first time Madame had a visit from her lover while
her husband was here. M. Moreau at the Residence; my stom-

ach was unecasy all the evening and now I am furious with
myself. How can I get rid of this ridiculous sentimentality
which makes me suffer over matters which have nothing what-
ever to do with me?  (p. 82)

The diary is divided into two ‘‘exercise books.”” Very few dates are
marked. In the beginning, it is ‘‘August’’ (p. 11); another time
indication is ‘‘After the funeral’’ (p. 23). In the Second Exercise
Book, allusions to ‘‘real’’ time do not occur, except for one, that
s, ‘‘Second night at the police camp’’ (p. 132). The fact that
dates are not mentioned underlines that such official time indica-
tions are of little importance to the narrator/main character, who
in his social context has learned to follow the time of sun, moon,
seasons rather than to respect the European calendar as his white
boss does.*®

Typical for the diary novel, as well as for the epistolary novel, is
the lack of distance between the time of narration and the narrated
events. This distance is considerable in first-person adventure stories
like Tutuola’s and Fagunwa’s and in first-person novels like Camara
Laye’s L'enfant noir. In the ‘‘factual’’ diary as well as in the fic-
tional, the narrator knows no more than the reader how the subse-
quent events will take place. The narrator-hero writes down events
and experiences in proportion as he lives them. The reader becomes
aware of this nearby situation through many indications. In Howuse-
boy, for instance, Toundi notes down immediately what he has ex-
perienced that day or the previous night, as the following quota-
tions show:

At midday I watched my master from the kitchen window [p.
26]. Last night the location had a visit from Gullet, the Chief
of Police [p. 28]. My master is off into the bush again this
morning [p. 86]. I was arrested this morning. I am writing
this sitting on bruised buttocks in the house of the chief na-
tive constable [p. 120].

The narrator uses various tenses: present, past, future. The narrator
/main character presents, interprets, and participates in the events;
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it is clearly a personal narrator like the one in the aforementioned

adventure stories by Tutuola. Through the naive perspective of

Toundi, a boy from the Cameroonian countryside—whom the au-
thor uses as narrator-focalizer—the mentality and manners of the
colonial whites are presented in all their oddness. Thanks to this
““close-following"" first-person presentation, the immediate contrast

between the African and the European world pervades the whole
text, and the diary novel form, as such, is certainly quite appro-
priate, as Oyono's book shows so clearly.

Letters and the Epistolary Novel

Up till now very few "‘collected letters’’ by African authors have
been published. I mention here Ngugi's letters from prison, which
constitute the second section of his Detained. This second part
consists of a compilation of letters he sent to his wife, to the Se-
curity Officer of Detained and Restricted Persons, the Minister of
Home Affairs, the Chairman of Detainees’ Review Tribunal. All
these letters relate to his imprisonment, although in different ways:
they do not form a coherent structure as the epistolary novel does.
Ngugi just adds these letters to his prison diary as an appendix of
documents to show aspects of the Kenyan reality as he has experi-
enced it.

Another example of ‘‘factual’’ letters is Zamenga Batukazanga's
book Lettres d'Ameérique: traveling to the United States, this Zairian
author writes letters to his son at home, in which he describes his
impressions of the New World and in which he especially links his
own Affrica to the ‘‘Africa’’ elements he encounters in the United
States, as, for example, when he tells about his visit to the home
of Alex Haley, the author of Roozs. The book is full of anecdotes,
but there are also reflections on differences and similarities between
people.® As stated, the epistolary novel resembles the diary novel
in the absence of time distance between the moment of narration
and the actual events: here too the narrator/main character who
writes the letters knows no more than the reader what is going to
happen next.

The letter-writing novel form as a particular genre of first-person
narrative is no longer as popular in Europe as it was in the eigh-
teenth and nineteenth centuries. It is supposed to have its origin
mainly in posthumously published authentic letters, such as the
famous letters Madame de Sévigné wrote to her daughter in France
in the seventeenth century. Little by little, the letter-writing cul-
ture disappeared, being replaced by the telephone as a medium of
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communication in the Western world. In Africa the telephone is
still less generally available, and the letter is a2 much used means of
communication with which the letter novel could link quite natu-
rally, but it is not very widely practiced yet.

