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                                                        Abstract 

The colonial experience profoundly disrupted African identities through the imposition of 

Eurocentric representations that relegated indigenous histories, cultures, and epistemologies. 

Although political independence has been attained across much of Africa, the bequests of 

colonialism continue to shape the ways Africans perceive and negotiate their identities. Existing 

scholarships on postcolonial African literature have extensively examined themes of colonial 

oppression, hybridity, migration, and resistance. However, limited attention has been paid to how 

postcolonial African novels employ decolonizing narratives as mechanisms for reconstructing 

African identities. This study, therefore, aimed to explore how postcolonial African novels 

reconstruct identity through decolonizing distorted narratives as reflected in selected Anglophone 

postcolonial African novels. To this end, three novels, namely Americanah (2013), We Need 

New Names (2013), and Season of Migration to the North (2009), were purposively selected and 

analyzed from the vantage point of postcolonial, Afrocentric, and deconstruction theories. The 

study adopted a qualitative research design grounded in interpretative textual analysis and 

employed thematic analysis to analyze and interpret patterns of meaning across the novels. As 

the study is entirely text-oriented, the main sources of data were the selected novels, and 

therefore relevant extracts for analysis were collected through a close reading of the texts. The 

results of the analysis reveal that the selected novels not only challenge colonial narratives and 

representations of Africa (ns) but also actively re-center African subjectivity by foregrounding 

African values, voices, experiences, and perspectives. In doing so, they celebrate pride, 

communal resilience, and indigenous knowledge systems. The novels are found presenting 

postcolonial concepts such as hybridity, othering, and mimicry as strategic narrative techniques 

for disrupting colonial binaries and destabilizing fixed meanings imposed by colonial discourse. 

The findings also disclose that, in all the three novels, memory, history, and ancestral 

consciousness play pivotal roles in decolonizing colonial narratives and reconstructing authentic 

African identity. The findings further unveil that, although each novel addresses narrative 

decolonization and identity reconstruction in its own way, they all share common themes such as 

critiquing colonial representation, resisting racism, portraying migration as both a source of 

disenchantment and an impetus for Afrocentric awareness, exploring Western education as both 

a source of alienation and enlightenment, questing for home/belonging, and reclaiming cultural 

continuity. The study, then, draws a conclusion that postcolonial African novels have the power 
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to reconstruct fragmented African identity, enabling characters to decolonize dominant 

colonial/neo-colonial narratives by reclaiming African voices, histories, and epistemologies. 

Key words: Postcolonial African literature, novels, identity reconstruction, narrative 

decolonization, Afrocentricity, deconstruction, Afrocentric values, Anglophone 
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CHAPTER ONE 

 INTRODUCTION 

This chapter provides background information that presents a general historical and contextual 

foundation of the issue to be studied; a statement of the problem that succinctly articulates what 

instigated the study to be conducted and the gaps it strives to fill; research questions the study is 

supposed to address; and the objectives that it aims to achieve. This chapter also covers the 

significance, scope, research methodology, and organization of the study. 

1.1. Background of the Study 

Modern Anglophone African literature emerged from the socio-historical realities of colonialism, 

which subjected African societies to social oppression, economic exploitation, and cultural 

imperialism. Through colonial education, religion, and administrative systems, colonial powers 

sought to reshape indigenous cultures and values, resulting in varying degrees of cultural 

alienation and acculturation (Fanon, 1967; Rodney, 1972). In response, African writers 

employed literature as a medium of resistance, cultural affirmation, and national consciousness, 

giving rise to various literary phases from the colonial period to the post-independence era 

(Ngũgĩ, 1986; Killam, 2004). The wave of political independence that swept across Africa from 

the 1950s onward, beginning with countries such as Sudan (1956), Ghana (1957), and Nigeria 

(1960), inspired nationalist literary expressions, while the post-independence period witnessed 

the emergence of a more radical generation of writers who exposed the persistence of corruption, 

inequality, and neo-colonial domination in newly independent states (Mazrui, 1993; Ashcroft et 

al., 2007). Concurrently, the rise of postcolonial studies, particularly following the publication of 

Said's Orientalism (1978) and Ashcroft’s et al. The Empire Writes Back (1989), provided 

influential theoretical frameworks for interrogating colonial discourse, cultural domination, and 

identity formation in formerly colonized societies. Within this historical and intellectual context, 

questions of African identity emerged as a central concern of postcolonial African literature. 

Some scholars are of the opinion that the quest for African identity is inherently complex and 

contested, largely because Africa consists of many people and races characterized by diverse 

cultures, languages, and traditions. This diversity has led these scholars to describe African 

identity as fundamentally problematic or crisis-driven. While such complexity is intrinsic to the 
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continent, it was exacerbated by Africa’s historical contact with Europe, an encounter marked by 

slavery and colonial domination (Said, 1978). The encounter resulted in a profound 

psychological and cultural alienation, which in turn contributed to loss of collective identity 

(Fanon, 1967; Ezebuilo, 2020). Hence, today’s Africans have begun to search for their identity 

because they have the feeling that they lost it in the course of this historical contact. The question 

of identity has thus emerged as a central concern in African literature produced in the aftermath 

of colonialism (Dukor, 2010). 

Colonial domination extended far beyond the imposition of Western political and economic 

structures on African societies. It systematically disrupted indigenous epistemologies, cultural 

values, languages, belief systems, and modes of self-perception. In addition, it destabilized long-

established traditional, political, and social institutions that had evolved over centuries in African 

communities (Rodney, 1972). The colonial policies also changed the traditional economies and 

dramatically altered African socio-economic institutions from communalism and socialism to 

capitalism. This economic change left many African societies impoverished and dispossessed, 

undermining collective welfare and eroding pre-colonial systems of social support, unity, and 

being with (Schneider, 2004).  

Colonial discourse, through education, religion, language, and literary representations, 

constructed Africa as a monolithic entity and labeled it as a ‘dark continent,’ devoid of agency, 

history, or complexity (Said, 1978). Within this ideological framework, Said, argues Africans 

were depicted as irrational, primitive, stagnant, and in need of the civilizing intervention, or as 

inherently inferior, so that the colonial powers could claim their rule to be legitimate. Such 

representations stripped Africans of their identity, subjectivity, and humanity while positioning 

Europe as “the sole bearer” of knowledge, progress, and civilization (p. 69). As Montle (2022) 

also highlights, during their rulership, colonial authorities used several tactics, such as religion, 

media, and education, to portray and manipulate Africans into believing that Eurocentric 

identities are better than African ones. 

Colonial authorities assumed that only their own Anglo-European culture was civilized, 

sophisticated, or, as postcolonial critics put it, metropolitan. Since their technology was more 

exceedingly advanced, they believed that their whole culture was more highly advanced, and 

they ignored the histories, cultures, and codes of behavior of the peoples they subjugated (Tyson, 
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2006). Colonizers positioned themselves at the center of the world and the colonized at the 

margins. Such hierarchical representations reinforced unequal power relations and entrenched 

Eurocentric standards as universal norms (Said, 1978; Ngũgĩ, 1993). 

The colonial narratives constructed about Africa were largely propagated through their 

Eurocentric literature that often portrayed Africa as a continent devoid of history, culture, 

systems of knowledge, artistic expression , literature, and  rationality, reflecting the racist belief 

that African societies were fundamentally inferior and in need of European enlightenment 

(Memmi, 2000; Oladipupo & Tomoloju, 2024). Heart of Darkness and King Solomon’s Mines, 

which were penned by European monopolists Joseph Conrad and Rider Haggard, respectively, 

are typical cases in point of such Eurocentric literature that cynically portrayed Africa and 

Africans. These literary texts exclusively depicted Africa as a land of backwardness and 

darkness, both literally and metaphorically. They overlooked Africa’s diversity and richness, 

representing the people as others, worse, defeated, ridiculous, and voiceless subjects who never 

responded to their colonial masters. In the narratives of these texts, Africans appeared barbaric, 

primitive, and childish, unable to distinguish between what was morally good and what was evil. 

And Europe, in contrast, was represented as the force of light, knowledge, civilization, and 

progress because it was perceived as progressive and as mature (Achebe, 1977). 

Such distorted narratives and representations have produced enduring effects on African self-

perception and collective identity. As Fanon (1963) rightly avers, the internalization of colonial 

hierarchies and norms has led to a significant erosion of authentic African identities, replacing 

them with fragmented self-images constructed through Eurocentric assumptions. Even in the 

postcolonial contexts, these narratives persist through neo-colonial structures, including global 

publishing industries and school education that privilege Western epistemologies. These 

narratives have significantly influenced African self-conception, often leading to internalized 

stereotypes and a fractured sense of self. In essence, colonialism imposed Eurocentric 

epistemologies, language, and cultural patterns that systematically eliminated indigenous 

knowledge systems, histories, and self-conceptions (Said, 1978).  

In response to such colonial distortions and misrepresentations, African writers have employed 

literature as a critical weapon for interrogating imperial narratives and reclaiming silenced 

histories. They have persistently engaged in a literary project of decolonization aimed at 
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restoring narrative authority, reconstructing fractured identities, and re-centering African 

subjectivities. In this regard, Ashcroft et al. (1989) note that in the aftermath of political 

independence, postcolonial African authors began to practice what they term “writing back to the 

empire” through their literature, including the novel, as a resistance and redefinition tool against 

colonial narratives and imperial ideologies (p. 176). They further posit that the persistence of 

colonizing discourses necessitates decolonization not only at political and economic levels but 

also in cultural and literary domains, where alternative discourses can contest, reclaim, and 

reinterpret African realities. Through literary strategies such as abrogation and appropriation, 

postcolonial African literature subverts the colonial language and reshapes it to express African 

realities and epistemologies, thereby asserting the necessity of telling African narratives from 

African perspectives (Asante, 2007; Ashcroft et al., 2007).  

Ngũgĩ wa Thiong'o (1993) is of the same opinion on the subject, asserting that literature, 

particularly postcolonial African literature, constitutes one of the most powerful means by which 

writers contest the imposed narratives and reconstruct authentic African identities. Postcolonial 

literature, according to him, functions as a major vehicle of reclaiming cultural identities that 

were suppressed or marginalized during colonial rule. It represents a struggle to re-appropriate, 

reconstruct, and redefine African selfhood. Ngũgĩ further emphasizes that African authors resist 

colonial impositions by producing decolonizing narratives that reassert African agency, 

subjectivity, and heritage, while assuming the responsibility of recovering erased or forgotten 

histories. This process gives voice to the individuals or groups who were silenced under colonial 

rule and whose stories were either not told or misrepresented by the colonial powers. 

Postcolonial literature boldly interrogates the colonial legacies, critiques the neo-colonial 

structures, and unravels the complexities of the identity formation in the postcolonial contexts.  

Gikandi Simon (2007) advances a closely related position on this matter, stating that postcolonial 

literature is a battleground of conflict and tension where the remnants of colonialism are 

confronted and negotiated in an active manner. Writers engage with the deep-rooted 

contradictions between colonial and indigenous cultures, explore the complexities of identity and 

belonging, and address the struggle between tradition and modernity. These tensions, according 

to him, are not easily solved, but rather they become essential parts of postcolonial literary 

expression. The literary exploration of these conflicts serves to illuminate the enduring impacts 

of colonialism and the ongoing efforts of postcolonial societies to understand, resist, and reshape 
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their pasts in the quest for a more just and cohesive future. Similarly, Thieme (2001) underlines 

that postcolonial African writers do more than simply recounting the past injustices of 

colonialism, representations, and traumas of Africans in this postcolonial literature; they 

vigorously dismantle the deleterious legacies of colonial power structures, ideologies, and 

narratives. This way, postcolonial literature remains a vital weapon for the ongoing process of 

healing, reconstruction, and cultural reclamation. 

Ayobami Kehinde (2010), on the other hand, posits that postcolonial literature challenges the 

mainstream narratives about colonialism and colonial society by presenting the other side of the 

story and humanizing the characters who are often portrayed through colonial stereotypes. 

Postcolonial literature functions as a vehicle to display voices, expressions, and perspectives 

from former colonies and to present postcolonial cultures to counter stereotypical narratives 

around them. He further emphasizes that the narratives in postcolonial African literature not only 

reflect personal and collective struggles but also challenge the binary oppositions established by 

colonial discourse, such as colonizer/colonized and self/other. In this sense, postcolonial African 

literature serves as a central tool for narrative decolonization and identity reconstruction. In other 

words, to restore Africa’s lost glory and dignity, a genuine decolonization is imperative. It is 

through this process that Africa can reassert its agency, recover its silenced narratives, and 

reconstruct a self-defined identity grounded in its own values and worldviews (Nyerere, 1968). 

The process of this decolonization is not just political but also cultural, as it involves dismantling 

the imposed narratives of the colonizers and reclaiming indigenous traditions, voices, cultural 

values, languages, and histories (Ashcroft et al., 2007). Substantiating this notion, Asma (2015) 

writes the following:  

During the process of decolonization, postcolonial subjects attempt not only to free their 

lands but also to free their cultures. Once independence regained, the process of post 

colonialism begins; what is left to the original cultural identity of the native people then 

starts to be explored, and the newly acquired identity starts to be analysed. This subject of 

the quest for identity and the attempt to determine the value of the new identity has been 

deeply explored in postcolonial literature (p. 2). 

The above quote clearly indicates that decolonization is not only about acquiring political 

freedom but also about freeing oneself culturally and knowing one's own mind. This is where 
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postcolonial African literature plays an important role, as it critically helps in liberating the 

suppressed traditions, scrutinizing the imposed narratives, and reimagining an authentic African 

identity. Through this literary engagement, African writers reclaim narrative authority, affirm 

indigenous values, and restore autonomy over meaning and representation, making 

decolonization so essential for Africans to regain their identities and autonomy in the 

postcolonial context. In relation to this, Achille Mbembe (2001) also maintains: 

Postcolonial narratives enable Africans to reclaim historical agency and imagine futures 

outside of the colonial paradigms. These narratives not only recover a sense of cultural 

continuity but also articulate hybrid, evolving identities shaped by both local and global 

influences, especially relevant in the context of migration, diaspora and globalization (p. 

127). 

The quest for identity and the need for decolonization to reclaim authentic cultural values and 

narratives has, therefore, become the central agenda of postcolonial African literature. 

Concerning the topicality of identity reconstruction and narrative decolonization in postcolonial 

African literature, Montle (2018) indicates that African postcolonial literature is considered a 

powerful vehicle for channelling and expressing many important and sensitive issues, such as the 

colonial experience of slavery, dehumanization, racism, gender, class, cultural dominance, 

language politics, and hybridity. The most controversial and debatable issue, however, is identity 

reconstruction by deconstructing the distorted narratives in the ex-colonized countries. Fortifying 

this, Mbembe and Rendall (2002) highlight that identity reconstruction has always been a central 

concern in postcolonial literature, but it occupies a particularly charged space in postcolonial 

African literature. Bhabha (1994) also endorses that the issue of identity restoration has become 

an urgent need for colonized people to define themselves in the world, especially Africans in the 

diaspora, who are practically suffering from intensive forms of racism, humiliation, and 

marginalization.  

The novel, as a literary genre and part of postcolonial literature has, therefore, been a typical and 

central pillar in reconstructing identities through decolonizing Africans’ skewed narratives and 

inspiring people to grapple with colonial legacies. This genre, according to Said (1993), is a 

critical gear for exploring how individuals and communities navigate the tension between 

colonial legacies and the desire to assert authentic and decolonized selves. The novel for him is 
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thus a site for negotiating power, identity, and resistance in imperial and post-imperial contexts. 

Asma (2015) also points out that “the African novel is in fact a very striking example of 

postcolonial literature since it explores the struggle for the quest of identity” (p. 3). Fortifying 

this idea, Kehinde (2010) further writes, “The novel is an ideal genre for asserting cultural 

authenticity in the face of historical erasure” (p. 108). He specifically advocates the power of 

African novels for identity reclamation as: 

In the larger scope of things, the African novel has become a particular potent platform 

for exploring the issues of identity in the postcolonial context. The novel allows for in-

depth character development, narrative multiplicity, and sustained engagement with 

socio-political issues, making it an ideal form through which to examine how African 

identities are reconstructed in the aftermath of colonialism (p. 114).   

Postcolonial African novel in its early phase, as noted by Amirouche (2021), primarily 

emphasized anti-colonial resistance and celebrated the cultural values and integrity of pre-

colonial African society. Over time, the focus shifted to critiquing Western capitalism and the 

emergence of threats of neo-colonialism. In the most recent ‘liberation phase,’ these novels 

increasingly engage in the project of restoring and reconstructing African identity by 

decolonizing the minds of African people.  

