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Abstract 

This article offers a critical examination of Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s major novels through the 

combined lenses of Subaltern Theory, Cultural Theory, and Psychoanalysis. Adichie’s works, notably 

Purple Hibiscus, Half of a Yellow Sun, and Americanah, illuminate the contested terrains of postcolonial 

identity, gendered subalternity, and fractured subjectivity within the Nigerian and diasporic contexts. 

The analysis foregrounds how Adichie negotiates cultural memory, colonial violence, and gendered 

silences, while dramatizing psychic conflicts emerging from the clash between tradition and modernity. 

Drawing on theorists such as Gayatri Spivak, Homi Bhabha, Frantz Fanon, and Sigmund Freud, this 

study demonstrates that Adichie’s narrative strategies destabilize monolithic constructions of identity 

and nation, giving voice to historically marginalized experiences. Her fiction emerges as a complex site 

of cultural translation, affective negotiation, and political critique, offering nuanced interventions in 

debates around subalternity, hybridity, and the politics of memory. 
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Introduction: The Narrative of Silences and Cultural Memory 

Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s fiction occupies a crucial position in contemporary Anglophone African 

literature, interrogating the legacies of colonialism, civil conflict, and globalization through deeply 

personal, affective stories. As an author, Adichie has consistently crafted narratives that refuse 

simplification, instead foregrounding the heterogeneous, often silenced voices that comprise Nigeria’s 

complex social fabric. 

In Purple Hibiscus, Half of a Yellow Sun, and Americanah, Adichie deploys a narrative strategy that 

privileges intimate, psychologically rich interiorities while exposing larger structures of historical 

violence and cultural oppression. Such an approach demands a multidimensional theoretical analysis, 
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combining Cultural Theory’s attention to ideological contestation (Hall 1997), Subaltern Theory’s 

critique of representational silencing (Spivak 1988), and Psychoanalysis’ exploration of fractured 

subjectivity and repressed desire (Freud 1923; Fanon 1967). 

As Homi Bhabha argues, cultural identities are constructed through ongoing negotiations that resist 

essentialist reduction (Bhabha 1994). Adichie’s fiction exemplifies this hybridity, staging conflicts 

between tradition and modernity, local and global, male dominance and female resistance. In what 

follows, I will analyze her major works, demonstrating how they perform cultural translation while 

challenging normative power structures and psychological repression. 

Subalternity and Gendered Silences in Purple Hibiscus 

Adichie’s debut novel, Purple Hibiscus, offers a searing exploration of familial tyranny and religious 

authoritarianism in postcolonial Nigeria. The protagonist Kambili’s voice is marked by profound 

hesitancy and fragmentation, dramatizing the subaltern condition as theorized by Gayatri Chakravorty 

Spivak, who asks, "Can the subaltern speak?" (Spivak 1988, 271). Adichie’s answer is complex: 

Kambili speaks, but haltingly, through traumatic silences and hesitant disclosures. 

Consider Kambili’s description of her father’s violence: 

“Papa flung his heavy missal across the room. It landed on Jaja’s shoulder. Jaja did not flinch.” (Purple 

Hibiscus 7) 

The sparse, declarative prose mirrors Kambili’s psychological repression and the impossibility of 

articulating resistance directly. As Spivak suggests, the subaltern’s voice is mediated, structured by 

dominant discourses that both produce and silence it (Spivak 1988, 287). Kambili’s subjectivity emerges 

in fragments, and her gradual coming to voice aligns with a painful process of cultural and psychic 

negotiation. 

Furthermore, Adichie uses Catholicism not merely as a personal faith but as an allegory of colonial 

legacy—a system of imported discipline and cultural erasure. Papa’s violence is not idiosyncratic but 

historically rooted: 

“Papa changed his accent when he spoke, sounding British, feigning a laugh that was not his.” (Purple 

Hibiscus 46) 

This performance of whiteness as moral superiority reflects what Frantz Fanon identifies as the 

internalized colonial gaze—the psychological splitting that haunts the colonized subject (Fanon 1967, 

18). Adichie dramatizes how gendered subalternity intersects with postcolonial neuroses, producing 

subjects who simultaneously crave and reject the colonizer’s validation. 
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Cultural Hybridity and Historical Memory in Half of a Yellow Sun 

Adichie’s Half of a Yellow Sun expands this intimate psychic drama to the national scale, confronting 

the trauma of the Biafran War (1967–70). Here, history itself is a contested site of memory and erasure, 

exemplifying Bhabha’s concept of the "third space"—a hybrid zone where cultural meanings are 

negotiated (Bhabha 1994, 55). Adichie’s narrative refuses a singular national story, offering multiple, 

partial perspectives through Ugwu, Olanna, and Richard. 