Theoretically, a distinction can be made berween books with one
and more letter writers as narrator-character in epistolary fiction, on

one hand, and books containing letters written by one author-char-
acter to one or more addressees, on the other. African literature,
however, has not (yet?) produced many epistolary novels, and the
few that exist mostly concern one fictional letter writer-narrator
writing to one or sometimes two different addressees. It is striking
that the genre is almost nonexistent in anglophone literature: all
my examples are, therefore, taken from texts by francophone writers.
Epistolary novels have been written by, among others, Bernard
Dadié from Ivory Coast, who in his Un négre @ Paris adopts the
same attitude as Montesquieu did in Les Jettres persanes, that of
the naive outsider observing ‘‘the Others,”” their customs and be-
havior. Dadi€’s book consists of one long letter signed by the nar-
rator/ main character in which he describes his Parisian experiences
and observations to a friend in Africa. Other epistolary fiction is to
be found in one of Sembéne Ousmane’s short stories, entitled
““Lettres de France.”’ Henri Lopes's novel Sans Tam-tam consists of
five letters written by a certain Gatsé followed by one last letter—
as an epilogue—written by the addresee to the publisher. Both
narrators are fictional, as is stressed in the “‘avertissement’' which
precedes the letters:

De ce qui va suivre, seul le pays est vrai: le mien. Le peuple
aussi. Mais j'ai laissé ce dernier dans I'ombre, craignant de
mal transmettre son message sacté et de dénaturer sa voix.
Pour le reste, tout est fruit d’'une imagination fantaisiste: le
lieu, les personnages, les situations, leurs pensées, sentiments
et paroles. Si d’aventure ils coincidaient avec un vécu réel, je
jure que ce serait pur hasard.*

Such statements are not exceptional in African novels in general.
The fictional character of the novel is already formally clear from
the lack of the pact: here, the author # narrator = main character
Forewords like the above one, however, in fact strengthen the sug-
gestion that there are indeed more ‘“‘facts’ in this novel than fic-
tion and that the author wants to protect himself from possible
consequences of the publication of his book.

The best-known epistolary novel is Mariama Bi's Une si longue
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lettre, which was awarded the first Noma Prize for African litera-
ture. It is a good example of the most outspoken characteristic of
the epistolary novel, notably the very personal character of this nar-
rative form. This personal character is due to the fact that the nar-

rator addresses the narratee directly and continually, this narratee
being a concrete fictional character mentioned in the text. In So

Long a Letter, the female letter writer Ramatoulaye addresses one
long letter to her old friend Aissatou, and as readers we get ac-
quainted with both when the former, at the time of the death and
the funeral of her husband, confides her thoughts, memories, ex-
periences to the latter.

Although it is presented in letter form, the first paragraph shows
that it is very close to the diary, at least in the narrator’s intention:
she wants to share not only her present sorrows with her friend but
also their common memories of the past:

Dear Aissatou,

I have received your letter. By way of reply, I am beginning
this diary, my prop in my distress. Our long association has
taught me that confiding in others allays pain.

Your presence in my life is by no means fortuitous. Our
grandmothers in their compounds were separated by a fence
and would exchange messages daily. Our mothers used to ar-
gue over who would look after our uncles and aunts. As for
us, we wore our wrappers and sandals on the same stony road
to the koranic school; we buried our milk teeth in the same
holes and begged our fairy godmothers to restore them to us,
more splendid than before. If over the years, and passing
through the realities of life, dreams die, I still keep intact my
memories, the salt of remembrance. I conjure you up. The
past is reborn, along with its procession of emotions. . . .

Modou is dead. How am I to tell you? (pp. 1-2)

This presentation serves at the same time as a motivation for the
writing of the letter. It also shows the closeness of the diary and
epistolary forms with regard to the handling of time referred to
above: the time of the story and time of the narration are some-
times so close as to almost coincide. The letter-writing first-person
narrator in both genres can permit herself not only to tell what
she has lived quite recently, but also to express what she feels,
sees, or thinks at the moment of writing. This is very significant in
Mariama Bi’s book. An example:
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[ take a deep breath.