Furthermore, according to Mikhail Bakhtin (1981), the Novel’s inherent dialogism and capacity 

for polyphony (incorporating multiple voices, perspectives, and temporalities) allow it to capture 

the diverse experiences of postcolonial African societies in ways other genres cannot. Novels can 

weave together personal and collective histories, blending realism with symbolism to address the 

socio-political and cultural realities of their contexts. Bakhtin further explains that the novel, as 

compared to other genres, is capable of offering complex portrayals of characters negotiating the 

psychological, cultural, and political aftermath of colonial empire. Such features are particularly 

significant in postcolonial contexts, where identities are often fragmented by colonial histories 

and must be reconstructed through counter-narratives. Hence, the researcher believes that the 

literary strategies through which postcolonial African writers decolonize distorted narratives in 

order to reconstruct authentic African identities need to be thoroughly investigated and analyzed. 

This study, Decolonizing Narratives: Identity Reconstruction in Selected Postcolonial 

Anglophone African Novels, therefore, embarks on a critical exploration into the field of 
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postcolonial African literature, specifically delving deeply into a selection of postcolonial novels 

that light the complex process of identity reconstruction through decolonizing narratives. The 

study applied postcolonial literary theory with its strand, Afrocentricity and deconstruction 

theory as its theoretical templates/lenses to explore the literary strategies that postcolonial 

African authors put in place in their novels to resist colonial/Eurocentric discourse, to bring back 

the African voice, and to reconstitute African identities. This study essentially believes that, in 

the wake of colonial dominance, postcolonial African novels are seen to be sites of 

empowerment for negotiating identity, bringing back silenced voices, and fostering cultural 

autonomy. By emphasizing the transformative potential of decolonization of narratives in 

reconstructing distorted African identities and fostering cultural resilience, the study aims to add 

to postcolonial literary scholarship.  

To this end, the novels, Americanah (2013) by a Nigerian writer, Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie; 

We Need New Names (2013) by a Zimbabwean author, NoViolet Bulawayo; and Season of 

Migration to the North (2009) by a Sudanese novelist and short story writer, Tayeb Salih, have 

been chosen to be analyzed in this study. The selection of these novels is informed by their 

shared engagement with the themes of narrative decolonization and identity reconstruction 

across different historical and regional contexts. While Adichie and Bulwayo’s works foreground 

self-definition, race, and migration, Salih’s novel captures the early postcolonial struggle with 

hybridity and resistance. Written in English, these texts offer a coherent linguistic and theoretical 

basis for examining Afrocentric and postcolonial perspectives on reconstructing African identity.  

            1.2. Statement of the Problem 

Despite the fact that almost all African nations got their independence in the 1960s, many 

African societies still find it hard to shake off the colonial discourse that has shaped their 

identities. As Edward Said (1978) consciously claims, colonial impositions persist in education, 

religion, media, and cultural production, which often portray Africa in a distorted light, 

propagating the perception of inferiority even among the Africans themselves. As a result, 

African identity remains characterized by fragmentation, ambivalence, and epistemic 

dependence. Along the same line, Ania Loomba (2005) contends that colonialism has never truly 

ended in Africa; instead, it continues through reconfigured structures of domination, particularly 

in the form of neo-colonialism or imperialism. Loomba goes on to assert that neo-
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colonialism/imperialism represents the highest stage of colonialism, emphasizing the enduring 

and evolving nature of colonial domination. The extract taken from Ezebuilo (2020) below 

fortifies this idea: 

The era of direct colonialism is over today, but Africa is still being held captive and 

continues to remain in bondage by the colonial mentality, ideologies and policies. She 

continues to be colonized indirectly, a background for continuous dependency having 

been prepared and maintained by the colonial countries (p. 20). 

In the same vein, Kwame Nkrumah (1965) maintains that in the postcolonial period, the 

domination was not manifested in the form of direct political ruling but rather in terms of 

economic control, cultural hegemony, and ideological influence. Former colonial rulers and 

global institutions continue to shape African economies, educational systems, communication, 

and knowledge production, thereby sustaining unequal power relations. This persistence of the 

colonial mindset, Nkrumah argues, undermines the attainment of real independence and 

perpetuates the internalization of the Eurocentric values, often at the expense of indigenous 

epistemologies and identities. The perpetuation of colonial domination in the form of neo-

colonial structures has thus become the major problem for African societies today, as it weakens 

their capacity to assert their cultural autonomy and hampers the reconstruction of an authentic 

sense of self. 

However, postcolonial African writers do not submissively accept the colonial and, by extension, 

neo-colonial impositions of identity; rather, they actively challenge, subvert, and articulate these 

constructs in order to reclaim African subjectivity and narrative authority. Through their vibrant 

literary works, particularly novels, postcolonial African writers strive for decolonizing narratives 

and revitalizing their authentic African values. To put it differently, identity reconstruction has 

gained particular attention in postcolonial African literature. With regard to this, Ezebuilo (2020) 

highlights that in the postcolonial period, Africans were increasingly confronted with the 

erosion/loss of their identity, and what emerges as a trend now in this postmodern era is not 

merely an awareness of this loss but the question of how to reclaim an authentic identity that has 

been fractured by imposed narratives and values.  

Many literary studies have previously been conducted on the issue of identity reconstruction and 

narrative decolonization in general and on the selected postcolonial African novels for their 
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efforts of reconstructing fragmented African identities in particular. One of these is Ezebuilo’s 

study titled African Identity and the Quest for Decolonization (2020). In this study, Ezebuilo 

examined the defining features of African identity and explored the extent to which these 

features have been disrupted or complicated by the continent’s contact with the colonial force. 

He subsequently scrutinized the problem of African identity (the impacts of imposed identity) 

vis-à-vis the quest for decolonization of Africa. He finally concluded that decolonization, in its 

mental, cultural, political, and linguistic dimensions, is the only way out of this problem and the 

most viable pathway towards identity reclamation. For him, it is the idea of “being with,” the 

idea of unity, and embracing the African identity that Africans can fully realize their potential (p. 

20). 

On the other hand, Isife and Agbanusi (2022), in their article titled Decolonization of the African 

Mind through Indigenous Education: A Philosophical Proposal discussed how colonialism 

imposed its most profound harm on Africa by undermining the African mind. Consequently, 

many contemporary Africans now repudiate indigenous realities in favour of foreign values and 

frameworks. As such, authentic African individuals are now viewed as unfashionable, non-

resourceful, and outdated. In response, the paper advocates decolonization of the African mind 

through a revitalized system of indigenous education. It argues that the authentic African mind, 

severed by colonial orientation, can be restored through deliberate and structured instructions 

embedded in indigenous knowledge systems and continental orientations. The paper finally 

concludes that Africa can attain parity with other continents only when its people are educated to 

value their identity. 

Edward Montle also conducted a study titled Scrutinizing Eurocentric Stereotypes against 

Afrocentric Underpinnings of Beauty through Kopano Matlwa’s Coconut (2022). In this study, 

Montle tried to probe the stereotypical attitude towards Afrocentric beauty through the selected 

novel. He argues that the genesis (origin) of the stereotypes against African beauty could be 

traced to the colonization of the African continent. His finding reveals that African beauty is 

stigmatized, while Western ideals are privileged, reflecting how colonial notions persist in 

influencing contemporary African attitudes and identities.  

Furthermore, Mezaache Asma conducted his MA thesis on Displacement and Identity in 

Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s Americanah (2020). In this thesis, Asma explored the intertwined 
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themes of displacement and identity crisis in Adichie’s Americanah. He tried to decipher the 

impacts of cultural shock, identity crisis, and racial discrimination on the main characters and to 

address their experience with displacement as newcomers. His finding reveals how the 

protagonist, Ifemelu, struggles to negotiate her African identity as an immigrant in a foreign 

country and culture. Finally, the study concludes that Ifemelu’s return to her country, Nigeria, 

represents a form of identity reclamation and belonging, suggesting that going back to one’s 

homeland provides deeper peace and a reconstructed sense of identity. 

Despite all the contributions of these and other related previous studies, some of which are 

reviewed in section 2.2, there remain notable gaps that the current study seeks to address. To 

begin with, many of these previously conducted scholarly works do not employ Afrocentricity 

and deconstruction as complementary theoretical frameworks for examining the process of 

identity reconstruction. Many of the existing studies tend to focus more on postcolonial 

representation, trauma, resistance to Western hegemony, or the representation of hybridity as a 

condition of the postcolonial subject (Mbembe, 2001; Montle, 2018). Above all, these studies 

predominantly utilized broader Western-oriented literary theories like post colonialism, 

postmodernism, and psychoanalysis, overlooking the Afrocentric approach, which according to 

Asante (2003) seeks to reclaim African agency and epistemologies, moving beyond the focus of 

trauma.  

In addition, while previous studies have often addressed postcolonial concepts such as hybridity, 

othering, mimicry, and subalternity, much of this work has paid less attention to how these 

notions can strategically operate as tools of narrative decolonization and identity reconstruction 

than as mere signs of cultural ambivalence. Besides, in many of previous studies, migration 

(diasporic experience) and Western education have often been presented merely as impediments 

and adversities. In much the same way, nostalgia (memory), historical consciousness, and 

ancestral awareness have often been discussed as issues of emotional or cultural themes, but 

rarely as epistemological sources that inform Afrocentric self-reconstruction and decolonial 

thought. Consequently, the ancestral-mnemonic and historical dimensions through which African 

writers reconstruct identity and reclaim narrative agency are not well explored.  

What is more, while issues of racism, migration, memory, history, Western education, 

indigenous cosmologies, and non-Western narrative forms have ben noted, there appears a 
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notable gap in sustained comparative analysis of how these elements function across different 

national and generational contexts within Anglophone Africa. And even those previously 

undertaken comparative analyses of African novels have tended to analyze texts in isolation or 

within regional confines, typically overlooking the cross-textual dynamics that emerge when 

multiple postcolonial African texts are studied together through both Afrocentric and 

deconstructive perspectives. Indeed, most comparative readings of narrative decolonization 

across different African novels are likely to emphasize thematic convergences while neglecting 

the distinctive cultural, linguistic, and historical particularities that shape each text's approach to 

narrative decolonization and identity reconstruction. Most importantly, previous scholarship has 

often inclined to think of decolonization as basically a political or historical process that 

disregards the aesthetic and narrative invention whereby African novelists perform the very act 

of decolonizing narratives and reclaiming identity. 

This study, therefore, seeks to address the above-stated lacunae by critically examining a 

carefully curated selection of postcolonial African novels, namely Americanah, We Need New 

Name, and Season of Migration to the North. It aims to fill these gaps by offering a more 

grounded, culturally attentive, comparative, interdisciplinary analysis of how the selected novels 

deploy narrative forms, voice, indigenous knowledge systems, and cultural memory to challenge 

colonial epistemologies and misrepresentations; engage postcolonial notions such as hybridity as 

a site of cultural negotiation; and foreground Afrocentric values in the broader project of 

narrative and identity reconstruction. It tries to explore how the novels redefine African agency, 

values, and aesthetics, moving beyond trauma and representation, thereby highlighting identity, 

culture, and their social implications for present-day African societies. This is made mainly from 

the vantage point of postcolonial literary theory with its strands, Afrocentricity and 

Deconstruction theory, borrowing some concepts from Decolonial, identity, and diaspora 

theories.  

To put the problem statement in a nutshell, existing scholarship on postcolonial African novels 

has extensively examined issues of identity and resistance, yet there is a dearth of critical studies 

on such novels that eclectically employed Afrocentricity and deconstruction in postcolonial 

contexts as complementary frameworks for understanding narrative decolonization and identity 

reconstruction. Previously conducted studies have largely emphasized trauma, representation, 

hybridity, or resistance using Western theoretical paradigms, overlooking Afrocentric 
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epistemologies and indigenous modes of self-definition. Moreover, the ancestral-mnemonic, 

historical, and comparative dimensions through which African writers reconstruct identity 

remain underexplored. Such shortcomings, thus, triggered and necessitated the current researcher 

and brought the topic to be—Decolonizing Narratives: Identity Reconstruction in Selected 

Postcolonial Anglophone African Novels. 

           1.3. Research Questions  

In its effort to fill and/or bridge the gaps outlined above and those identified in the review of 

previous studies (section 2.2), this study posed the following basic questions, which guide the 

analysis of the selected novels: 

1. How do the selected postcolonial novels challenge colonial misrepresentations of Africa 

and foreground alternative Afrocentric values in reconstructing African identity? 

2. How do the novels employ the notions of hybridity, Othering, ambivalence, and mimicry 

to explore identity reconstruction and narrative decolonization? 

3. In what ways do nostalgia, historical consciousness, and ancestral awareness serve as 

epistemological sources for the reclamation and reconstruction of African identity? 

4. What common features and differences are observed in the selected novels with regard to 

narrative decolonization and identity reconstruction?   

              1.4. Objective of the Study 

The overarching objective of this study is to explore how identity is reconstructed through 

decolonizing narratives as reflected in postcolonial African novels in English. In tandem with 

this general objective, the study is specifically designed to: 

 probe how the selected novels challenge colonial misrepresentations of Africa and 

articulate alternative Afrocentric values in reconstructing African identity; 

 examine the presentation of postcolonial concepts such as hybridity, othering, mimicry, 

and subalternity in articulating and reconstructing African identity; 

 analyze the role of nostalgia (memory), history, and ancestral consciousness in 

reclaiming and reconstructing African identity;  

 compare the representations of narrative decolonization and identity reconstruction across 

the selected novels. 
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           1.5. Significance of the Study 

Upon its completion, this study is believed to have invaluable insights and recommendations for 

a range of academic and creative bodies. Its immediate beneficiaries are indeed researchers and 

writers interested in postcolonial African literary and cultural studies. It might serve as a source 

of inspiration, a scholarly foundation, and a critical blueprint. By delineating the key themes, 

focus areas, and theoretical orientations, it provides a clear framework for further research into 

identity reconstruction, narrative decolonization, and the reclamation of African voices in 

literature.    

Not only that, this study contributes to the field of postcolonial and decolonial studies by 

analyzing how African novels challenge Eurocentric narratives and reconstruct authentic African 

identities. This is crucial for academic disciplines like literature, African studies, cultural studies, 

and sociological studies as it provides insights into how African authors reclaim their cultural 

narratives. The study can also enrich the theoretical framework of these disciplines since it 

adopts an integrated approach to understand identity reconstruction through decolonizing 

narratives.  

More importantly, this study can serve as a vital supplementary resource for teaching African 

literature and cultural studies in higher institutions. It offers relevant themes, analytical 

frameworks, and contextual insights that can supplement classroom discussions and course 

materials. By integrating the study into curricula, instructors can enhance students’ 

understanding of African narratives and cultural identity. 

Moreover, the study might also come in handy for policymakers and cultural organizations with 

regard to launching new programs aimed at preserving African culture and cultural heritage. It 

might aid in the formulation of policies that foster the celebration and integration of African 

narratives in the media and public discourse. Besides, media practitioners may also find the 

findings of this study valuable to produce contents that critique oversimplified and stand-in 

optimistic representations of cultural diversity. 

Still, this study can acknowledge the transformative power of literature in empowering 

marginalized communities or groups. By examining the ways in which the novels address issues 

of migration, race, gender, and power dynamics, this research helps highlight the resilience, 

resistance, and agency of African individuals and communities. On top of that, this study might 
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help amplify the voice of African writers who have historically been marginalized. To put it 

briefly, this study could offer significant epistemological, methodological, and theoretical 

contributions to the existing scholarship not only in the field postcolonial African literature but 

also in cultural, memory, sociological, and diasporic studies. 

           1.6.   Scope of the Study 

This study is bounded in many ways. In terms of genre, it is delimited to the analysis and 

interpretation of selected postcolonial Anglophone African novels. The researcher has his own 

rationale for the selection and delimitation on these particular genres of literature over others. 

For one thing, novels offer an expansive and multi-layered exploration of themes, characters, and 

settings, allowing for a nuanced examination of postcolonial identity and its complexities. They 

often offer diverse perspectives and voices within a society, making them ideal for exploring the 

multiplicity of identities and experiences within postcolonial Africa (Kehinde, 2010). For 

another, postcolonial African novels often provide insights into the historical and cultural 

contexts of colonialism and its aftermath, providing a rich fabric for understanding the 

complexities of identity reclamation in the wake of colonialism. Furthermore, novels lend 

themselves well to literary analysis, enabling scholars to delve deeply into the stylistic, thematic, 

and narrative techniques employed by authors to portray the process of narrative decolonization 

and identity reconstruction. 

For the sake of manageability, the study is limited to analysing just three postcolonial 

Anglophone African novels; namely, Americanah (2013) by Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, We 

Need New Names by NoViolet Bulawayo (2013), and Season of Migration to the North (2009) 

by Tayeb Salih. The sameness of the two novels—Americanah and We Need New Names, in 

their publication year (2013) is not a deliberate alignment; it is rather a mere coincidence.  

