
what is the what dave eggers

what is the what dave eggers is a question that leads to an exploration of a significant work in contemporary
literature authored by Dave Eggers. This novel, published in 2006, is a compelling blend of autobiography,
biography, and historical narrative that recounts the harrowing experiences of Valentino Achak Deng, a
Sudanese Lost Boy. The book offers profound insights into the brutal civil war in Sudan, the plight of refugees,
and the resilience of the human spirit. This article will delve into the background of the book, its author Dave
Eggers, the story and themes contained within, the critical reception, and its cultural and educational impact.
Understanding what is the what dave eggers entails appreciating the narrative's unique approach and its
contribution to humanitarian literature.
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Background of "What Is the What"

The novel What Is the What is based on the true story of Valentino Achak Deng, one of the Lost Boys of
Sudan. These Lost Boys were a group of over 20,000 young refugees displaced or orphaned during the Second
Sudanese Civil War, which lasted from 1983 to 2005. Dave Eggers collaborated closely with Valentino to
create a narrative that blends factual memoir with novelistic techniques, resulting in a “fictionalized
autobiography.” The book was published in 2006 and quickly gained attention for its powerful storytelling
and humanitarian message.

Origin of the Title

The title "What Is the What" refers to a traditional story-telling style common in Sudanese culture, where a
question like “What is the what?” introduces a tale or a riddle. It symbolizes the search for identity and the
complexity of Valentino’s experiences as he tries to make sense of his past amid chaos and displacement.

Development and Collaboration

Dave Eggers spent extensive time interviewing Valentino Achak Deng to faithfully represent his voice and
experiences. This collaboration was essential to ensure the authenticity of the narrative, even as Eggers
employed creative liberties to enhance readability and emotional impact.



About Dave Eggers

Dave Eggers is an acclaimed American author, editor, and publisher known for his diverse contributions to
contemporary literature and social activism. Born in 1970, Eggers gained fame with his memoir A Heartbreaking
Work of Staggering Genius, and later expanded his focus to include humanitarian themes, often blending fiction
and nonfiction.

Literary Career

Eggers’ literary work is characterized by innovative narrative forms and strong social consciousness. His
writing often explores themes of identity, displacement, and community, making him a fitting author to tell
Valentino Achak Deng’s story. Eggers has also founded McSweeney’s, an independent publishing house, and the
literacy nonprofit 826 Valencia.

Role in "What Is the What"

In What Is the What, Eggers serves as both author and collaborator, shaping the narrative to balance
Valentino’s firsthand account with broader historical and cultural contexts. His role transcends mere
authorship; he acts as a mediator who brings an untold story to the global stage with sensitivity and
literary skill.

The Story of Valentino Achak Deng

The core of What Is the What is the life journey of Valentino Achak Deng, tracing his experiences from
childhood in Sudan through his time as a refugee and eventual resettlement in the United States. The narrative
provides a personal window into the horrors of war, displacement, and survival.

Childhood and War

Valentino’s early life in the rural village of Marial Bai was disrupted by the outbreak of civil war. He and
thousands of other boys were forced to flee attacks and violence, beginning a perilous journey across Sudan
and neighboring countries. The Lost Boys faced starvation, disease, and constant threat from militias.

Refugee Camp Life and Resettlement

After years of wandering, Valentino found refuge in camps in Ethiopia and Kenya. The camps were overcrowded
and lacked basic resources, yet they offered a temporary sanctuary. Eventually, Valentino was selected for
resettlement in the United States, where he faced new challenges adapting to American culture while coping
with trauma and loss.

Personal and Collective Struggles



The story highlights both Valentino’s individual resilience and the collective struggles of Sudanese refugees. It
recounts his loss of family, efforts to rebuild life, and his attempts to raise awareness about the ongoing
crisis in Sudan.

Themes and Literary Style

What Is the What is rich with themes that explore the human condition, war, identity, and survival. Dave
Eggers employs a unique literary style that blends memoir, novel, and oral storytelling traditions.

Key Themes

Survival and Resilience: The narrative emphasizes the strength required to endure extreme hardship and
trauma.

Identity and Displacement: Valentino’s journey raises questions about cultural identity and belonging
amid forced migration.

War and Its Consequences: The book provides an unflinching look at the brutality of the Sudanese civil
war and its impact on civilians.

Hope and Human Spirit: Despite adversity, the story conveys hope and the possibility of rebuilding life.

Narrative Technique

Eggers employs a first-person narrative voice that closely mirrors Valentino’s own speech patterns, creating
intimacy and authenticity. The book’s structure alternates between past and present, blending flashbacks with
reflections. This approach allows readers to engage deeply with Valentino’s internal and external experiences.

Critical Reception and Impact

Upon its release, What Is the What received widespread critical acclaim for its compelling storytelling and
humanitarian significance. Critics praised Eggers’ ability to convey a complex, painful history through a
personal lens.

Critical Acclaim

The book was lauded for its emotional power and literary craftsmanship. It appeared on numerous bestseller
lists and was nominated for several awards. Reviewers highlighted the importance of giving voice to
underrepresented refugee narratives.