I've related at one go your story as well as mine, I've said the
essential, for pain, even when it’s past, leaves the same marks on
the individual when recalled. Your disappointment was mine,
as my rejection was yours. Forgive me once again if 1 have re-
opened your wound. Mine continues to bleed. (p- 55)

While writing to her friend, she recalls, too, common memories
from the distant past, from childhood and adolescence. In the
whole of this book, memories do indeed play a quite important
role, which is not always the case in the epistolary novel. In general,
both diary novel and letter novel deal with a short and recent period
from the life of the narrator; rarely is a whole life told retrospec-
tively as in the case of Ramatoulaye by means of long flashbacks;
thanks to her flowering memories at the moment of her husband’s
death, we get all this information about her earlier life. At the
same time, we receive information about recent events and about
the present. In that sense, the book forms a sort of bridge between
the diary novel and the retrospective first-person novel in which
the narrator-hero recalls his life from the beginning until adult-
hood or old age. The difference between the two is that in So
Long a Letter (as well as in the epistolary novel in general) the nar-
ratee occupies an important place because she is addressed directly,
for instance, when the narrator reminds her friend of how she
decided to divorce her husband: ‘‘And you left. You had the sur-
prising courage to take your life into your own hands. You rented a
house and set up home there. And instead of looking backwards,
you looked resolutely to the future’’ (p. 32). This presence of the
narratee sometimes leads to a ‘‘narrative dialogue,”’ a common
device in the epistolary novel. A real dialogue is not possible, since
the addressee is not on the spot. Therefore, the friend’s answers
are given indirectly, and we get to know Alssatou as a character
through the narrator’s memories, questions, and comments.

Why aren’t your sons coming with you? Ah, their studies—
So, then, will I see you tomorrow in a tailored suit or a long
dress? I've taken a bet with Daba: tailored suit. Used to liv-
ing far away, you will want—again, 1 have taken a bet with
Daba—table, plate, chair, fork.

More convenient, you will say. But I will not let you have
your way. I will spread out a mat. On it there will be the

big, steaming bowl into which you will have to accept that
other hands dip.
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Beneath the shell that has hardened you over the years, be-
neath your sceptical pout, your easy carriage, perhaps I will
feel you vibrate. I would so much like to hear you check or
encourage my eagerness, just as before, and, as before, to see
you take part in the search for a new way. (p. 89)

There have been numerous discussions about the advantages and
the disadvantages of the epistolary novel form: disadvantages such
as the implausibility, the risk of annoying repetitions and prolixities
due to the letter-writing method as such. The advantages are ob-
vious too, as lan Wart made clear with regard to the works of
Richardson; in his view

the major advantage, of course, is that letters are the most
direct material evidence for the inner life of their writers that
exist. Even more than the memoir they are, to repeat Flau-
bert’s phrase, ‘‘/e rée/ écnit,”” and their reality is one which
reveals the subjective and private orientations of the writer
both towards the recipient and the people discussed, as well
as the writer’s own inner being.*

The epistolary novel is still little practiced in Africa, and its par-
ticular characteristics in African literature as a whole have hardly
been studied as yet.

Autobiography and the Memoir Novel

The autobiography is sometimes considered as a completely differ-
ent genre from memoirs, but in practice this distinction is hardly
possible, since it is made on the basis of ‘‘verifiable facts’’ as char-
acteristic for the memoirs and *‘the growth of the personality’’ of
the author in the case of the autobiography. Or, in other terms,
the memoirs supposedly deal with external events, and the auto-
biography, with the development of the author’s personality. It is
usually a matter of emphasis: memorialists may be tempted to be-
come autobiographers and to express their thoughts and feelings
and their personal growth and, on the other hand, autobiographers
may feel the need to tell about the VIPs they have met or the
political events which marked their country and which they have
lived through or helped shape. An example of more emphasis on
events than on personal elements is certainly Oginga Odinga’s
Not Yet Uburu, although it is presented as ‘‘an autobiography,”’
he gives the following introductory comment on his book:
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I have told frankly the story of my life and political activity,
admitting my mistakes and miscalculations, and trying to
write about the early days without too much hindsight—
though this might be difficult for anyone to shed completely.
I have tried to show that there have been consistent threads
running through our struggle from the early days until the

present.™

In this book the anecdotal is intertwined with well-known events
from Kenyan history, and less attention is paid to the very per-
sonal aspects of the author’s life.