This study is also methodologically, theoretically and conceptually delimited.  Methodologically, 

the study, which is a textual analysis in its type, employed qualitative research approach as its 

sources of data were literary texts (novels), and therefore, it utilized thematic analysis as its 

method of data analysis. Theoretically, this study is enclosed within the ambit of postcolonial 

literary theory with its strand, Afrocentric theory and deconstruction theory. Conceptually, the 

research is confined to the investigation on how postcolonial African novels attempt to restore 



16 
 

African identity by decolonizing African narratives distorted by colonialism and diasporic 

dislocation. 

  1.7. Methodology of the Study 

         1.7.1. Method 

Basically, this study falls under the general category of qualitative research. This is due to the 

fact that the study is fundamentally interpretive, descriptive, meaning-centred, and text-based. 

The study aims to explore how the selected literary texts try to reconstruct African identity by 

decolonizing distorted narratives. Such objectives require close reading, contextual 

interpretation, and theoretical engagement, all of which fall under the domain of qualitative 

inquiry. According to Creswell (2003), qualitative research design is particularly appropriate for 

studies that aim to explore how social realities and identities are reconstructed through language 

and discourse. He goes on to say that in literary and cultural studies, qualitative inquiry enables 

the researcher to engage deeply with texts in order to uncover latent meanings, power relations, 

and symbolic structures that shape narratives of identity, culture, and history. 

Accordingly, the specific method employed in this study is qualitative textual analysis. This 

method, according to Schreiber and Asner-Self (2011), is used for collecting, analyzing, and 

interpreting textual data or concepts from selected text(s). Thus, the first and foremost 

justification for choosing this method in this study is that it allows for an in-depth and systematic 

examination of the literary texts as primary data, making it particularly appropriate for exploring 

themes like identity reconstruction, decolonization, and Afrocentric values. Qualitative textual 

analysis allows the researcher to closely analyze language, narrative techniques, character 

development, and thematic patterns through which meanings are produced in the texts. Secondly, 

the method is appropriate because the study is interpretative and aims to generate rich and 

contextualized insights rather than quantifiable or statistical findings. Qualitative textual 

analysis, by means of thorough and critical reading, facilitates the identification, analysis, and 

interpretation underlying ideologies, power relations, and cultural assumptions embedded in the 

texts. It also provides room for flexibility, allowing emerging themes to be traced across the texts 

in line with the theoretical frameworks of post colonialism, Afrocentricity, and deconstruction. 

Thirdly, qualitative textual analysis is well fitting to literary studies because it treats texts as 

culturally and ideologically situated discourses. This makes it an ideal method for examining 
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how postcolonial African novels challenge colonial narratives/representations and reconstruct 

African identities. In essence, this method was chosen because it is well suited to the objectives 

of the study set so far. 

While employing this method in the study, the researcher followed poststructuralists’ principle, 

which holds there is no single and correct reading of a text, as interpretations can occur almost 

interminably, one conflicting with another. Every person would think in a different way; the best 

for one may be the worst for another. In relation to this, McKee (2003) writes that this 

perspective promotes the idea that all cultures understand the world differently and that it is 

impossible to say that one is right and another is wrong. Therefore, the textual analysis in this 

study does not aim to provide an absolute interpretation of the representations. A range of 

textual features are taken into account when analyzing the selected texts for their efforts of 

reconstructing African identity through decolonizing distorted narratives. 

The researcher also tried to make a comparative analysis across the texts to reveal the 

thematic convergences and divergences concerning narrative decolonization and identity 

reconstruction. Textual data from the novels were thus critically examined to identify 

thematic intersections and departures among the novels through the lenses of postcolonial, 

Afrocentric, and deconstruction theories.  

       1.7.2. Parameters for Text Selection 

In order to opt apposite novels for its analysis, this study employed a purposive sampling 

technique. The bases for novel selection criteria have basically emanated from the study’s 

objectives and/or research questions, and as such, novels that lend themselves to these 

objectives/research questions were selected. The selection was guided by a clear set of criteria 

aimed at ensuring that the texts chosen were representative, relevant, and capable of offering rich 

insights into the themes of identity reconstruction and narrative decolonization in postcolonial 

African literature.  

Accordingly, the first selection criterion was thematic engagement. Three of the novels were 

selected due to their thematic engagement with the concept of identity reconstruction and 

narrative decolonization. They were selected on account of their explicit portrayal of characters 

or communities grappling with and reclaiming their identities disrupted by colonial encounters or 

diasporic dislocation. The novels appeared to be good fits for analysis, as they explicitly or 
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implicitly challenged colonial misrepresentations or cultural impositions. Besides, these texts 

were found to be suitable for analysis, as they foreground African voices, perspectives, and 

epistemologies, emphasizing the agency of African characters in reclaiming their identities. 

Moreover, the novels were chosen as they overtly or covertly engage with Afrocentric values and 

strategically deploy postcolonial concepts such as hybridity, othering, mimicry, and ambivalence 

in reclaiming African values. 

Another important selection parameter was the authorship. To ensure authenticity and an insider 

perspective, the selection prioritized novels written by African authors whose works emerge 

from either direct or inherited experiences of colonialism or, to borrow Mbembe’s (2001) word, 

“post memory” or “intergenerational memory.” While not all the selected authors lived under 

formal colonial rule, their works are shaped by the persistent structures of coloniality manifested 

through post-independent disillusionments, neo-colonial power relations, racial hierarches, and 

diasporic displacements. This inclusion of authors from different generational categories allows 

the researcher to trace how narrative decolonization and reconstruction of African identity evolve 

from direct confrontation with colonial authority to negotiations with its structural diasporic 

continuities. On top of that, being written by an African migrant was another criterion to explore 

how migrant characters tried to reconstruct their authentic African identity in the diaspora. 

Moreover, accessibility was a practical criterion, ensuring that the selected novels were widely 

available in print or digital formats, preferably in English or with reliable translations. This could 

facilitate ease of access for both the researcher and potential readers and support reproducibility 

of the study. Priority was given to novels that were commonly held in scholarly databases or 

public domains to facilitate engagement for future research or academic instruction. 

Last but not least, the language in which the texts were originally written or translated into 

constituted a crucial parameter in determining their inclusion for analysis. Hence, Anglophone 

African novels were chosen over Francophone, Lusophone, or Arabophone texts for two main 

reasons. For one thing, the researcher’s limited proficiency in these other linguistic mediums 

restricted engagement with non-Anglophone literary work. For another, as Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o 

(1986) writes, English, though historically served as a colonial language in most African 

countries, it has also been appropriated by African writers as a tool of resistance and self-

definition. 
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Therefore, based on these criteria, Adichie’s Americanah, Bulawayo’s We Need New Names, and 

Salih’s Season of Migration to the North were selected over many other postcolonial 

Anglophone African novels and even from other novels written by the respective authors. To put 

it briefly, these novels were found to be appropriate for the present study, whose overarching 

thrust is investigating how identity is reconstructed through decolonizing distorted narratives. In 

addition to being written by African authors who have first-hand experiences of colonialism or 

postcoloniality, they appeared to be thematically relevant, accessible, and suitable in terms of 

linguistic medium, whether in their original form or in translation. 

      1.7.3. Approach        

As has been stated earlier, this study is undergirded by postcolonial, Afrocentric, and 

deconstruction theories. Hence, the study approached the texts from these interrelated theoretical 

lenses. This is because all these theoretical frameworks congregate in their view of literary texts 

as weapons through which colonial narratives are challenged, destabilized, and rewritten, and 

through which alternative African narratives and epistemologies are articulated (Spivak, 1988; 

Gandhi,1998; Asante, 2003). A postcolonial literary approach, for example, operates as a reading 

strategy by interrogating how literary texts construct, sustain, or resist colonial power relations 

and representations. With regard to this, Ashcroft et al. (2007) aver as:  

Post-colonial reading is a way of reading and rereading texts of both metropolitan and 

colonial cultures to draw deliberate attention to the profound and inescapable effects of 

colonization on literary production; anthropological accounts; historical records; 

administrative and scientific writing. It is a form of deconstructive reading most usually 

applied to works emanating from the colonizers (p. 173).  

As a critical practice, postcolonial reading examines issues such as othering, hybridity, mimicry, 

displacement, and resistance to reveal how texts engage in, or challenge, colonial discourse 

(Said, 1978; Bhabha, 1994). Therefore, the postcolonial reading strategy was applied as a 

methodological tool in the analysis of the selected novels.  

At the same time, an Afrocentric reading strategy was also employed to approach the novels 

under scrutiny. This is because, as articulated by Asante (2003), Afrocentricity, a strand of 

postcolonial theory, insists on placing African values, experiences, histories, and worldviews at 

the center of interpretation. This approach enables critics to read texts from African standpoints, 
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foregrounding indigenous knowledge systems, historical consciousness, and ancestral memory 

that have historically been marginalized by colonial discourse. Equally, the study followed 

Derrida’s deconstructive approach, particularly his emphasis on binary opposition and instability 

of meanings to reveal how colonial hierarchies and fixed identities are unsettled in the narratives 

of the selected literary texts. Thus, together with a postcolonial approach, Afrocentric and 

Derridean deconstruction reading strategies were also applied in approaching the novels selected 

for analysis.  

      1.7.4. Method of Data Collection  

The main corpus/sources of data were the selected novels. The data for analysis were thus 

collected through a close reading of the novels. Each novel was critically read multiple times in 

light of postcolonial, Afrocentric, and deconstruction theoretical approaches. While reading 

the texts, detailed notes were taken, and relevant passages were annotated and highlighted. This 

sustained engagement with the texts enabled the researcher to identify important passages, 

recurring patterns, and narrative strategies aligned with the study’s objectives and theoretical 

orientation. It also helped the researcher become deeply familiar with the characters, 

language, and cultural contexts of the novels. These critical line-by-line readings served as the 

basis for extracting textual evidence and organizing it for subsequent thematic and interpretive 

analysis. In essence, to ensure the trustworthiness of the study, the researcher employed close 

textual analysis, as much as possible consistent thematic interpretation, and textual evidences 

drawn directly from the selected literary texts.   

       1.7.5. Method of Data Analysis and Procedures  

This study employed thematic analysis as its main method of data analysis. The reason for 

choosing this technique of analysis was that, first, it allowed the researcher to systematically 

identify, analyze, and interpret patterns of meaning across the novels. As literary works are rich 

in symbols, motifs, narrative strategies, and ideological positions, thematic analysis offers a 

structural way to organize these elements into coherent themes that directly address the research 

questions (McKee, 2003). Second, as precisely articulated by Braun and Clarke (2006), thematic 

analysis is flexible and theoretically adaptable. It can be applied in different theoretical 

frameworks without being restricted to a single rigid procedure. This allows the current 

researcher to examine the texts through different (postcolonial, Afrocentric, and deconstruction) 
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lenses. Finally, thematic analysis was chosen, for it supports an in-depth engagement with 

languages, characters, plots, and discourses, enabling the researcher to conduct deeper 

interpretations rather than surface-level descriptions. 

The first procedure of analysis was, therefore, data extraction and initial coding. This stage 

entailed extracting relevant narrative elements such as dialogues, character developments, 

narrative structures, motifs, blog entries, etc. This step also involved manually identifying and 

labelling segments, particularly those related to key concepts such as identity, decolonization, 

Afrocentric values, colonial legacy, and cultural continuity. Each code captured an idea or 

issue significant to the reconstruction of African identity. This step was iterative, allowing for 

the emergence of new codes throughout the reading process. 

The next step was thematization, where similar or related codes were grouped into broader 

thematic categories. These categories reflected deeper patterns across the texts, such as re-

centering African identity, reclamation of African beauty standards, the critique of 

Eurocentric worldviews, dislocation and negotiation of identity in the diaspora, etc. 

Subthemes were also developed to capture more specific manifestations of these larger 

concepts, enhancing the depth of the analysis. These subthemes included reclaiming African 

names, Africanizing language, and traditional values. 

Once the themes were established, there followed analysis and interpretation of these themes 

through the lens of the adopted theoretical frameworks to critically examine how these themes 

reflect identity reconstruction and the decolonizing process in the selected novels. Questions 

such as whose voices are centred, how colonial misrepresentations are challenged, and how 

African values are reasserted were central to this interpretative process. This allowed for a 

deeper understanding of how the novels articulate identity reconstruction as a form of cultural 

resistance and decolonial practice. The analysis has also included comparative components, 

where the treatments of similar themes across the texts were examined. This cross-textual 

analysis highlighted both convergences and divergences in how identity reconstruction is 

portrayed, allowing for a comprehensive understanding of historical context, gendered 

variations, and authorial style in postcolonial African narratives. 

Finally, the study moved onto synthesis, where the findings were integrated into a coherent 

argument regarding the central role of decolonizing narratives in reclaiming African identity 
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in postcolonial literature. This synthesis would not only address the research questions raised 

so far but also contribute to broader scholarly conversations in postcolonial studies, African 

literature, and Afrocentric thoughts. 

1.8. Organization of the Study 

This study is organized into eight separate chapters. Chapter One serves as an introduction, 

encompassing the background of the study, statement of the problem, objectives (questions), 

significance, and scope. This chapter also deals with methodological choices of the study. 

Chapter Two presents contextual delineations of the central concepts and ideas that underpin 

the study’s framework. The chapter also reviews relevant literature related to identity 

reconstruction, decolonizing narratives, and postcolonial African literature. This review critically 

examines existing scholarship to identify research gaps, on-going debates, prevailing trends, and 

the theoretical and methodological approaches adopted by previous researchers. Chapter Three, 

on the other hand, presents the theoretical framework of the study. It provides a detailed 

discussion of the theories that guide the analysis, namely Postcolonial, Afrocentric, and 

Deconstruction theories. The chapter explains the central assumptions, concepts, and analytical 

relevance of these theoretical perspectives to the study's objectives.  

Chapter Four is devoted to the analysis and interpretation one of the selected novels, 

Americanah in light of the theoretical framework outlined in the preceding chapter and in line 

with the research questions and/or objectives of the study at hand. This chapter examines how 

the novel engages with the themes of decolonizing narratives and identity reconstruction in 

relation to the study's research objectives. The chapter begins with a brief synopsis of the novel 

to provide contextual background for the subsequent analysis. Chapter Five focuses on the 

analysis and interpretation of We Need New Names. Following the same analytical framework, 

the chapter explores the ways in which the novel represents the reconstruction of African 

identities within postcolonial and diaspora contexts. A brief synopsis of the novel precedes the 

detailed analysis. Chapter Six is dedicated to the analysis and interpretation of Season of 

Migration to the North. The chapter investigates how the novel engages with questions of 

colonial legacy, cultural encounter, and identity reconstruction. As with the previous chapters, a 

concise synopsis is provided before the analytical discussion. 
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Chapter Seven engages in a comparative analysis to systematically examine both the 

commonalities and distinctive elements across the novels under consideration. This chapter 

highlights key thematic similarities and differences across the novels in relation to the notion of 

narrative decolonization and identity reconstruction. Finally, chapter Eight presents the major 

findings of the study, draws conclusions based on the analyses, and offers recommendations for 

future research and scholarship in the field of postcolonial African literary studies. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE 

This chapter offers conceptual definitions and elucidations to the concepts and ideas around 

which this study is framed. The chapter also deals with a critical review of previously conducted 

dissertations, theses, and journal articles that are theoretically, methodologically, conceptually or 

thematically related to the current study. The primary aim of this review is to critically identify 

the potential gaps in the existing body of knowledge that the undergoing study seeks to fill or 

address.  

2.1. Contextualization of Related Concepts  

This section offers contextual delineations and clarifications of some key concepts and ideas that 

inform the analysis of narrative decolonization and identity reconstruction in the selected 

postcolonial African novels. It defines, situates, and interconnects these foundational elements to 

establish a solid conceptual basis of the study. It also sketches how these key concepts frame the 

thematic and structural concerns of the study. By clearly articulating and linking these concepts 

to one another, the framework ensures coherence, guides the study’s direction, and deepens the 

overall understanding of the subject matter under investigation. Here are, therefore, the most 

central ones: 

     2.1.1. The Notion of Identity and its Reconstruction 

The concept of identity has widely been examined across disciplines. The Cambridge Advanced 

Learner’s Dictionary (2003) defines identity as “who a person is, or the qualities of a person or 

group which make them different from others” (p. 622). Expanding on this view, Schwartz et al. 