Richard, the English expatriate, reflects on his inability to fully claim the Biafran struggle: 

“I was a tourist in it all, even in my own emotions.” (Half of a Yellow Sun 315) 

This self-aware distance problematizes the colonial gaze and critiques the Western appropriation of 

African suffering for aesthetic consumption. Richard’s partial knowledge mirrors the reader’s own, 

demanding ethical engagement with the limits of representation. 

Olanna’s trauma, too, is marked by dislocation and repetition: 

“She vomited when she saw the child’s severed head, but the memory would not leave her. It came back 

in dreams.” (Half of a Yellow Sun 146) 

Such involuntary memory aligns with Cathy Caruth’s theorization of trauma as the return of the 

repressed—a belated, fragmented response to overwhelming violence (Caruth 1996, 4). Adichie resists 

narrative closure, refusing to heal historical wounds through sentimental catharsis. 

Moreover, the novel’s polyphonic structure foregrounds what Stuart Hall describes as the "diasporic 

imagination"—an understanding of identity as unfinished, always in process (Hall 1990, 223). Adichie’s 

text refuses nationalist essentialism, offering instead a culturally hybrid, ethically complex vision of 

postcolonial Nigeria. 

Psychoanalytic Dimensions: Repression, Desire, and Fragmented Selves 

Adichie’s fiction is marked by acute psychological realism, exploring the unconscious conflicts 

produced by gendered oppression and colonial inheritance. In Purple Hibiscus, Kambili’s internal 

monologue reveals classic Freudian mechanisms of repression and displacement: 

“I wanted to say something, anything, but the words were crowded in my throat.” (Purple Hibiscus 19) 

This choking silence enacts the Freudian symptom—a return of repressed desire in the form of bodily 

blockage (Freud 1923, 30). Kambili’s eventual vocalization of her suffering is not simply liberatory but 

ambivalent, acknowledging the costs of speech in a violent patriarchal order. 

Similarly, Half of a Yellow Sun explores collective psychic wounding. The Biafran War is not simply a 

historical event but a traumatic rupture that produces intergenerational hauntings. Frantz Fanon’s 

psychoanalytic critique of colonial violence as producing "splitting" in the colonized subject resonates 
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here (Fanon 1967, 14). Olanna’s fragmented memories, Ugwu’s guilt, and Richard’s impotence to 

narrate constitute a collective neurosis—a culture unable to fully process its own violence. 

Diasporic Negotiations and the Politics of Hair in Americanah 

Americanah extends Adichie’s exploration of cultural hybridity into the transnational arena, mapping the 

psychic and social negotiations of Nigerian identity within the American context. Ifemelu’s migration to 

the United States becomes a site for exploring what Stuart Hall calls “new ethnicities”—the dynamic, 

contested, and performative character of racial identity in diasporic contexts (Hall 1990, 223). 

One of the novel’s most striking symbols of cultural negotiation is Ifemelu’s hair. Early in her American 

experience, she submits to chemical straightening: 

“Relaxing your hair is like being in prison. You're caged. You feel limited.” (Americanah 251) 

This act exemplifies Fanon’s theorization of colonial mimicry—an anxious imitation of the colonizer’s 

norms that simultaneously marks difference (Fanon 1967, 25). Ifemelu’s later decision to embrace her 

natural hair signals not a simplistic return to “authentic” Africanness but a self-conscious act of 

resistance to dominant beauty standards. 

Moreover, her blog, The Non-American Black, offers a critical meta-commentary on racial performance 

and affective labor in the US. She writes: 

“Dear Non-American Black, when you come to America, become black. Stop arguing. Stop saying I'm 

Jamaican or I'm Ghanaian. Black is Black.” (Americanah 220) 

Here Adichie exposes the homogenizing violence of racial categorization in the US, a cultural logic that 

collapses diverse African subjectivities into the monolithic category of Blackness. Homi Bhabha’s 

notion of hybridity is crucial here: Ifemelu inhabits an “in-between” space, refusing both naïve 

essentialism and assimilation (Bhabha 1994, 112). 