The emphasis on authenticity in the autobiography and the
striving for the illusion of authenticity in the fictional first-person
narrative genres is very much in vogue in African literature. A
well-known device to guarantee the illusion of reality is that of the
fictional editor who happens to lay hands on letters or a diary,
Henri Lopes’s Sans Tam-tam and Oyono's Houseboy, respectively,
being cases in point.

Parallel to the realist ‘‘autobiographical’’ fiction, there are the
first-person fictional adventures of the marvelous genre. Tutuola’s
adventure stories are good examples: no facts, only fiction, and
everything is plausible and believable; the natural and the super-
natural are linked without any problem. The narrator-main charac-
ter tells his own adventures from the past, but this sort of narrative
is quite the opposite of the memoir novel which tries to convince
us of its authenticity. In such a realist fictional memoir novel, a
whole life is presented from early childhood to old age by a first-
person narrator who is at the same time the main character who is
looking back as far as his/her memory reaches. It covers quite a
long period of time if it is fully developed, as in Jean Ikellé-Matiba’s
Cette Afrigue-la, in which the whole life of Frantz Mémbha is told
by himself in the first person: it cannot be called an autobiog-
raphy, since the author’s name is not the same as that of the nar-
rator and main character.

It is clear that the autobiographical form is much used in fiction
as a sort of certificate of reality. The only formal point of refer-
ence we have is the presence or absence of the autobiographical
pact as mentioned above. This pact does not apply to the fictional
genres dealt with because there the name of the author is not the
same as that of the narrator-hero. For the real autobiography in its
coventional form, the subject is the growth of the author’s per-
sonality from early childhood to adulthood, and it must be told
retrospectively from a comparatively long distance in time. In the
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latter sense, it is clearly distinct from the epistolary and diary '
genres. A number of questions arise here: what about autobiog-
raphers who only narrate a short period? According to Philippe

Lejeune, one writes one’s autobiography only once in a lifetime.** i

Why should that be? Writers are completely free from whatever {
prescriptions or proscriptions literary traditions seck to dictate, al- b

though most of them respect at least quite a number of these. In
order to distinguish the genres on some formal points, I have made
the following chart:

FIRST-PERSON NARRATIVE PROSE

Letters + /- + - - E
Epistle novel + | - - - + “
Diary + / - + - - il}
Diary novel + | = - - + E
Autobiography - - + / = - j.
Memoir novel + - + f = e

Narrator Author = Whole | Fiction

= main narra- life

character® tor told

Fig. 4

For the purpose of analyzing first-person narratives more thorough-
ly, the following questions and criteria might be of some help in
distinguishing and determining the genres and their possible mix-
tures.

1. Is the autobiographical pact concluded between author and
reader? In agreement with Philippe Lejeune’s definition, I men-
tioned four points concerning this pact. These do not apply to the :
same degree to all the genres of the first person with which I have
been dealing. Are there other indications in the text or possibly
also outside the text (e.g., interviews with the author) about the
“‘factual’’ or fictional character of the text? Is verification possible?
Are there many or few unverifiable matters dealt with in the text
(feelings, beliefs, thoughts, dreams, etc.)? Does the author confirm
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that he/she speaks the truth and nothing but the truth, or does
he/she on the contrary confirm that the whole story has been in-
vented? Of course, in both cases, the opposite of what is said may
be true. The question of *‘truth’’ in fiction will always be a com-

plicated matter. The author’s own conception of truth can some-
times be construed from statements in the text.

2. Selection of zhe time period dealt with: are some days/months
/years/a whole life recalled? Is the selection motivated? Is there a
chronological or a thematic order? How relevant is what is left out
for the ultimate meaning of the text? Is time otherwise dealt with
when the author talks about his childhood or his adolescence, for
example, from youth to adulthood with a growing consciousness of
one’s own identity, or, conversely, from confidence to uncertainty?
Which are the main narratological devices regarding the time fac-
tor, for example, anticipation and flashbacks in relation to the
story moment, the interrelationship between past, present, and
future in the text as a whole?