(2012) conceptualize identity as follows: 

Identity is a multifaceted construct that includes how individuals define themselves, the 

groups with which they identify, the roles they occupy, and the personal and social 

meanings they ascribe to these facets of self. It refers to the characteristics, beliefs, 

qualities, or expressions that distinguish an individual or group. It encompasses various 

aspects, such as cultural, social, psychological, and personal elements, that contribute to a 

sense of self (p. 89). 
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Stuart Hall (1990) further delineates identity as socially constructed and historically situated, 

which is continuously shaped by history, language, culture, and power relations. Hall rejects 

essentialists’ view that treats identity as a fixed or innate essence. Instead, he views identity as 

something that is formed and transformed in relation to representation, difference, and historical 

change. Hall further points out the following: 

Identity is not as transparent or unproblematic as we think. Perhaps instead of thinking of 

identity as an already accomplished fact, which the new cultural practices then represent, 

we should think, instead, of identity as a ‘production,’ which is never complete, always in 

process, and always constituted within, not outside, representation (P. 103). 

Frantz Fanon, on the other hand, sees identity in a colonial context as a site of alienation and 

internal conflict, shaped by the trauma of racialization, colonial oppression, and cultural 

domination. Fanon views identity as a psychologically and socially fractured construct under 

colonialism. In his Black Skin, White Masks (1967), Fanon explains how colonized individuals 

experience alienation, resulting from being forced to see themselves through the lens of 

colonizers. For Fanon, the identity of the colonized subject is not self-defined but rather imposed 

through a system of racial superiority and cultural domination. He captures this condition 

touchingly when he states, “I am over-determined from the outside. I am the slave, not the ‘idea’ 

that others have of me but of my own appearance” (p. 29). 

Fanon argues that colonized people suffer from psychic and cultural dislocation. Identity 

becomes fractured when Black people are forced to identify with white/colonial norms. 

Consequently, Fanon calls for the ‘decolonization of the mind’, urging the colonized people to 

reclaim their past and affirm their cultural identity as a pathway to liberation, saying, “The first 

step for colonized people in finding a voice and an identity is to reclaim their own past” (p. 31). 

Identity may also be understood at the collective level, where it encapsulates the cultural, social, 

political, and national characteristics of a people. In her reflection on Jewish identity, Irena 

Klepfisz (1986) highlights the centrality of language in shaping communal identity as: 

Yiddish acted as the cement that bound the Jewish community together on a socialist 

foundation. What language we spoke was critical. It reflected our identity, pour loyalty, 

our distinctness not only from the gentile environment but from other Jews as well. The 

use of Yiddish was an expression not only of the love of a language but of pride in 
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ourselves as a people; it was an acknowledgement a historical and cultural yerushe, 

heritage, a link to generations of Jews who came before and to the political activists of 

Eastern Europe. Above all, it was the symbol of resistance to assimilation, an insistence 

on remaining on who we were (as cited in Nweke, 2018, P. 68). 

Drawing on this, Nweke (2018) posits that the identity of a people entails a deep sense of self-

consciousness that operates at personal, intra/interpersonal, and communal levels, shaped by both 

internal cohesion and differentiation from others. 

In the African context, Ike Odimegwu (2008) proposes a two-fold conception of African identity, 

comprising human and cultural dimensions. For him, human identity exists at the material level 

but requires consciousness for its articulation. This consciousness is characterized by 

sustainability and rationality, locatedness and relatedness, growth and development, continuity 

and interpersonal influences. At the individual level, an African person is defined by ancestral 

roots traceable to the African continent, with physical, psychological, rational, and spiritual 

attributes aligned with African being. In his formulation, blackness serves as a unique marker of 

African identity just as whiteness has historically been universalized for other populations 

(Nweke, 2018). 

Coming to the second concept, that of “identity reconstruction,” which is also known as “identity 

re-imagination,” describes the process by which individuals or communities undergo significant 

changes in their senses of self, beliefs, values, and behaviours in response to historical and socio-

cultural challenges. Elias (2018) explains that, in an African context, identity reconstruction 

involves redefining and reclaiming selfhood in the face of colonial disruption, cultural 

marginalization, and globalization. This process often entails rediscovering indigenous 

traditional practices and reinterpreting them within contemporary realities, while also negotiating 

new and hybrid forms of identity. 

In postcolonial African literature, identity reconstruction is closely tied to the reclamation of 

agency over cultural narratives distorted by colonialism. Colonial rule imposed Eurocentric 

worldviews that devalued African traditions, values, and histories as inferior (Fanon, 1967; 

Ngugi, 1986). Writers and thinkers in postcolonial literature counter these impositions by 

creating spaces for indigenous voices and perspectives. Ngugi, in his Decolonizing the Mind 

(1986), describes the need to free African identities from the psychological and cultural 
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domination imposed by colonialism. He emphasizes the power of literature and language in 

fostering a sense of pride in African heritage and rejecting Western epistemologies as the sole 

measure of truth and progress. Identity reconstruction in postcolonial African literature in 

particular is a multi-layered process of resisting colonial narratives, reasserting indigenous 

values, and navigating hybrid identities (Kehinde, 2010). 

Ultimately, identity reconstruction entails decolonizing the once distorted colonial narratives and 

the reassertion of cultural, social, and historical agency. It involves reshaping identities to reflect 

authentic indigenous histories, practices, and worldviews that colonial discourse sought to erase 

or marginalize. Through this process, postcolonial subjects reclaim the authority to define 

themselves on their own terms, transforming identity into a site of resistance, renewal, and self-

affirmation (Abel, 2017). 

    2.1.2. Narrative Decolonization  

Before we define what narrative decolonization is, it is better to first delineate the base term 

‘Decolonization’. Thus, according to Cooper (1996), decolonization is the process of liberating 

oneself from colonial ways of thinking and reviving indigenous identity and knowledge systems. 

It entails a close examination of historical processes. The distinction between rulers and ruled, 

European and non-European, and white and non-white races is a feature of colonialism and 

imperialism. “Decolonization has involved a radical dismantling of European codes and a 

postcolonial subversion and appropriation of the dominant European discourses” (Ashcroft et al., 

1989, p. 78). Decolonization, according to Tandon (2018), is the process of dismantling colonial 

power structures and rethinking knowledge production, as seen in biblical scholarship that seeks 

to unbind interpretations from colonial influences. It seeks to undo these effects by reclaiming 

African perspectives, voices, and agency in telling their own stories and shaping their own 

destinies.  

Then, narrative decolonization, according to Bhabha (1994), is again a process by which 

postcolonial writers challenge, resist, and dismantle the colonial narratives that have historically 

marginalized or misrepresented the identities, histories, and cultures of colonized peoples. This 

involves reclaiming indigenous voices, perspectives, and stories that were silenced or distorted 

by colonial discourse. The act of decolonization is both theoretical and practical, encompassing 

both the reinterpretation of past experiences and the active creation of new forms of identity 
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(Abel, 2017). Narrative decolonization involves challenging and critiquing Western norms that 

centre European values, aesthetics, and ideologies as universal. The process of decolonizing 

African narratives involves more than simply rejecting colonial ideologies; it also involves the 

active creation of new, indigenous forms of knowledge, culture, and identity (Fanon, 1967). In 

literature, narrative decolonization seeks to subvert Eurocentric portrayals and reposition African 

identities within their cultural, historical, and social contexts. Naik (2016) also delineates 

narrative decolonization as the following: 

A practice of dismantling the harmful legacies of colonial power structures, ideologies, 

stereotypes and narratives exposing their inaccuracies and reclaiming the right to 

represent diverse African experiences from authentic perspectives. It is an act of 

deconstructing dominant narratives imposed by colonialism that often portrayed Africa 

and its people as inferior, primitive, and in need of "civilization." It gives voice to 

silenced perspectives and marginalized experiences previously overshadowed by colonial 

viewpoints (p. 68). 

Another key concept closely linked to narrative decolonization is postcolonial storytelling. 

Storytelling, therefore, is a powerful literary technique that shapes human experiences and 

influences collective actions. Herman (2009), in this regard, claims that storytelling is 

“indispensable not merely as a cultural practice, but as a dynamic force through which identities 

are reconstructed, histories are contested, and social consciousness is awakened” (p. 4). 

Highlighting the immense power embedded in narratives, Harafi (2024), in her article 

Postcolonial African literature: Healing from Colonialism, observes:  

Storytelling has always been at the heart of human experience. Stories hold power and 

can sometimes be dangerous, with peoples’ destinies at stake. With a story can a leader 

convince his people of genocide, and with a story can a powerless make millions revolt 

(p.1). 

Here, Harafi emphasizes the transformative power of storytelling, noting that stories can shape 

destinies and influence major social actions. Through narratives, leaders can justify atrocities or 

inspire collective resistance. Ultimately, storytelling becomes a tool for both oppression and 

liberation.  
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In the postcolonial context, storytelling serves as a means for formerly colonized people to 

reclaim agency by representing and narrating their own histories, cultures, and identities. It 

subverts dominant Eurocentric literary traditions and rewrites the colonial archive by 

foregrounding indigenous voices and oral traditions (Ashcroft et al., 2007). Postcolonial 

storytelling often incorporates the voices, memories, and experiences of the formerly colonized, 

serving as a medium for reclaiming suppressed histories and challenging dominant colonial 

narratives (Spivak, 1988). It empowers the formerly colonized to redefine their histories and 

cultural identities from their own perspectives. Through such narratives, postcolonial writers 

assert agency and reconstruct identity on their own terms (Bhabha, 1994). This study, hence, 

scrutinizes how the selected postcolonial African writers, through their novels, decolonize the 

once-imposed narratives to reconstruct identities employing aboriginal storytelling techniques. 

    2.1.3. The Concept of Writing Back 

The idea of writing back was first coined and popularized by Ashcroft, Griffiths, and Tiffin in 

1989. Thus, according to them, the concept refers to the ways in which postcolonial writers and 

critics respond to the imperial centre by challenging and subverting the ideologies, literary 

forms, and representations established by colonial texts. It constitutes a central strategy in 

postcolonial literary practice through which writers from formerly colonized nations critically 

engage with and challenge the dominance of colonial discourse. 

In the aftermath of colonialism, African writers began to write canonical texts to “write back” to 

and decolonize an imperial centre and culture, whose perception of the world is shaped and 

mirrored in literature primarily through the lens of white masculine hegemony. Hence, they 

contested and reframed colonial misrepresentations by reclaiming African histories, values, 

voices, and epistemologies in their literary texts (Thieme, 2001). The writers further emphasize 

that the postcolonial writings not only exist alongside Western literature but are in fact in 

opposition to it in a way that they serve as a counter-discourse. They argue these texts dismantle 

the binary opposition between centre and margin by asserting the legitimacy of the native 

cultural viewpoints and narrative techniques. In this manner, postcolonial authors fight against 

the universalizing pretensions of imperial culture and, at the same time, revive the local histories 

and identities which were silenced during the colonial period (Boehmer, 2005). 
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The act of writing back operates both thematically and formally. Thematically, it directly 

challenges and criticizes colonial myths, racial hierarchies, and stereotypes by presenting the 

indigenous histories, cultures, and worldviews which the colonial power either wiped out or 

twisted. In terms of form, it often appropriates the colonizer’s language and transforms it into a 

means for expressing the local realities, a strategy that Ngugi (1986) describes as linguistic 

resistance in an imposed medium. Some of the canonical texts are, among others, Jean Rhys’s 

Wide Sargasso Sea, which rewrites Charlotte Bronte’s Jane Eyre by giving voice to a silenced 

Creole woman; and Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart, which counters Joseph Conrad’s 

dehumanizing portrayal of Africa by presenting Igbo society from within. Such texts do not 

simply oppose colonial narratives but rather enter into a dialog with them, disclosing their 

limitations and inconsistencies in the process (Achebe, 1977; Ashcroft et al., 1989). 

In African and diasporic literature, writing back has also been considered a decolonizing practice 

that sheds light on the process of identity reconstruction. By narrating history from an African-

centered perspective, writers reclaim agency and affirm cultural self-definition against colonial 

standards. This practice aligns closely with Afrocentric criticism, which mainly seeks to put 

Africa at the center of the discussion as a subject, not as an object of representation. Writing 

back thus becomes both an act of resistance and a creative re-inscription of history, memory, and 

identity that allows the previously silenced communities to tell their own stories in their own 

voice. Consequently, it remains a major strategy in postcolonial literature to free the place from 

imperial authority and to bring forth the diverse and localized forms of knowledge (Ashcroft et 

al., 1989; Ngugi, 1986). The present study thus probes how the selected postcolonial African 

writers, through their novels, engage with the act of writing back to the colonial empire.   

     2.1.4. Afrocentric Values 

Again, before explicating the notion of Afrocentric value, it is imperative to first conceptualize 

the foundational term Afrocentricity, upon which these values are grounded. Thus, Afrocentricity 

(also Afrocentric or African-centered) refers to a philosophical and conceptual framework that 

places African people, their cultural experience, values, perspective, and expressions at the 

center of study and meaning construction. It is not merely a perspective but a paradigm that 

challenges Eurocentric dominance in knowledge production and asserts the agency, subjectivity, 

and historical continuity of the African people globally (Asante, 1998). Oladipupo and Tomoloju 

(2024) also define Afrocentricity as a philosophy that is basic to the quest of identity in the 
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African diaspora. It seeks to reconstruct “the misconceptions and misrepresentations of images 

alluded in Africa” (p. 3). Afrocentricity is, therefore, both a correction for past distortions and  a 

positive approach to the study of African identity and African contributions to world 

civilizations. Another basic concept here is Afrocentric agency, which emphasizes the 

reclamation of African identity by placing African values, perspectives, and cultural 

consciousness at the center of interpretation Asante (1998). 

Afrocentric values then refer to a set of cultural, philosophical, and ethical principles rooted in 

African worldviews, traditions, and communal experiences. These values emphasize the 

centrality of African heritage, identity, culture, and epistemologies in understanding human 

behavior, social relationships, and community life (Asante, 1998). These values emerge from “a 

paradigm that sees African agency, location, and orientation as central to understanding the 

behaviours, beliefs, and institutions of people of African descent” (p. 5). Noman (2018) also 

defines Afrocentric values as "those principles and beliefs that emerge from African historical 

and cultural experiences and that validate the centrality of African people in their own liberation, 

identity, and development” (p. 13).  

These definitions underscore that Afrocentric values are more than a moral code of rules but a 

comprehensive philosophical stance that affirms African identity, resists Eurocentric hegemony, 

and achieves self-determination through cultural authenticity. In this sense, Afrocentric values 

are both redemptive against misrepresentation in the past and a ground for the rebuilding of 

African-centered knowledge systems, education, and socio-cultural practice. The core emphasis 

of Afrocentric values include: 

i. Communalism 

Central to Afrocentric thought is the principle of communalism, often articulated in the Southern 

Africa philosophy of Ubuntu, which Mbig and Maree (1995) roughly translate to “I am because 

we are” (p. 4). This value emphasizes interdependence, collective responsibility, and concern for 

each other within the community. Unlike Western individualism, which prioritizes personal 

autonomy, Afrocentric communism considers the individual as inseparable from the collective. 

And as Mbig and Maree continue to note, “Ubuntu promotes cooperation, consensus, and shared 

destiny” (p. 5), fostering social harmony and resilience. 

ii. Spiritual Interconnectedness and Rootedness  
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In Afrocentric ideology, as specified by Nobles (1991), spirituality goes beyond institutional 

religion but is integrated into daily life, connecting the physical and metaphysical realms. 

Ancestors, nature, and God are seen to be active in human existence. This holistic worldview 

informs moral conduct, healing practices, and decision-making. Nobles further reiterates that 

“African spirituality is grounded in the belief that life is sacred and interconnected” (p. 47), 

something which brings individuals towards ethical living and reverence for life. 

iii. Historical Reclamation and Identity Restoration 

Afrocentric values place utmost importance on recovering and affirming African history as a 

source of pride, resilience, and identity. For centuries, African contributions to world’s 

civilization were minimized or obliterated in dominant historical narratives. Afrocentricity seeks 

to correct this by centering Africa a cradle of human being, knowledge, science, government, and 

art. This historical reclaiming is essential to attain psychological liberation (Diop, 1974). 

iv. Oral Tradition and Storytelling 

Knowledge is passed on in Afrocentric cultures through oral traditions such as storytelling, 

proverbs, songs, and rituals. This method preserves history, imparts wisdom, and reinforces 

cultural identity across generations. Karenga (2002) contends that “The griot (traditional 

storyteller) is not merely an entertainer but a custodian of memory and moral instruction” (p. 33). 