The Subaltern and the Gendered Economy of Migration 

Ifemelu’s experience also illuminates subalternity in the global economy. When financial precarity 

drives her into an exploitative sexual encounter, Adichie refuses to romanticize migration as purely 

liberatory: 

“She felt a coldness at what she was doing, but she did it anyway. She needed the money.” (Americanah 

178) 

Gayatri Spivak’s warning about the gendered dimensions of subaltern silence is instructive here. Spivak 

argues that the subaltern woman is doubly marginalized, both within nationalist discourses and global 

capital (Spivak 1988, 287). Adichie’s portrayal of Ifemelu’s vulnerability refuses moral simplification, 

underscoring the structural violence that shapes migrant experience. 
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This episode also invites psychoanalytic reading. Ifemelu’s subsequent silence about the encounter, her 

shame, and her abrupt rupture with Obinze reveal a classic Freudian dynamic of repression. The trauma 

remains unspoken, but it structures her subjectivity, surfacing indirectly through her affective distance 

and anger: 

“She would not tell him. She could not. It had happened but she would not let it exist.” (Americanah 

180) 

Such repression underlines the psychic cost of global inequality and the gendered economies of desire 

and exploitation. 

Cultural Theory and the Politics of Representation 

Throughout Adichie’s oeuvre, questions of representation, power, and cultural translation are central. As 

Stuart Hall argues, representation is not merely the reflection of reality but a site where meaning is 

actively constructed and contested (Hall 1997, 16). Adichie’s novels intervene in dominant Western 

narratives about Africa, refusing stereotypes of helplessness or primitivism. 

In Half of a Yellow Sun, this intervention is explicit when Odenigbo challenges Richard’s 

romanticization of the Igbo struggle: 

“You can’t write our story for us.” (Half of a Yellow Sun 165) 

This metatextual moment critiques the colonial ethnographic gaze and demands narrative sovereignty. 

Adichie’s polyphonic structure disperses authority, offering multiple, sometimes conflicting 

perspectives. Such narrative strategies enact what Bhabha calls cultural hybridity—the creation of new, 

negotiated meanings in the interstices of cultural contact (Bhabha 1994, 58). 

Moreover, Americanah foregrounds the politics of cultural consumption. Ifemelu reflects on the Western 

hunger for “African stories” of suffering: 

“They liked Africa poor, and dark, and smiling.” (Americanah 202) 

This critique echoes what Teju Cole calls the “White Savior Industrial Complex,” whereby Western 

narratives about Africa reproduce paternalism under humanitarian guises. Adichie refuses this 

consumable authenticity, complicating the reader’s position and demanding ethical self-reflection. 

Psychoanalysis and Intimacy: Desire, Guilt, and Alienation 

Adichie’s fiction is equally attentive to the intimate dimensions of power. Freud’s concept of 

ambivalence—the simultaneous presence of love and hate in close relationships—permeates her family 

narratives. In Purple Hibiscus, Kambili’s love for her father is entangled with terror: 

“I wanted to say I love you, Papa, but the words would not come.” (Purple Hibiscus 21) 
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This psychological contradiction embodies the psychic splitting Fanon describes in colonial contexts. 

The father is both protector and oppressor, mirroring the colonizer’s dual role. Adichie stages this 

conflict not to resolve it but to render it visible, inviting the reader to inhabit the dissonance. 

Similarly, Half of a Yellow Sun explores sexual jealousy and betrayal not as moral failures but as 

symptoms of historical trauma. Olanna’s affair with Richard occurs in the shadow of war, blurring desire 

and despair: 

“They both wanted to forget. So they did.” (Half of a Yellow Sun 234) 

This merging of eros and thanatos—the drive toward life and death—reveals the Freudian undercurrent 

of her work. The characters’ intimate betrayals are entangled with collective catastrophe, suggesting that 

private life cannot be disentangled from history’s violence. 

Language, Voice, and the Possibility of Speaking 

A central question across Adichie’s work is how the subaltern subject might speak. Spivak famously 

warns that attempts to recover the subaltern voice risk reinscribing dominance (Spivak 1988, 294). 

Adichie’s narratives are deeply aware of this danger, staging acts of speech that remain partial, 

mediated, and fraught. 

Ifemelu’s blog in Americanah is a striking example. On one level, it offers direct critique of racial 

hypocrisy in America: 

“Race doesn’t really exist for you because it has never been a barrier. Black folks don’t have that 

choice.” (Americanah 220) 

Yet the blog is also mediated performance, shaped for an imagined (often white) liberal readership. 