Humanitarian and Social Impact

Beyond literary success, the novel helped raise awareness about the plight of Sudanese refugees and the Lost
Boys in particular. Valentino Achak Deng became a spokesperson for refugee rights, and the book inspired
charitable efforts and educational programs focused on refugees and displaced persons.

Cultural and Educational Significance

What Is the What has become an important resource in academic and social contexts, used to teach about
war, displacement, and the refugee experience. Its blend of fact and fiction makes it accessible for diverse
audiences.

Use in Education

Many schools and universities incorporate the book into curricula related to literature, human rights, African
history, and social studies. It facilitates discussions about global conflict, empathy, and resilience.

Influence on Refugee Narratives

The novel has influenced other works addressing refugee stories and humanitarian crises. Its success
demonstrated the power of narrative to humanize complex geopolitical issues and inspire action.

Summary of Key Elements

True story of Valentino Achak Deng, a Lost Boy of Sudan

Written by Dave Eggers as a fictionalized autobiography

Explores themes of survival, identity, war, and hope

Received critical acclaim and raised awareness about Sudanese refugees

Used widely in educational and humanitarian contexts

Frequently Asked Questions

What is 'What Is the What' by Dave Eggers about?

'What Is the What' is a novel by Dave Eggers that tells the fictionalized autobiography of Valentino Achak
Deng, a Sudanese Lost Boy who survives civil war and displacement before resettling in the United States.



Who is the author of 'What Is the What'?

The author of 'What Is the What' is Dave Eggers, an American writer known for his narrative nonfiction and
novels.

Is 'What Is the What' a true story?

While 'What Is the What' is a novel, it is based on the real-life experiences of Valentino Achak Deng, making it
a blend of memoir and fiction.

What themes are explored in 'What Is the What'?

The book explores themes such as survival, displacement, identity, war, and the refugee experience.

Why is 'What Is the What' considered important?

'What Is the What' raises awareness about the plight of Sudanese refugees and the Lost Boys of Sudan,
highlighting issues of war, immigration, and resilience.

Has 'What Is the What' received any awards or recognition?

Yes, 'What Is the What' has received critical acclaim and was named one of the best books of the year by
several publications, solidifying Dave Eggers' reputation as a significant contemporary author.

Additional Resources
1. What Is the What by Dave Eggers
This novel is a fictionalized autobiography of Valentino Achak Deng, a Sudanese Lost Boy who survives civil
war and displacement. It explores themes of survival, resilience, and the refugee experience. Eggers blends
storytelling with real-life events to highlight the humanitarian crisis in Sudan.

2. A Long Way Gone: Memoirs of a Boy Soldier by Ishmael Beah
This memoir recounts Ishmael Beah’s experiences as a child soldier in Sierra Leone. It provides a harrowing look
at the impact of war on children and their struggle to reclaim humanity after violence. The book is a powerful
testimony of survival and hope.

3. Escape from Camp 14 by Blaine Harden
This biography tells the story of Shin Dong-hyuk, the only known person born in a North Korean prison camp
who successfully escaped. It offers a rare glimpse into the brutal conditions of political prison camps in North
Korea. The book highlights themes of oppression and the quest for freedom.

4. Half of a Yellow Sun by Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie
Set during the Nigerian Civil War, this novel follows the lives of several characters affected by the conflict.
It explores themes of love, loyalty, and the devastating impact of war on ordinary people. Adichie’s
storytelling brings historical events to life through personal narratives.

5. The Kite Runner by Khaled Hosseini
This novel tells the story of Amir, a boy from Kabul, and his complicated friendship with Hassan. It explores
themes of guilt, redemption, and the effects of political upheaval in Afghanistan. Hosseini’s narrative provides
insight into Afghan culture and history.

6. Behind the Beautiful Forevers by Katherine Boo
A nonfiction book that exposes the lives of residents in a Mumbai slum, it highlights the struggles of poverty,
corruption, and hope. Boo’s detailed reporting brings out the complexities of life in a rapidly changing India. The
book offers a compelling look at social inequality.



7. Out of Africa by Isak Dinesen
This memoir recounts the author’s life managing a coffee plantation in Kenya during the early 20th century. It
reflects on colonialism, nature, and cultural encounters in Africa. The book is celebrated for its lyrical prose
and vivid descriptions.

8. Blood River: A Journey to Africa’s Broken Heart by Tim Butcher
A travelogue tracing the path of the Congo River, this book combines history, adventure, and political
analysis. Butcher explores the legacy of colonialism and the ongoing challenges faced by the Democratic
Republic of Congo. It provides a gripping and insightful perspective on Africa’s complexities.

9. Lost Boy, Lost Girl: Escaping Civil War in Sudan by John Bul Dau and Martha Arual Akech
This memoir details the experiences of John Bul Dau and his sister escaping the Sudanese civil war as Lost Boys
and Girls. It offers a personal perspective on displacement, survival, and the search for peace. The book
complements the narrative found in What Is the What with firsthand accounts.
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