Oral tradition thus has both pedagogical and unifying functions within the community. He 

further posits that culture provides the “collective thought and practice” through which people 

define themselves (p. 37). Thus, reclaiming African culture is essential for reconstructing 

African identity. 

v. Respect for Elders  

Elders are valued as repositories of experience, wisdom, and cultural continuity. They are 

consulted on issues of conflict resolution, initiation ceremonies, and leadership of the 

community. This is an expression of a lot of appreciation of lineage and historical consciousness 

(Baldwin, 1986). He further maintains that “In African-centered communities, age are equated 

with wisdom and moral authority” (p. 112). 

vi. Cultural self-determination/Agency 

According to Diop (1974), this value emphasizes rejecting the notion that Africans are passive 

objects of history but instead reclaiming their own narratives, knowledge systems, and value 
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systems. Together, these Afrocentric values offer a culturally grounded framework for 

understanding human life that prioritizes community, spirituality, ancestor reverence, and 

holistic well-being. By centring African worldviews, these values offer a firm counter-narrative 

to the dominant Eurocentric frameworks and contribute to the reconstruction of authentic African 

identity. This study, therefore, investigates how the novels under analysis incorporate these 

African identity markers to restore African agency and re-centres African values, employing 

indigenous narrative frameworks, language reclamation, and cultural memory, as one of its 

objectives is examining the extent to which the selected novels foreground Afrocentric values in 

their portrayal of African identity. 

     2.1.5. Migration and Memory  

In diasporic studies, migration is often understood both as a tool and symbolic condition. It does 

not refer just to the physical relocation of people across geographical boundaries but also to an 

intricate socio-cultural transition which involves displacement, adaptation, hybridity, and 

negotiation of new environments (Ojuola, 2024). Migration produces a diasporic space, where 

multiple histories, identities, and power relations intersect. Thus, in the postcolonial diasporic 

contexts, migration unsettles the fixed notions of home and belonging, creating a condition in 

which identity becomes fluid, intermingled, and constantly reconstructed (Brah, 2005).  

Memory, on the other hand, serves as important sentimental resource by which diasporic subjects 

make sense of displacement. Memory is not a mere reminiscence of past events but an active, 

selective and often reconstructive act (Halbwachs, 1980). In postcolonial diaspora contexts, 

memory plays a vital role in shaping Black diasporic identities. It functions as a connection 

between past experiences and present realities, linking people to their ancestral heritages and 

communal histories (Walcott, 1990, as cited in Ojuola, 2024). In Africa and Caribbean literature, 

Ojuola argues, memory is often depicted as a repository of cultural knowledge, sustaining 

traditions even as they evolve within new diasporic contexts. 

The intricate interplay between these two constructs becomes particularly important in the 

diaspora setting, for migration increases the need for using memory as maintaining force. 

Diasporic dislocation alienates diasporic subjects from their familiar and authentic culture in 

their homelands, and memory acts as a channel or bond that reconnects them to their origins 

(Hall, 1990). In other words, in the diaspora contexts, diasporic subjects transform memory into 
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a tool of identity negotiation as they selectively recall and reinterpret cultural traditions, 

languages, and historical events so as to construct a sense of belonging in the new socio-cultural 

settings. In the diaspora, memory, therefore, does not simply preserve the historical past; it rather 

allows individuals reconstruct their identities in the present. This study, therefore, explores how 

the novels considered for analysis transform diasporic memory into a site of identity 

reconstruction. 

     2.1.6. Nostalgia/Longing  

Nostalgia, in a postcolonial context, is a complex intellectual and emotional engagement with the 

past that is most frequently a deep yearning for a lost home, culture, and sense of belonging that 

has been disrupted by colonialism. It is the diasporic subject's desire to reconnect with origins 

and recover an identity fractured through displacement and cultural alienation (Said, 1978). 

Nostalgia is a reconstructive sensational act that allows a person to construct a bridge between 

his past and present identity (Bartlett, 1932). Nostalgia plays an important role in the process of 

identity reconstruction, particularly in diasporic and postcolonial contexts where displacement 

often produces cultural dislocation. With regard to this, Svetlana Boym (2001) argues that 

nostalgia is not merely a sentimental longing for the past but a critical consciousness that 

challenges colonial histories and their continuing impact on African subjectivity and a reflective 

engagement with memory that helps individuals reconnect with their cultural roots. He further 

explains that nostalgia can serve as a reflective practice through which individuals reinterpret the 

past so as to make sense of their present identity. In the diaspora, memories of homeland, 

language, food, and social practices allow migrants to maintain symbolic connection to their 

original culture despite living in foreign environments. 

In postcolonial African literature, nostalgia is frequently employed as a narrative strategy 

through which writers bridge the temporal and spatial distance between the homeland and the 

diasporic environment. Through memories of the cultural practices, places, and collective 

memories, such representations highlight the migrants’ sense of displacement while 

simultaneously foregrounding their efforts to negotiate and reconstruct their identity in foreign 

contexts (Hall, 1990). This longing for home (homesickness), however, is not always for literal 

return but for a symbolic reconnection with African epistemologies, values, and traditions eroded 

by colonial encounter (Ngũgĩ, 1986). As such, nostalgia operates as a double force (both a 

critique of colonial dislocation and an affirmation of African rootedness), thereby facilitating the 
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project of identity reconstruction and cultural revival within postcolonial African narratives. This 

study, therefore, explores the ways in which this nostalgia serves as an epistemological source 

for the reclamation and reconstruction of African identity in the selected texts. 

      2.1.7. Ancestral Consciousness   

Ancestral consciousness refers to an awareness and reverence for one’s ancestral heritage, 

values, and collective memory as an inspirational force to self-definition and cultural continuity. 

It emphasizes the awareness of and reconnection to the cultural, historical, philosophical, and 

spiritual heritage of one’s ancestors. It is a collective remembrance through which individuals 

and communities maintain continuity with their past and affirm their cultural identity (Gyekye, 

1996).   

Afrocentric scholars emphasize that African societies traditionally maintain a strong connection 

with their ancestral heritage. According to Asante (2003), Afrocentricity calls for the re-centring 

of African people into their own historical and cultural experiences. In this regard, ancestral 

consciousness encourages Africans and members of the African diaspora to reconnect to their 

indigenous knowledge systems, traditions, and values that were undermined by colonial rules. 

Asante contends that these cultural reconnections enable Africans to place themselves as subjects 

rather than objects of history. 

From a broader African philosophical perspective, ancestral consciousness is closely related to 

the communal perception that characterizes many African societies. Pertaining to this, Samuel 

Mbiti (1990) claims that in African cosmology, ancestors are believed to “exercise moral 

supervision over the family and community” (p. 82). He further argues that ancestors remain 

active participants in the lives of the living through memory, rituals, dreams, and oral traditions. 

This interconnectedness sustains cultural continuity and reclaims identity. He emphasizes that 

African identity is inherently collective and rooted in linage, where “the living, the dead, and the 

unborn are interconnected” (p. 85). 

In the postcolonial discourse, ancestral consciousness also functions as a form of resistance 

against cultural erasure. As Ngugi (1986) observes, recalling and honouring ancestral heritage is 

a means of challenging colonial narratives that portrayed African culture as primitive and 

inferior. According to him, ancestral consciousness is essential for the decolonization of the 

African mind and restoration of dignity to African heritage and self-conception. 



36 
 

Therefore, ancestral consciousness functions as both a cultural and ideological mechanism 

through which African people recover historical awareness, challenge colonial distortions, and 

reaffirm their identity. In Afrocentric and postcolonial frameworks, it represents a vital process 

of reconnecting with ancestral memory in order to reconstruct African identity and sustain 

cultural continuity across generations. In this sense, the present study investigates how the novels 

under analysis utilize historical and ancestral consciousness as tools for reclaiming and 

reconstructing African identity. 

2.2. Review of Previous Studies  

Several literary studies, both local and global, have been conducted on postcolonial literature at 

large and on postcolonial African literature in particular, and more specifically on the novels 

selected for the present study. Among these contributions, one particularly noteworthy and 

relevant to the present study is Sintayehu Genet’s (2019) doctoral thesis titled Dislocation and 

the Quest for Identity in Selected Postcolonial Caribbean Novels in English. His study’s 

overarching objective is to critically explore the complex relationship between dislocation and 

the search for identity in selected Caribbean novels. To achieve this objective, Sintayehu 

investigates the various manifestations of dislocation as portrayed in the selected texts. He also 

examines the cultural and racial alienations, as well as marginalization that arise as result of 

dislocation. Furthermore, Sintayehu explores how issues of subordination along with their 

implications for identity are revealed through the theme of dislocation. Finally, he offers a 

comparative analysis of the thematic convergences and divergences in relation to dislocation and 

the quest for identity across the novels he selected for analysis. 

Having the above objectives in mind, Sintayehu conducted an in-depth analysis of four 

Caribbean novels: Samuel Selvon’s The Lonely Londoner (1956), V.S. Naipaul’s In A Free State 

(1971), Joan Riley’s The Unbelonging (1985), and Caryl Phillips’s The Final Passage (1985). 

He selected these novels mainly for they involve the Caribbean experiences. The criteria for 

selection range from the thematic suitability to availability of the novels. As the data for his 

study were literary works, Sintayehu employed qualitative research approach, drawing on 

postcolonial notions and approaches related to dislocation. In other words, to qualitatively 

analyze the novels, Sintayehu applied postcolonial reading strategy as a methodological tool. 
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The analysis of the selected Caribbean novels explores various aspects of dislocation and the 

quest for identity through a postcolonial theoretical lens. It highlights the application of key 

postcolonial concepts such as cultural dislocation, identity, the notions of space and place, racial 

prejudice, marginality, mimicry, and hybridity as they are reflected in the narratives of the 

novels. The analysis reveals that Caribbean immigrants face numerous challenges due to 

dislocation, including feeling of otherness, identity crisis, unbelonging (placelessness), 

uncertainty, loneliness, and racial or colour prejudice. The immigrants in the novels become 

deeply aware of their differences in appearance, colour, accent, and life style. Their struggle is 

further deepened by nostalgia, mimicry, hybridity, and a pervasive sense of loneliness in the host 

society. 

Sintayehu finally concludes from his analysis that the literary texts reveal strong relationship 

between the search for home and the quest for identity. To make it a bit explained, the incessant 

and continuous quest for home through nostalgia frequently forges a bond with the past. 

Furthermore, the examination of the novels highlights that dislocation places immigrants in a 

liminal or in-between space, where they struggle with feelings of loneliness, exclusion, and 

otherness. These emotional states underscore their sense of unbelongingness to the sociocultural 

environments of the host countries they displaced for. 

Even though Sintayehu has extensively explored various postcolonial issues in his inspirational 

and profound study, the themes of narrative decolonization and identity reconstruction were not 

his primary area of concern. Hence, while his work remains relevant to the current study in its 

engagement with broader postcolonial concerns and concepts, the present study adopts a distinct 

vantage point centered on these overlooked themes. 

Another local study to be reviewed here in-depth is Linda Yohannes’s M.A. thesis entitled A 

Postcolonial Look at African Literature: Case Study of Chimamamnda Ngozi Adichie’s Works 

(2012). In this study, Linda intends to conduct experimentation with postcolonial theory to 

analyze four of Adichie’s novels namely: Purple Hibiscus (2003). Half of a Yellow Sun (2006), 

Things Around Your Neck (2009), and My Mother, the Crazy African (2009). Linda, in this study 

sets out to explore if the writer (Adichie) is a postcolonial writer and show how the major ways 

in her works can be categorized as postcolonial. Grounded in postcolonial theory, Linda’s study 

employed a close reading strategy of the selected novels, alongside a thorough engagement with 
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what constitutes postcolonial theory. Linda, in her analysis, explores postcolonial themes such as 

language politics, hybridity, and uncommitted art as well as the social role of literature. 

After an in-depth investigation into the selected novels, Lnida concludes that the author, Adichie, 

firmly belongs to postcolonial category, as her literary works explore various postcolonial 

themes and conditions. Linda, indeed argues that Adichie’s fictions “are postcolonial and 

beyond” (p. iii). She also asserts that Adichie’s exploration of hybridity, along with her stylistic 

and language usage aligns her with other prominent postcolonial writers such as Wole Soinka, 

Chnua Achebe and Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o. Linda even suggests that Adichie “can potentially be 

pushing the horizons to a future of a new trend in postcolonial writing” (p. 71). This conclusion 

stems from her analysis, which highlights that Adichie not only engages with the postcolonial 

conditions but also actively critiques colonialism and embraces the concept of hybridity. 

Although Linda’s study discloses Adichie’s use of hybridity, language, and social role of 

literature from a postcolonial critical perspective, a key difference of her study from the current 

one lies in the fact that her research does not extensively address issues of narrative 

decolonization and identity reconstruction. In other words, her central focus was to check 

whether Adichie could be categorized under postcolonial writers but not to explore how she 

reconstructed African identities in her works. These are, therefore, considered as gaps that the 

current study strives to address. 

Getnet Tibebu in his PhD dissertation entitled   Post-Colonial Resistance in Selected Anglophone 

African Novels (1980-1990) (2020) has also attempted to critically investigate postcolonial 

resistance strategies depicted in three Anglophone African novels namely: Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o’s 

Matigari (1987), Chinua Achebe’s Anthills of the Savannah (1987), and Tsitsi Dangarembga’s 

Nervous Conditions (1988) written between 1980 and 1990. Getnet’s central focus lies in 

exploring how these literary texts articulate resistance against neo-colonialism and internal 

oppression from postcolonial perspectives. 

Getnet’s study adopted a qualitative methodology and utilized purposive sampling technique to 

select novels that thematically reflect postcolonial resistance. In addition to their thematic 

relevance, the time period in which the texts were produced also served as a parameter for 

selection. The study employed postcolonial motherism, magical realism and language politics as 

strategies of exploration through the portrayal of psycho-active intellectual characters in the 



39 
 

selected novels. Postcolonial theory was applied as both a theoretical framework and as a method 

of analysis. The analysis was based on close reading and textual interpretation, using content 

analysis to identify literary strategies of resistance. 

In the analysis, each novel has been examined for its unique representation of resistance. 

Accordingly, Matigari uses magical realism and allegory to challenge postcolonial 

independence, tyranny and Western exploration. Anthills of the Savannah emphasizes female 

agency, resistance to patriarchy structure, and collective memory. Nervous Conditions, on the 

other hand, foregrounds female intellectual empowerment and critiques both colonial and 

patriarchal domination. Getnet’s study then found that both strong postcolonial male and female 

characters actively struggle for freedom. Despite existing gender inequalities, both genders 

contribute to the fight for justice and change. Women’s education emerges as a key tool of 

resistance. The study also revealed that, as the novels make evident, there was an ongoing fight 

for freedom from all forms of oppression.  

Finally, his study concludes that these literary texts collectively articulate a vision of political, 

economic, and socio-cultural liberation. It asserts that postcolonial resistance is not only on-

going but also increasingly complex, involving both men and women. The study emphasizes the 

transformative potential of literature to challenge hegemonic structures and offers alternative 

narratives for African identity and sovereignty. Moreover, his study highlights the significance of 

literary strategies such as appropriation, magical realism, and feminist discourse in resisting 

colonial bequests and envisioning emancipatory futures for Africa.  

Although Getnet’s study offers valuable insights towards postcolonial resistance strategies, it 

does not give sustained attention to the issue of narrative decolonization and identity 

reconstruction, and particularly how postcolonial African authors actively reclaim, reshape, and 

reassert their identities in the aftermath of colonialism. In other words, narrative decolonization 

and identity reconstruction was not his area of concern. Besides, his study did not undertake a 

comparative analysis across the selected novels. These gaps are precisely where the current study 

situates itself. By focusing on identity reconstruction through narrative decolonization, it aims to 

extend the discourse beyond resistance to explore how African writers imaginatively and 

assertively have attempted to reconstruct African identities in both local and diasporic contexts. 

Moreover, unlike Getnet’s, the undergoing study engages in a comparative analysis across the 
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selected novels to critically analyze thematic parallels and distinctions vis-à-vis the issue under 

scrutiny.  

Apart from local ones, there are also globally conducted literary studies that are not just 

theoretically but also thematically relevant to the present study. One of these studies is Cheriet 

Asma’s (2015)  M.A thesis titled Postcolonial African Literature and the Identity Question—A 

Special Reference to Ngugi wa Thiong’o’s Ideological Pronouncements. The central objective of 

Asma’s study is to examine how Ngũgĩ approaches the identity question both in his theoretical 

pronouncements and in his fiction. It attempts to interrogate whether postcolonial African 

identity reconstruction is of pre-colonial selfhood or a new hybrid identity formed through the 

experience of colonization and decolonization. Asma aims to explain the profound impact of 

colonialism on the construction of African identity. By examining Ngugi's efforts toward 

linguistic decolonization and cultural authenticity, Asma’s study seeks to contribute to a deeper 

understanding of how postcolonial African literature grapples with and reconfigures ideas of 

identity after colonialism. 