Ifemelu herself becomes aware of this, abandoning the blog before returning to Nigeria. Her final 

decision to leave the US might be read as rejecting the compromised visibility offered by American 

racial discourse—a refusal to speak in a voice that reassures white liberal conscience. 

Similarly, in Purple Hibiscus, Kambili’s final act of narration is marked by tentativeness: 

“Maybe, one day, I will be able to speak.” (Purple Hibiscus 307) 

Adichie does not grant her full mastery of language or narrative. Instead, she renders visible the ongoing 

struggle to articulate one’s experience within and against the discourses that silence it. 

Cultural Hybridity, Nationalism, and Transnationalism 

Adichie’s work is often celebrated for its cosmopolitanism—its ability to traverse Nigerian, British, and 

American contexts with fluency. Yet her fiction also critiques the costs of such transnational mobility. 
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Ifemelu’s American success is shadowed by a sense of alienation and betrayal. Her return to Lagos is 

marked by discomfort with her own Americanness: 

“She had become a person who brushed her hair and felt slight irritation at the heat.” (Americanah 396) 

This critique of the Nigerian elite’s complicity in global capitalism aligns with Cultural Theory’s 

attention to the uneven geographies of power. Stuart Hall warns against celebrating hybridity without 

acknowledging the structural inequalities that produce it (Hall 1997, 28). Adichie’s fiction navigates this 

tension, refusing to romanticize return or assimilation. 

Furthermore, Half of a Yellow Sun interrogates nationalism itself. While sympathetic to the Biafran 

cause, Adichie exposes its internal contradictions, including ethnic chauvinism and class hierarchy. The 

figure of Odenigbo embodies this ambivalence: a committed intellectual whose ideals are tested and 

found wanting in war. 

Conclusion: Ambivalence as Ethical Strategy 

Adichie’s fiction does not offer easy resolutions. Instead, it embraces ambivalence as an ethical 

strategy—a refusal to flatten complex historical and psychological realities into moral parables. Her 

characters are flawed, their desires compromised, their acts of resistance partial and fraught. 

By drawing on Subaltern Theory, Cultural Theory, and Psychoanalysis, this reading foregrounds the 

entanglement of personal trauma with historical violence, the negotiation of identity within structures of 

power, and the limits of speaking for or about the marginalized. Adichie’s work offers no final answers, 

only invitations to witness, to listen, and to dwell in discomfort. 

In so doing, her fiction enacts what Spivak calls “the persistent critique of what you cannot not want”—

the critical task of acknowledging one’s own implicatedness in systems of power, even as one seeks to 

contest them (Spivak 1999, 12). This is Adichie’s achievement: a literature that renders the silences of 

history audible without pretending to resolve them. 

Works Cited 

Adichie, Chimamanda Ngozi. Americanah. Alfred A. Knopf, 2013. 

---. Half of a Yellow Sun. Anchor Books, 2007. 

---. Purple Hibiscus. Algonquin Books, 2003. 

Ahmed, Sara. The Cultural Politics of Emotion. Routledge, 2004. 

Bhabha, Homi K. The Location of Culture. Routledge, 1994. 

Caruth, Cathy. Unclaimed Experience: Trauma, Narrative, and History. Johns Hopkins UP, 1996. 

Fanon, Frantz. Black Skin, White Masks. Grove Press, 1967. 

Freud, Sigmund. The Ego and the Id. Translated by Joan Riviere, W.W. Norton, 1923. 

Hall, Stuart. “Cultural Identity and Diaspora.” Colonial Discourse and Post-Colonial Theory, edited by 

Patrick Williams and Laura Chrisman, Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1994, pp. 222–237. 

---. Representation: Cultural Representations and Signifying Practices. Sage, 1997. 

https://www.ijsat.org/


 

International Journal on Science and Technology (IJSAT) 

E-ISSN: 2229-7677   ●   Website: www.ijsat.org   ●   Email: editor@ijsat.org 

 

IJSAT25037734 Volume 16, Issue 3, July-September 2025 8 

 

Spivak, Gayatri Chakravorty. “Can the Subaltern Speak?” Marxism and the Interpretation of Culture, 

edited by Cary Nelson and Lawrence Grossberg, U of Illinois P, 1988, pp. 271–313. 

---. A Critique of Postcolonial Reason: Toward a History of the Vanishing Present. Harvard UP, 1999. 

 

https://www.ijsat.org/