3. What are the relations between narration and focalization? 1s
it always the “‘older 1,”” that is, the narrator, who focalizes the past
events, or is it the ‘‘younger I'' who observes, or do they tend to
merge into one? The answer to this question has consequences for
the interpretation of the text; for example, the author may have
the idea that past and present are inseparable in his/her mind and
that he/she is unable to look at the past through the younger nar-
rator’s eyes. Or, on the contrary, the author may want to present
the past as something completely detached from the present and
may therefore use the younger ‘‘I'" as focalizer, while the older
“I"" who is the narrator tells the past events. It is also possible that
the narrator makes a problem of recollecting as such. In African
autobiographical texts, this is quite an exception, while in recent
European autobiographical literature such texts quite often focus
on the very impossibility of autobiographical writing.

4. Does the text contain an explicit motvation, explaining why
it was written? Above, such motivations were to be found in some
of the mentioned texts: the narrator in So Long @ Letter answers
her friend’s letter as a “‘prop in distress’” (p. 1). If it is not explicit-
ly formulated in the text, there are sometimes indirect indications
in the text or in other sources such as interviews and letters.

5. The reader can be addressed directly in the text, in general as
an unspecified category. There is sometimes a specific fictional
character whom the narrator addresses in person, like Aissatou, the
narratee in So Long a Letter. Narrators may also address them-
selves, as in the diary or diary novel.
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6. Quotations and references: these may be borrowed from lit-
erary or other texts, from different genres, by the author himself/
herself, or from other sources. The question one could ask is what
effect do they have on the meaning of the concerned text.

7. What is the relation between the author and his/ber society? |
Is a harmonious image produced, or is the author critical of his/her
society? It is also possible that the older narrators looking back are
highly critical of themselves and their behavior in the past and
conclude in retrospect that they fit better into their society now
that they have found their identity and have said “‘yes’’ to their
society. More often there are conflicts between authors and their ,'
society, like the political controversies berween Oginga Odinga or
Ngugi and the authorities in Kenya. The image the author or (if
author # narrator main character) the narrator presents of himself/
herself and the image society has formed of him/her may be quite
different: if so, the “‘I'” will try to prove that he/she is right and
that the others are wrong; the book then becomes a sort of apology.

8. How is the story presented: in short fragments or long chap-
ters or in just one long piece? In what mode: assertively? Or hesi-
tantly, with many adverbs, verbs, and auxiliaries which express
doubts or questions? Or just by stating firmly without any prob-
lem? What is the effect of the use of direct, indirect, or free in-
direct speech?

In the above I have discussed some aspects of different first-
person narrative genres as they are practiced in African literature—
although some genres are less popular than others as we have seen.
In Western literature the intense preoccupation with the self has
led to what Christopher Lasch called The Culture of Narcissism, in
which “‘the convention of a fictionalized narrator has been aban- |
doned in most experimental writing. The author now speaks in his |
own voice, but warns the reader that his version of the truth is not I
to be trusted.”’¥ It then becomes a sort of a parody in which the
author no longer wants to be taken seriously—if one is to believe l
Lasch, who therefore sees confessional writing ‘‘degenerate into
anti-confession’’ (p. 54). This is certainly not (yet) true in the case \
of African autobiographical first-person narrative. il

It might be interesting to compare African first-person narrative
forms with similar genres in Asian or Latin-American literature,
with regard to this particular point. Is the responsibility of the
writer and the function of literature in society there taken more
seriously than in the contemporary Western world, where art for
art's sake is looked on with less suspicion than commitment in
literature?
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With regard to Chinese literature, DoleZelova stated that

the first-person narrator’s experience is combined with the
search for his own identity in a world wider than his private
universe. The basic question ‘“Who am 1?"" obsessive in West-
ern fiction, is in China overshadowed by the query **“Who am
I in my society?’'*®

This question is also a central one in African literature where the
search for identity is an important theme and quite often molded

! in the first-person narrative form. I am convinced that more sys-
tematic intercultural research in the field of literature will throw
new light on the mysteries of the phenomenon of the first-person
narrative and hence, perhaps, on the eternal human Who-am-I?
question.
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