Asma’s study is grounded in postcolonial theory, drawing extensively from canonical scholars 

such as Edward Said, Gayatri Spivak, Frantz Fanon, and Homi Bhabha. These theorists inform 

the thesis’s discussions on hybridity, language, and cultural identity. The study integrates 

frameworks with Ngũgĩ’s own anti-imperial critiques, especially his views on language and 

cultural expressed in his Decolonizing the Mind and Moving the Center. The methodology 

employed in this thesis is predominantly qualitative and analytical. Asma uses textual analysis as 

a principal method, analyzing both Ngũgĩ’s fiction and non-fiction to extract his ideological 

stance on African identity. The analysis includes a comparative element, juxtaposing Ngũgĩ’s 

fictional representation of identity with his essays and interviews. 

Finally, Asma concludes that identity in Ngugi's view was lost with the coming of the colonizer 

and has to be restored; he tries to provide a solution to this loss of identity through his works, but 

all he does is raising more questions about this issue. One of the solutions he found, or to be 

specific, he started to apply, was the shift from writing in a foreign language to writing in the 

mother tongue as a sign that those who use a foreign language were “false robes” of identity and 

that (re)turn to the original identity they had to write in their mother tongues (p. 144). 



41 
 

Notwithstanding Asma’s in-depth analysis of Ngugi's approach to the question of identity both in 

his theoretical declarations and in his fictional works from a postcolonial perspective, the present 

researcher has identified that this reviewed study does not aim to investigate narrative 

decolonization and identity reconstruction. Hence, while both studies share a common concern 

with a theme of identity in postcolonial African literature, the current research diverges 

significantly in its focus and objectives. Put differently, narrative decolonization and identity 

reconstruction was not his area of focus though he discussed the issue of identity in postcolonial 

context. 

M.E. Montle’s (2018) thesis titled Reconstructing Identity in Post-Colonial Black South African 

Literature from Selected Novels of Sindiwe Magona and Kopano Matlwa is another thematically 

relevant study to be reviewed here. Montle’s study sets out “to reconstruct identity in the Post-

Colonial Black South African literature” by critically examining Magona’s Mother to Mother 

and Beauty’s Gift, and Matlwa’s Coconut, and Spilt Milk (p.27). The study’s key objectives 

include, exploring the theme of identity in black South African literature as reflected in the 

selected novels; evaluating the extent to which the colonial impact has shaped the lives of the 

citizens of South Africa in the present day, raising awareness among South Africans about the 

historical forces that continue to subtly hinder national progress; and examining the advantages 

and disadvantages of the country’s political transition from imperialism to independence. 

The study is grounded in postcolonial theory as its primary theoretical framework, drawing 

particularly on the insights Frantz Fanon, Homi Bhabha, and Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o. Fanon’s notion 

of psychological trauma and decolonization of the mind is particularly relevant to the analysis 

identity crises experienced by the characters. Methodologically, Montle adopts a qualitative 

textual analysis, examining key themes, character development, narrative techniques, and 

language use in the selected novels. 

Montle’s study revealed that the independent states of Africa were and is still shaped by 

preconceived ideas that reigned during the course of colonialism. The ending of colonialism, 

particularly in South Africa has bred both blissful and worthless identities. It deprived the 

country (South Africa) of her “wealth: mines, livestock and farms” (p. 111). However, South 

Africa worked for democracy until they achieved it in 1994. Since then, the country has been 

searching for its lost identity prior to colonial intervention.   
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Although Montle’s study attempts to explore the themes of identity in the selected South Africa 

novels, it does not focus on identity reconstruction and narrative decolonization though the title 

appears to be. In addition, this reviewed study focuses on examining a single country’s (South 

Africa’s) identity issues. Considering these as potential gaps, the current study emphasizes on 

thoroughly exploring how postcolonial African novelists have attempted to reconstruct African 

identity through decolonizing narratives. Unlike Montle’s, the present study explores how 

identity is reconstructed in the selected postcolonial African novels, involving a comparative 

analysis of texts from three different countries in the continent.   

M.E. Montle (2020) has also produced an article titled Who is African? Reconceptualizing 

identity-crisis as a threat to African unity. This article seeks to redefine African identity from a 

postcolonial standpoint. This qualitative analysis study aims to re-assert identity in postcolonial 

Africa. Montle’s paper is underpinned by Postcolonial theory and its strand, Afrocentricity. It is 

purely theoretical and has collected data from critical essays, books and journal articles. 

Montle’s article revolves around the definition of African identity. It has attempted to unveil 

what is meant by Africanity and who is African? It has also discussed determinatives of 

individual, national and societal identities. The study found that the underlying causes of African 

identity crisis can be traced back to African’s colonial past. Colonial power imposed identities so 

deeply that, even today, it remains challenging to fully undo or erase their impact. As a result, 

today, Africa continues to grapple with various forms of identity crisis such as dominance of 

Eurocentric beauty standards, skin whitening and hair straightening, racism, tribalism, and 

xenophobia. 

Finally, Montle came to conclude that the questions of African identity raised throughout this 

article reinforce the comprehension that “African identity is still to be thought and re-thought” 

(p. 97). To restore Africa to her authentic identity without compromising modernity, Montle 

recommends rigorous engagement with the definition of African identity alongside efforts to 

conscientize Africans about their heritage and the key factors necessary for building a stable 

socio-political and economic foundation for future generations of Africa. 

Even though Montle’s study and the current one share common ground in addressing themes 

such as African identity, Afrocentricity and other postcolonial concerns, their objective and 

emphasise diverge significantly. Montle’s study entirely centres on reconceptualizing and 
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redefining African identity from a postcolonial perspective. Besides, his study is primarily 

theoretical that does not involve practical engagement with particular evidence from literary 

texts. In contrast, the current study takes a more practical approach focusing on exploring how 

postcolonial African writers reconstruct African identity through decolonizing the once distorted 

narratives. 

Omolola Ladele’s journal article titled Reconstructing Identities through Resistance in 

Postcolonial Women’s Writing: A Reading of Ezeigbo’s The Last of the Strong Ones by (2009) is 

another thematically relevant study to be reviewed here. The main objective of Ladele’s study is 

to critically examine how a Nigerian Akachi Adimora-Ezeigbo, in her The Last of the Strong 

Ones (TLSO, 1996), reconstruct African women’s identities through resistance against both 

colonial and patricidal hegemonies. The article situates itself within postcolonial and feminist 

literary discourse, interrogating the “double colonization” of African women and exploring how 

Ezeigbo’s novel offers a counter-narrative to male dominant and Eurocentric representation of 

African womanhood (p. 70).  

 Ladele’s study is firmly rooted in postcolonial feminist, drawing on thinkers such as Ania 

Loomba, Mary Kolawole, Oyeronke Oyewumi, and Kwame Anthony Appiah. It engages the 

concepts of identity as relational, fluid, and socially constructed, while focusing on how gender, 

colonialism, and cultural memory intersect to form oppressive structures. Ladele’s study finds 

that Ezeigbo’s novel, TLSO, is important as it directs us to a new historicism and cultural 

critique. Her study also finds that the novel effectively deconstructs patriarchal and colonial 

master narratives by creating strong female characters who actively participate in anti-colonial 

resistance. 

Ladele’s study finally concludes that identity reconstruction in African women’s writing is both 

a political and cultural act. Ezeigbo’s TLSO offers an empowering feminist counter-discourse 

that resists colonial degradation and traditional patriarchy. It underscores postcolonial women’s 

literature is a critical space for resistance and self-definition, calling for continued scholarly 

attention to underrepresented African women like Ezeigbo. 

While Ladele’s paper shares common ground with the current study, particularly in its 

engagement with themes such as reconstruction of African identity, resistance, colonial narrative, 

and other postcolonial concerns in general, their objectives and emphasise differ markedly. That 
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is, Ladele’s article focuses specifically on reconstructing African women’s identities, offering a 

critique of both male-dominated and Eurocentric portrayals of African womanhood. Conversely, 

the present study seeks to explore how postcolonial African writers decolonize African distorted 

narratives to reconstruct African identity more broadly, without focusing on a particular gender, 

as Ladele’s study does. 

Several studies have also been conducted and published by literary scholars specifically on the 

novels selected for the present study for their depiction of different postcolonial thematic issues. 

One of these studies found to be relevant to the present one is Bhandari’s The Politics of Race 

and Beauty: A Study of Alternative Aesthetics in Adichie’s Americanah (2020). In this article, 

Bhandari has discussed the societal pressure placed upon black immigrants to conform to the 

white ideal of beauty and how these black immigrants resist such racist pressures, as depicted in 

Adichie’s Americanah.  

Bhandari’s paper employs David Jefere’s transformative resistance model as its critical 

framework. His findings showcase that the discourses and practices of beauty have been 

colonized by the racist attitude of white supremacy in the US. Black immigrants have been under 

social pressure to control their physical characteristics to meet the white standard of beauty to be 

accepted by others and advance in their careers as a result of cultural colonization, and in the 

process, they endure emotional and bodily pain.  

Although Bhandari’s study and the present one analyze the same text (Americanah) for its 

exploration of postcolonial issues of racial politics and Eurocentric beauty standards, their area 

of concern is quite apart. The current study aims to explore how Americanah as postcolonial 

Anglophone African novel decolonizes the once skewed African narratives to reconstruct 

identity. However, this issue was not the concern of Bhandari’s paper; it rather focuses on 

examining how African immigrants resist the social pressure of the hegemonic white notion of 

beauty by proposing alternative notions of aesthetics as reflected in the same novel. 

The other article reviewed on the same novel is The Intersection of Race, Beauty and Identity: 

The Migrant Experience in Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s Americanah (Dasi, 2019).  This article 

appears to focus on the intersectionality of race, beauty, and identity, particularly in the migrant 

experience and the diasporic destabilization of African identity. It attempts to showcase the 

inextricable link of identity negotiation and the determining conditions of the history of 
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colonialism and its related practices of slavery, displacement, and racial and cultural 

discrimination as depicted in the novel. 

Although the article mentions the demystification of racial superiority and redefining beauty, it 

does not explicitly frame this process as part of a decolonizing narrative. It also lacks theoretical 

depth and celebration or centring African narratives. More importantly, despite the fact that the 

article briefly engages with race, beauty, and identity, it merely focuses on adversities of race 

and migration. These could be considered as gaps to be addressed by the present study. Hence, 

employing postcolonial theory as its main theoretical framework, the current study explores how 

Adichie in this novel attempts to reconstruct African identity through decolonizing narratives. 

The present study, unlike Dasi’s, examines the ways in which various identity markers like 

migration and race are used as conduits rather than merely as hardships.    

Coming to the second novel, We Need New Names, Haryana (2021) conducted a study titled 

“Identity and the Language in NoViolet Bulawayo’s We Need New Names.” The article aims to 

examine linguistic disparities and the quest for identity. It provides insights into the complexities 

of identity formation among migrants as depicted in the novel. In this textual analysis, Haryana 

identifies themes related to identity, language, and migration. He systematically explores themes 

by situating the protagonist’s experiences within broader socio-political contexts, drawing 

parallels to real-world migrant experiences. The article employs transnational theory to 

understand the migrant experience in a postcolonial context. Du Bois’s concept of double 

consciousness has been referenced in the article. The article reveals that migrants often develop 

hybrid identities, oscillating between the cultures of their homeland and their experiences in the 

host country. It also indicates that language differences not only create barriers to 

communication but also affect how migrants perceive their identities.  

Even though Haryana’s study and the current one analyze the same novel (We Need New 

Names), sharing common thematic concepts such as identity, language, migrants, hybridity, 

double consciousness and post colonialism in general, their focus and emphasis is quite different. 

While Haryana’s study barely emphasizes on examining linguistic differences and the quest for 

identity, overlooking the above-mentioned quite imperative thematic issues in studying diasporic 

identity, the present one entirely focuses on exploring narrative decolonization and identity 

reconstruction as depicted in the novel.  
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Ngom’s article, titled Migration and Its Discontents: A Postcolonial Rendering of NoViolet 

Bulawayo’s We Need New Names (2020), is of some interest to the current research. The 

objective of this article is to explore the painful and manifold effects that migration has on 

individuals, particularly those from postcolonial backgrounds. It seeks to highlight the paradox 

of migration, where the hope for a better life often collides with harsh realities and lasting scars 

from colonial tyranny. The paper employs several theoretical frameworks to discuss the 

challenges of migration, primarily drawing from postcolonial theory, sociology, and 

philosophical perspectives. The findings of the article illustrate that migration is a deeply 

complex phenomenon loaded with emotion, culture, and socio-political ramifications that call for 

a nuanced understanding of its impact on individuals and communities. 

Both Ngom’s study and the current one examine the same novel, We Need New Names, and 

share a common focus on themes of migration and its discontents within the postcolonial 

context. However, these two literary studies differ significantly in their core concerns and 

analytical emphasis. While the present study critically investigates how this postcolonial African 

novel attempts to subvert or challenge dominant colonial narratives by engaging with the process 

of identity reconstruction employing postcolonial theory, Ngom’s study is primarily concerned 

with exploring the multifaceted and often painful effects of migration on individuals, particularly 

those from postcolonial societies. 

Then follows the third novel selected for the present study, Season of Migration to the North. So, 

one of the studies conducted on it and reviewed here in depth is Lahcen Idir’s study titled 

Hybridity and the Quest for Identity in Tayeb Salih’s Season of Migration to the North (2019). 

Idir, attempts to examine the manifestations of hybridity along with the question of the Self’s 

quest for identity in the novel. In light of the different thoughts that have informed the concept of 

hybridity, this paper also looks at signs of ambivalence and mimicry in Tayeb Salih’s novel. Idir, 

in this paper, offers a perspective on the issue of hybridity, which is unrelated to ambivalence 

and mimicry that is represented, though in different ways, and occupies a central place in Season 

of Migration to the North. His argument lies in the idea that characters’ development of hybrid 

identities stems mainly from cultural and colonial encounters and displacement in another space. 

He investigated whether the construction of “otherness” in postcolonial literature is ostensible in 

the novel. Salih’s narrative, by means of a device of reversal, re-narrates Joseph Conrad’s Heart 

of Darkness in such a way that it challenges the ideological claims of the empire embedded in it. 
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He also found that in his examination of Salih’s characters, hybrid and ambivalent identities 

resulted in characters’ conflicts with themselves and with their surroundings.  

While Idir provides an insightful perspective on hybridity and presents a counter-narrative to 

Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, which propagates a Eurocentric view, he does not explore 

how postcolonial African authors reconstruct identity through their characters. Specifically, Idir 

treats hybridity primarily as a source of challenge, overlooking its potential as a transformative 

and empowering force for identity reconstruction. These could be the gaps that prompt the 

current study to address narrative decolonization and identity reconstruction, as reflected in the 

novel through the lens of postcolonial theory. Hence, the present study, unlike Idir’s, delves 

deeply into how Salih, as a prominent postcolonial African writer, engages with the themes of 

identity reconstruction in the selected novel. It examines how the narratives actively resist and 

reconfigure colonial legacies, emphasizing the ways in which characters navigate their racial, 

cultural, and diasporic experiences not merely as obstacles, but also as strategic resources for 

self-definition. Besides, unlike Idir’s study, the current one explores how the author deploys 

hybridity not just as source of challenge but also as a strategic tool for identity reconstruction and 

narrative deconstruction. 

All in all, although the aforementioned studies have increasingly engaged with postcolonial 

theory and have employed postcolonial frameworks of analysis, narrative decolonization and 

identity reconstruction are seldom examined. While each adopts a postcolonial critical approach 

with varying emphases of postcolonial thematic concerns, none has thoroughly addressed 

narrative decolonization and identity reconstruction as the present study does. Therefore, the 

study at hand strives to fill and/or bridge these cracks by deeply delving into how postcolonial 

African writers have attempted to reconstruct their identities through decolonizing narratives 

distorted by colonialism and diasporic dislocation. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK OF THE STUDY 

As has been stated so far, this study employs postcolonial theory with its strand, Afrocentric, and 

deconstruction theory as its framework to investigate how the selected novels reconstruct African 

identities through decolonizing narratives distorted by colonialism. In this chapter thus a brief 

background to these theories and their applicability to the present study are concisely explicated. 

This chapter also provides brief elucidations to core postcolonial concepts which inform the 

theoretical foundation of the study. The analysis sections presented in the fourth, fifth, and sixth 

chapters are thus based on the tenets of the theories discussed here in this chapter and key 

concepts delineated in the preceding chapter. 

3.1. Postcolonial Theory 

   3.1.1. A Brief Background to Postcolonial Perspectives  

In academic and literary discourse, the terms ‘postcolonial’ and ‘postcolonialism’ have been 

utilized in different ways, designating issues ranging from specific critics, intellectuals, theories, 

or literature to entire people or societies as well as historical periods (Quayson, 2000; Loomba, 

2005). Sometimes, these terms are spelled with a hyphen, as ‘post-colonial’ and ‘post-

colonialism’ and sometimes with no hyphen. According to Quayson, ‘post-colonial’ (with 

hyphen) refers to the historical period after formal colonial rule was over in a given nation. It 

emphasizes more on temporal issues than analytical ones. Conversely, ‘postcolonal’ (with no 

hyphen) refers to a theoretical or analytical framework concerned with interrogating the enduring 

cultural, political, and epistemological effects of colonialism. It emphasizes critical perspectives 

on power, identity, and representation, extending beyond a strictly periodizing function. On the 

other hand, its derivative, ‘post colonialism’ (without a hyphen but with space) denotes the body 

of theory, discourse, and scholarly practices in postcolonial studies. Quayson further notes that, 

in contemporary scholarship, the unhyphenated form has increasingly gained dominance, 

reflecting a shift towards more detailed and theoretically grounded engagements in postcolonial 

studies. Therefore, in this study, the term is spelled as ‘postcolonial’ without a hyphen and its 

derivative as ‘post colonialism’ with a space, but with no hyphen too. 
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Postcolonial theory was initially a period marker referring to the historical aftermath of colonial, 

rule, particularly in Africa, Asia, and the Caribbean, following the mid-20th century 

decolonization process. The term ‘postcolonial’ in this context denotes the period after the 

formal end of colonial administrations, beginning with landmark events such as the 

independence of India in 1947 and extending through the 1960s and beyond. Post colonialism 

marks not just a temporal shift but also a crucial re-evaluation of colonial legacies embedded in 

language, politics, and culture (Quayson, 2000). Here, one has to be clear that the “post” in 

postcolonial is not just a historical marker; it includes any historical form of resistance to 

colonial rule (Ashcroft et al., 1989, as cited in Young, 2001). 

Philosophically, postcolonial theory engages with questions of identity, power, and 

epistemology. It critiques the Universalist assumptions of Western enlightenment thought and 

reclaims indigenous worldviews marginalized by colonial discourse (Tyson, 2006). Post 

colonialism emphasizes the psychological impacts of colonization and philosophical need for 

decolonization of the Africans’ mind. It has thus become a philosophical stance advocating for 

epistemic justice and the legacy of non-Western knowledge systems (Fanon, 1963; Ngũgĩ, 1986). 

Postcolonial theory recognizes that colonial discourse often legitimizes itself by constructing 

rigid binary oppositions such as colonizer/colonized, maturity/immaturity, civilization/barbarism, 

and developed/developing progressive/primitive (Gandhi, 1998). 

As a movement, post colonialism intersects with anti-colonial resistance and nationalist 

struggles. It evolved through political activism and intellectual resistance against imperial 

domination. This movement gained momentum during the 20th century with writers, political 

leaders, scholars from formerly colonized nations, articulating the injustices of colonial rule and 

advocating for self-determination and cultural renaissance (Ashcroft et al., 1989). Edward Said’s 

Orientalism (1978) and Gayatry Spivak’s Can the Subaltern Speak? (1988) were instrumental in 

turning postcolonial critique into a global intellectual movement that scrutinizes on-going neo-

colonial structures in politics, economics, and culture (Quayson, 2000). He further argues that 

post colonialism entails efforts to develop non-Western modes of discourse as “a viable means of 

challenging the West”. Post colonialism often involves wide range of discussions on colonial 

experiences and issues such as slavery, identity, migration, hybridity, resistance, race, gender, 

and so on in relation to discourses of imperial Europe and the colonial subjects (p. 2). 



50 
 

As a theoretical framework, post colonialism analyzes the cultural, political, and textual legacies 

of colonialism and imperialism. In connection to this, Ashcroft et al. (1989) note that post 

colonialism interrogates how colonial ideologies continue to shape representations of the 

colonized in literature, media, and academic discourse. It offers tools for deconstructing 

Eurocentric narratives and emphasizes the agency of colonized people in rewriting their 

histories. It incorporates concepts such as hybridity, mimicry, ambivalence, and third space, 

prominently developed by Homi Bhabha in his seminal book, The Location of Culture (1994). 

For Ashcroft et al., postcolonial theory not only challenges colonial discourse but also seeks to 

reconstruct indigenous perspectives and knowledge systems suppressed under colonial 

hegemony. They further explain that the idea of postcolonial literary theory emerges from the 

“inability of European theory to deal adequately with the complexities and varied cultural 

provenance of postcolonial writing” (p. 11). They go on to say that postcolonial literary 

discourse is a response to the mono-centrism of the “centre” that seeks to relegate the colonized 

to the “margin”. It challenges the “Universalism” of western epistemologies, while espousing an 

alternative (p. 13). 

Postcolonial literary theory mainly scrutinizes the colonial discourses of representation and 

derision that cast colonized societies as either primitive or underdeveloped, ignoring their 

histories, their long-established political systems, and their cultural accomplishments. In this 

regard, Robert Young (2001) declares that “postcolonial theory is always concerned with the 

positive and the negative effects of mixing of peoples and culture (p. 70). He further states that 

the main concern of postcolonial theory is to re-read and re-examine colonial literary works 

which portrayed the native with a racist manner. Africa, as a continent, has long been affected by 

a Eurocentric perspective that has distorted its narratives often leading to the distortion, 

marginalization and misrepresentation of African cultures, histories, and identities. Postcolonial 

African literature thus wages war against such distortions (Bhabha, 1994). Postcolonial theory 

critiques how political and cultural representations are shaped by colonial histories and seeks to 

reimagine these narratives from the perspectives of those who have been oppressed (Bertens, 

2001). 

According to Nayar (2015), post colonialism is the academic-cultural component of the 

condition of postcoloniality. To put it in the author’s words: 
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Postcolonial represents a theoretical approach on the part of the formerly colonized, the 

subaltern and the historically oppressed, in literary-cultural studies informed by a 

particular political stance, using the prism of race and the historical context of 

colonialism, to analyze texts, even as it seeks to produce critical commentary that serves 

an act of cultural resistance to the domination of Euro-American epistemic and 

interpretive schemes (P. 122). 

For Nayar, central to post colonialism’s academic project since the 1980s is a study of discourses 

and rhetoric through a critical re-examination of colonial writings and representations, with the 

aim of exposing the racial-racist constructions, recovering suppressed native (Non-Western) 

histories, and tracing the forms of resistance mounted against colonialism. Nayar further 

observes that post colonialism also studies the psychological and cultural effects of colonial rule 

on the non-European people, arguing that native’s subjectivity was itself constituted, as Fanon 

(1963) famously demonstrated, within the violently unstable conditions of colonialism. It 

therefore seeks to examine the nature of the colonized subject’s agency in the face of oppression 

and dominance. The political stance informing such interpretations is grounded in a commitment 

emancipation, equality, and justice. Hence, as an academic discipline, post colonialism studies 

the literary, historical, and legal instruments of colonial domination, that is, representational 

modes of colonial discourse, operating across domains such as religion or literature. 

Post colonialism in literature functions as a powerful means of resistance against colonial 

ideology and a tool for reclaiming narratives that were historically distorted or silenced. It allows 

writers to challenge Eurocentric representations by centring the voices, histories, and 

perspectives of the formerly colonized (Tyson, 2006). In line with this, Harafi (2024) points out: 

Post colonialism in literature emerged as a tool of resilience and a way for reclaiming the 

right to have the authority of the colonized to tell their own stories that were once written 

only by the colonizer. It allows the marginalized and silenced voices to be heard and re-

represent their identity, culture, and history (p. 2). 

Post colonialism sees literature as an avenue to probe into the history of society by recreating its 

past experience with the mind of forestalling the repetition of history (Fanon, 1963). The 

ultimate goal for the postcolonial critic is to develop a kind of nostalgia about his historical 

moment that produces a new dawn in his society. Post colonialism is a dominant feature in 
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African and Caribbean literature as writers in these settings see colonialism as an instrument 

aimed at reducing them to nonentities. An interesting feature of postcolonial criticism is its 

attempt, not only to expose the oddities of colonialism but to reveal and discuss what the 

independent nations make of themselves even after the demise of colonialism. In another sense, 

postcolonial denotes a period of recovery after colonialism as well as a signification of its on-

going cultural aftermath (Said, 1993). Postcolonial theory often focuses on literature produced in 

countries that were once colonies of other countries. It may also deal with literature written in or 

by citizens of colonizing countries that takes colonies or their people as its subject matter. Its 

focus is twofold that, firstly, it deals with how literature written by colonizing culture distorts the 

experience and realities, and inscribes the subordination of the colonized people. Secondly, it 

focuses on literature produced by colonized people who attempt to articulate and reconstruct 

their identity and reclaim their past, thereby subverting the imperial center-oriented literary 

approach (Ashcroft et al., 1989).   

According to Jide Balogun (2011), post colonialism as a literary theory emerged in the late 19th 

century and flourished throughout the 20th century. It is also believed that postcolonial criticism 

emerged as a distinct category in the 1980s after the publications of the Empire Writes Back by 

Bill Ashcroft and Gareth Griffith, Nation and Narration by Homi K. Bhabha and Culture and 

Imperialism by Edward Said. However, the beginnings of postcolonial criticism can be traced to 

Frantz Fanon’s The Wretched of the Earth, published in 1963.  

Postcolonial theory is a contemporary school of thought. In this sense alone, it is at the very 

cutting edge of present scholarship. Moreover, because of its insightful critical strategy, its wide 

application to culture and society, its global reach, its close textual analysis, and its search for 

answers for key questions about culture, representation, and identity, it has been regarded as 

intellectual tool for research and academic critique. Indeed, postcolonial theory has been used 

increasingly as methodology to research issues dealing with the nature of cultural identity, 

gender, race, social class, ethnicity and nationality in postcolonial society. Questions of language 

and power, of subjectivity of the subaltern, are also key concepts in post colonialism. 

Postcolonial theory is used between and across disciplines as a critical tool for deconstructing the 

underling layers, structures, and forms that are embedded in the colonial past and postcolonial 

present (Burney, 2012).  
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Postcolonial literary theory is a crucial theoretical framework for the current study as it provides 

the conceptual and analytical tools necessary to unpack the lasting legacies of colonialism on 

African identities and narratives. At its core, postcolonial theory interrogates the cultural, 

political, and psychological consequences of colonization and foregrounds the ways in which 

formerly colonized people resist, subvert, and reimagine imposed colonial identities through 

literature (Ashcroft et al., 1989). This is particularly relevant to this study, which explores how 

African writers reconstruct identity through decolonized storytelling that centres indigenous 

knowledge, cultural memory, and lived experiences. It enables for a critical examination of how 

African characters negotiate identity in the face of imposing Eurocentric norms. Moreover, it 

facilitates the analysis of narrative techniques such as foregrounding African beauty standards, 

the use of indigenous languages, and alternative historiographies that authors use to challenge 

colonial discourse and reclaim African subjectivity (Ngũgĩ, 1986; Asante, 1998; Quayson, 2000).  

This way, postcolonial literary theory serves not only as a lens to critique colonial representation 

but also as an emancipatory framework that supports the reconstruction of African identities 

through counter-narratives and the affirmation of African worldviews (Loomba, 2005). This 

study aligns with this theoretical orientation by analyzing how selected novels function as 

decolonial texts or spaces where identity is reimagined beyond colonial constraints and towards 

Afrocentric self-definition. Put differently, the current study employs postcolonial theory as its 

suitable theoretical framework since it offers critical tools to analyze how colonialism disrupted, 

distorted, and suppressed indigenous identities, cultures, and knowledge systems. It helps 

uncover the lingering effects of colonial rule such as cultural alienation, racial hierarchies, and 

psychological dislocation and examines how formerly colonized people resist and reclaim their 

identities through storytelling. In essence, postcolonial theory exposes the colonial power 

structures that historically shaped African identity, explores the complexities of hybridity and 

mimicry in postcolonial societies, and highlights how narratives serve as tools of resistance, 

decolonization, and self-definition. 

   3.1.2. Central Concepts in Postcolonial Theory  

Postcolonial African writers often employ key concepts of postcolonial theory that function as 

narrative tools by which ideological tensions between colonizer and colonized are exposed and 

contested. Central concepts that constitute the important theoretical foundation of postcolonial 

and reinforce postcolonial analysis include hybridity, othering, mimicry, ambivalence, and 
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subalternity (JanMohamed & Lloyd, 1990). Such concepts are not merely thematic concerns but 

critical tools through which African writers challenge colonial dominations and reconstruct 

identity (Ashcroft et al., 1989). This section thus provides brief elucidations of each of these 

concepts with concise justifications for their relevance to the present study. 

         3.1.2.1. Hybridity  

Hybridity, a concept in postcolonial theory popularized by Homi K. Bhabha (1994), refers to the 

cultural mixing or blending that occurs when colonized societies engage with colonial culture. It 

has implications for racial and colonial issues and cross-cultural relationships and contributes to 

literary scholarships (Tyson, 2006). With regard to this, Robert Young (1995) asserts that 

postcolonial theory is “always concerned with the positive and negative effects of the mixing of 

people and cultures, whether through colonial domination and transmutation of indigenous 

culture or the hybridization of domestic metropolitan cultures as a result of immigration” (p. 69).   

Bhabha, in his seminal essay, The Location of Culture (1994), opines that hybridity presents the 

cultural fusion that arises in ‘third spaces’ of identity formation. He chose the term to discuss the 

identities and subjectivities formed in the colonial master/subject relationship. Hybridization in 

Bhabha's theory refers to the emergence of new mixed identities as a result of the intermingling 

of different cultures. Bhabha argues that cultural hybridity is produced in what he terms the 

“Third Space,” a site where fixed identities are disrupted and new cultural meanings are 

negotiated. This space undermines binary oppositions and opens possibilities for postcolonial 

subjects to redefine themselves (P. 37). Third Space, according to him, is the “in-between” space 

that transgresses national boundaries, or the practice and negotiations of social heterogeneity 

under colonialism (p. 161). According to Bhabha, the notion of hybridity suggests that the 

colonized subject can subvert and subtly disrupt colonial discourse from within the very structure 

through which it operates. In line with this, Young (1995) maintains that “the hybridity of 

colonial discourse reverses the structures of domination in the colonial situation” (p. 23). Young 

provides the following elucidation of Bhabha’s perspective on hybridity: 

For Bhabha, hybridity becomes the movement in which the discourse of colonial 

authority loses its univocal grip on meaning and finds itself open the trace of language of 

the other, enabling the critic to trace complex movements of disarming alterity in the 

colonial text (p. 23). 
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He further argues that colonial contact inevitably produces hybrid linguistic forms as the 

colonized societies interact with the language of the colonizer. These hybrid forms appear 

through practices such as code switching, lexical borrowing, and the blending of grammatical 

and semantic structures. Through such hybrid forms, colonial people appropriate and transform 

the dominant colonial language.  

Similarly, Ashcroft et al. (2007) assert that colonial authority is never fully secure, as it depends 

on repetition, mimicry, and recognition by the colonized. They further explain the role of 

hybridity as follows: 

Whilst assertions of national culture and of pre-colonial traditions have played an 

important role in creating anti-colonial discourse and in arguing for an active 

decolonizing project, theories of the hybrid nature of post-colonial culture assert a 

different model for resistance, locating this in the subversive counter-discursive practices 

implicit in the colonial ambivalence itself and so undermining the very basis on which 

imperialist and colonialist discourse raises its claims of superiority (p.111). 

Ania Loomba (2005) further highlights that rather than seeing hybridity as passive assimilation, 

postcolonial thinkers argue that it can be used as a site of resistance, where colonized people 

subvert colonial power by creatively appropriating and transforming aspects of both cultures. 

Loomba goes on to say that Bhabha sees hybridity as a “subversive force” that unsettles colonial 

authority (p. 173). This performative resistance allows postcolonial subjects to use their 

Otherness as a site of agency, creating new forms of expression that undermine colonial 

narratives. Furthermore, Abdul Ali (2022) points out that hybridity challenges the binary 

opposition of colonizer/colonized, suggesting that colonial encounters are spaces of negotiation 

and exchange rather than domination alone. It also undermines the notion of pure, essentialist 

identities, challenging the authority of colonial representations.  

Bhabha further holds that, apart from the setting of colony, hybridity helps diasporic subjects to 

negotiate and reconstruct their identities by inhabiting a productive in-between cultural space 

that challenges essentialist notions of self. Similarly, Stuart Hall (1990) argues that through 

hybridity, diasporic individuals are able to reinterpret their past and present, thereby constructing 

identities that are fluid, multiple, and contextually grounded. This study, thus, investigates the 

applications of hybridity and its key features in the selected novels, focusing on their role in 
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identity reconstruction, narrative decolonization, and reclamation of African voice both in the 

home and diaspora contexts. 

         3.1.2.2. Othering  

Edward Said, who regarded as the father of postcolonial thought, is credited with coining the 

term ‘Othering’. In his seminal essay, Orientalism (1978), Said delineates the term as “a process 

through which colonial discourse defines colonial people as fundamentally different, inferior, or 

‘the Other’ in contrast to the civilized European ‘self’” (p. 71). Othering, according to him, is a 

central mechanism by which the West constructs and maintains its dominance over the East. To 

put it differently, the distinction between the Orient (non-Western) and the Occident (Western) is 

achieved through the process of ‘Othering’ using language. However, for Said, both the orient 

and the occident are artificial creations. He further argues that Othering allows the dominant 

group to assert superiority and control, reinforcing systems of racism and imperialism. Through 

this process, identities, histories, and voices of the colonized people are suppressed or erased. In 

a colonial context, Othering was primarily a mechanism of oppression, used to justify 

colonization and dominance. 

Ashcroft et al. (2007), on the other hand, argue that the term was coined by Gayatri Spivak for 

the process by which imperial discourse creates its ‘others’. Whereas the Other corresponds to 

the focus of desire or power in relation to which the subject is produced, the Other is the 

excluded or “mastered” subject created by the discourse power (p. 156). Othering describes the 

various ways in which colonial discourse produces its subjects. According to them, in Spivak’s 

elucidation, Othering is a dialectical process because the colonizing Other is established at the 

same time as its colonized Others are produced as subjects. Lois Tyson (2006), for her part, 

writes as: 

The colonizers saw themselves as the embodiment of what a human being should be, the 

proper “self”; native peoples were considered “other,” different, and therefore inferior to 

the point of being less than fully human. This practice of judging all who are different as 

less than fully human is called othering, and it divides the world between “us” (the 

“civilized”) and “them” (the “others” or “savages”). The “savage” is usually considered 

evil as well as inferior (the demonic other). But sometimes the “savage” is perceived as 

possessing a “primitive” beauty or nobility born of closeness to nature (the exotic other). 
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In either case, however, the “savage” remains other and, therefore, not fully human (p. 

420). 

Tyson describes Othering as a practice rooted in binary thinking, where the colonizer constructs 

them as the norm or the ‘self’ and the colonized as the abnormal, exotic, or even savage ‘other’. 

She emphasizes that this distinction is not just cultural but deeply psychological and ideological.  

However, postcolonial writers and theorists have shown that this process could be re-

appropriated as a tool of resistance as the colonized reclaim the imposed ‘Other’ identity and 

subvert it through literature and cultural production (Ashcroft et al., 1989). In this regard, Tyson 

(2006) opines that “postcolonial writers resist Othering by foregrounding the colonized’s culture, 

history, language, and values in order to validate their identity” (p. 421). Bhabha (1994) also 

complicates the narrative about Othering, suggesting that marginalized groups can utilize their 

imposed status as ‘Others’ to challenge dominant discourses. 

In many postcolonial societies, the very act of embracing or redefining the label of ‘Other’ has 

become a political statement. This is evident in literature, art, and political discourse, where 

marginalized groups reframe their difference not as inferiority but as a source of strength and 

alternative knowledge (Smith, 1999). For instance, Frantz Fanon, in his Black Skin, White Masks 

(1967), discusses how Black people internalize the negative stereotypes imposed by colonialism 

but also resist them through acts of self-definition. He argues that the colonized must reject the 

colonizer’s gaze and create his or her own subjectivity. “I am not a potentiality of something; I 

am wholly what I am. I do not have to look for the universal man inside myself. I am a man in as 

much as I assert myself as one” (p. 220). Fanon’s assertion of selfhood in opposition to colonial 

definitions can be seen as a form of resisting Othering by refusing to accept the derogatory 

meanings attached to being the Other. 

Overall, in a postcolonial context, Othering can become a resisting tool as the relegated groups 

take charge of their representation, redefine their identities, and challenge the epistemic violence 

of colonial discourse. Rather than passively accepting the role of Other, postcolonial subjects 

and/or migrants engage in strategic acts of redefinition and cultural reclamation that transform 

Otherness from a site of exclusion into resistance and liberation (Smith, 1999). This study, 

therefore, investigates how Othering is employed in the selected novels, taking into account the 
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aforementioned discussions and connecting them to the various notions of narrative 

decolonization and identity reconstruction.   

           3.1.2.3. Mimicry   

Introduced by Homi K. Bhabah, mimicry and ambivalence are key concepts in postcolonial 

theory, serving as tools of resistance against colonial power structures. These concepts, 

according to Loomba (2005), illustrate how colonial subjects navigate their identities in a 

framework imposed by the colonizer through subtle forms of subversion rather than overt 

confrontation. 

According to Bhabha (1994), mimicry is the process by which the colonized subject is 

reproduced as “almost the same, but not quite” (p. 86). For him, the copying of the colonizers’ 

culture, behaviour, manners, and values by the colonized contains mockery and a certain 

“menace,” so that mimicry is at once resemblance and menace (p. 86). He observes that the 

colonized people resist the colonizer by mimicking the colonizers and displaying the 

“ambivalence inherent in colonial discourse” (p. 85). Put differently, colonial mimicry has the 

ability to alter and appropriate the authority of colonial discourse, resulting in subjects of 

difference that are almost the same, but not quite. Mimicry, therefore, goes beyond simply 

copying the royal master.  

Mimicry, or sometimes called ‘imitation with a difference,’ is a process through which colonized 

subjects adapt the cultural habits, language, and customs of the colonizer. Mimicry describes the 

ambivalent relationships between the colonizers and the colonized. It underscores the 

performative nature of adapting to dominant cultures. However, this imitation is never complete 

or perfect. It always contains an element of difference that destabilizes the authority of the 

colonizer (Ashcroft et al., 2007). They further outline: 

When colonial discourse encourages the colonized subject to ‘mimic’ the colonizer, by 

adopting the colonizer’s cultural habits, assumptions, institutions and values, the result is 

never a simple reproduction of those traits. Rather, the result is a ‘blurred copy’ of the 

colonizer that can be quite threatening. This is because mimicry is never very far from 

mockery, since it can appear to parody whatever it mimics (pp. 124-5). 

Mimicry, therefore, locates a crack (weakness) in the certainty of colonial dominance and doubt 

(uncertainty) in its ability to control the colonized people’s behavior. In connection to this, 
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Bhabah (1994) maintains that mimicry creates a sense of discomfort in the colonizer, who 

expects obedience and sameness but instead encourages a vision of themselves that is subtly 

altered. This slippage allows the colonized to resist domination while appearing to comply. For 

instance, in the colonial education system, local elites were often trained in dominant European 

languages and values. While they became proficient in these, they also used them to articulate 

nationalist and anti-colonial ideas. That is, they turned the tools of empire into instruments of 

resistance. In relation to this, Ashcroft et al. (2007) further state that mimicry reveals the 

limitation in the authority of colonial discourse, almost as though colonial authority inevitably 

embodies the “seeds of its own construction.” It has the potential to create “inappropriate 

colonial subjects” because what is being set in motion in their behaviour is something that may 

ultimately be beyond the control of colonial authority. This inappropriateness disturbs the 

normality of the dominant discourse itself (pp. 125-6). The threat caused by mimicry comes not 

from an overt resistance but from the way in which it continually suggests an identity not quite 

like the colonizer. This identity of the colonial subject, which is almost the same but not quite, 

means that the colonial culture is always potentially and strategically rebellious. 

In short, mimicry serves as a potent form of resistance in a postcolonial context. It allows the 

colonized to navigate the oppressive structures of colonialism with agency, using performance 

and ambiguity to undermine the authority of the colonizer. Rather than rejecting colonial culture 

outright, it reworks it, exposing its contradictions and reclaiming fractured African identities. In 

light of the foregoing description of mimicry and its function in identity reconstruction, this 

study, thus, explores how it manifests itself in the selected postcolonial African novels. 

             3.1.2.4. Ambivalence   

The term first developed in psychoanalysis to describe a continual fluctuation between wanting 

one thing and wanting its opposite. It also refers to a simultaneous attraction towards and 

repulsion from an object, person, or action (Young, 1995, as cited in Ashcroft et al., 2007). 

Adapted to colonial discourse theory by Homi Bhabha, it describes the complex mix of attraction 

and repulsion that characterizes the relationship between colonizers and colonized. The 

relationship is ambivalent since the colonized subject is never simply and completely opposed to 

the colonizer. The colonizer desires the colonized to be like them (to facilitate control), yet fears 

that likeness too closely might undermine the hierarchy of superiority (Bhabha, 1994). Bhabha 

puts the double-edged nature of colonial discourse as:  
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The colonial text constructs its subject in a double bind: it wants to see the native speaker 

in the master’s voice, yet it cannot tolerate the native speaking as the masters. He argues 

that the colonial discourse is compelled to be ambivalent because it never really wants 

colonial subjects to be exact replicas of the colonizer—this would be too threatening (p. 

87). 

A good case in point for Bhabha, according to Ashcroft et al. (2007), is Charles Grant, who, in 

1792, desired to inculcate the Christian religion in India but worried that this might make them 

‘turbulent for liberty.’ In order to create a partial reform that would encourage a meaningless 

imitation of English manners, Grant combined Christian doctrine with polarizing caste customs. 

This, according to Bhabha (1994), illustrates the conflict within imperialism itself that will 

ultimately lead to its demise: it must produce an ambivalent circumstance that will challenge its 

presumption of absolute authority. 

Acknowledging Bhabha, Ashcroft et al. (2007) further state that ambivalence disturbs the clear-

cut authority of colonial dominance, for it shatters the straightforward relationship between the 

colonizer and the colonized. For the colonizer, ambivalence is, therefore, an undesirable feature 

of colonial discourse. They further emphasize that ambivalence, though designed to reinforce 

colonial control, inevitably exposes the artificiality and instability of colonial authority: 

The problem for colonial discourse is that it wants to produce compliant subjects who 

reproduce its assumptions, habits and values–that is, ‘mimic’ the colonizer. But instead it 

produces ambivalent subjects whose mimicry is never very far from mockery. 

Ambivalence describes this fluctuating relationship between mimicry and mockery, an 

ambivalence that is fundamentally unsettling to colonial dominance. In this respect, it is 

not necessarily disempowering for the colonial subject; but rather can be seen to be ambi-

valent or ‘two-powered’. The effect of this ambivalence (the simultaneous attraction and 

repulsion) is to produce a profound disturbance of the authority of colonial discourse 

(P.10). 

In Bhabha’s theory, ambivalence thus gives rise to a provocative claim that as the colonial 

relationship is always ambivalent, it generates the seeds of its own destruction. It is conventional 

because it suggests that the colonial relationship is going to be disrupted, even in the absence of 

overt resistance or rebellion on the part of the colonized. For Bhabha, colonial discourse is 
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compelled to be ambivalent since it never really wants the colonial subject to be an exact replica 

of the colonizer, as complete replication would unsettle the hierarchy upon which colonial 

authority depends (Ashcroft et al., 2007). The ambivalence, marked by both attraction to and 

rejection of colonial values, undermines colonial authority. Rather than being disempowering, it 

grants the colonized a dual power to resist and subvert colonial domination. It disrupts colonial 

identity construction and opens a space for the colonized to subvert the imposed colonial 

identities (Tyson, 2006). 

Another important postcolonial concept closely related to ambivalence is double consciousness 

or double vision, which, according to Tyson (2006), is “a consciousness or a way of perceiving 

the world that is divided between two antagonistic cultures: that of the colonizer and that of the 

indigenous community” (p. 421). The concept, first coined by W. E. B. Du Bois (1903), 

encapsulates the psychological and intellectual challenges that colonial subjects faced during the 

colonial period. According to Du Bois, this duality, or the condition of being both Black and 

White yet accepted by neither, reflects the dissonance imposed by a Eurocentric epistemology 

that distorts identities and the richness of African heritage. By emphasizing narratives of 

inferiority and exclusion, colonial power inflicts deep psychological burdens, forcing colonial 

subjects to navigate fractured senses of self. However, Du Bois contends that this duality is not 

merely a tool of imposition but also a source of resistance and resilience. He envisions “double 

consciousness” as a framework for resistance, where the strength of community and cultural 

heritage enables colonial subjects to reject imposed inferiority and reclaim their agency.  

Overall, in postcolonial contexts, ambivalence and double consciousness are not merely 

conditions imposed upon the colonized subject; rather, they serve as potent resistance tools, 

revealing the contradictions and instabilities inherited in colonial power structures. As 

demonstrated in Bhabha’s theory, ambivalence highlights the inability of colonial authority to 

fully impose its dominance, thereby opening spaces for subversion and identity reclamation. 

Equally, as indicated by Du Bois, double consciousness enables critical self-awareness and 

strategic resistance by allowing the colonial subject to interrogate, negotiate, and ultimately 

reconstitute identity beyond imposed definitions. Given the above explanations of ambivalence 

and double consciousness and their roles in identity reconstruction, the current study, thus, 

probes how these concepts are employed in the novels selected for analysis. 
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               3.1.2.5. Subalternity  

Subalternity, as a concept in postcolonial theory, serves as a critical resistance mode by 

foregrounding the voice and agency of marginalized groups who have historically been silenced 

or excluded by the colonial and neo-colonial power structures. First developed by the Italian 

Marxist philosopher Antonio Gramsci and later reinterpreted by postcolonial theorists such as 

Gayatri Spivak, the term ‘subaltern’ refers to those on the margins of society, often the 

colonized, rural poor women, and other disenfranchized groups who are denied access to 

dominant means of cultural and political expressions (Gramsci, 1971; Spivak, 1988; Ogundipe-

Leslie, 1994). 

In the postcolonial context, subalternity becomes a form of resistance when these marginalized 

subjects challenge dominant narratives and assert their own identities outside the frameworks 

imposed by colonial powers and even by national elites in the post-independent era (Spivak, 

1988). This resistance is not always overt or institutionalized; rather, it often manifests through 

everyday acts, oral histories, local knowledge systems, and alternative cultural expressions that 

disrupt hegemonic discourses (Ashcroft et al., 2007). 

By emphasizing the importance of listening to the ‘subaltern voice,’ scholars highlight how 

resistance can emerge from the very margins of power, offering counter-narratives that 

deconstruct colonial ideologies and reimagine social hierarchies. In her seminal essay, Can the 

Subaltern Speak?, Spivak, for example, is concerned with the ‘subaltern’ in his/her asymmetric 

relationship with the oppressor. By ‘subaltern’, Spivak meant the oppressed subject, the 

members of Antonio Gramsci’s ‘subaltern classes’ or more generally, those ‘of inferior rank’ 

(Gandhi, 1998). She interrogates using the Indian experience as a point of reference. In this 

essay, she discusses colonial and patriarchal structures perpetuating the subaltern’s inability to 

speak or be heard. She strongly argues that the subjugated are conscious of their subjacent status 

and can speak up if they are given a voice. Spivak emphasizes the need for a carful 

deconstruction of the power dynamics and structures that prohibit the subaltern speaking and 

being heard, urging a more nuanced approach to understanding and representing their 

experiences and voices (Tyson, 2006).  

In essence, subalternity functions not merely as an analytical category but as a transformative 

political strategy aimed at reclaiming epistemic agency and cultural autonomy. With this 



63 
 

orientation towards subalternity, and in particular its critical role in challenging the colonial 

narrative and discourse that historically marginalized Africans, especially women and the poor, 

this study examines selected postcolonial Anglophone African novels to explore how 

subalternity is reflected in the process of reconstructing African identity. 

3.2 Afrocentric Theory 

Afrocentricity, according to Montle (2020), is a strand (branch) of postcolonial theory that gives 

a special focus to Africanism. The words ‘Africa’ and ‘Centre’ combine to form the composite 

word, “Afrocentricity.” The motive behind the coinage of the term according to Montle is its 

emphasis on African narratives. Hence, it is now a theoretical perspective that gives Africanism a 

foundation. Afrocentricity was first developed by Molefi Kete Asante in 1998 as a systematic 

theoretical framework based on Africological frames of reference, but it has since been 

transformed by the works of numerous well-known Afrocentric scholars, including Tsheloane 

Keto, Maulana Karenga, Ama Mazama, Marcus Garvey, Theophile Obenga, Robert Bauval, and 

Thomas Brophy (Noman, 2018).   

According to Asante (2009), Afrocentricity is thus “a paradigm based on the idea that African 

people should re-assert a sense of agency in order to achieve sanity” (p. 1). He asserts that “the 

Afrocentric paradigm is a revolutionary shift in thinking proposed as a constructual adjustment 

to Black disorientation, decenteredness, and lack of agency” (p. 2). Afrocentricity, for Asante, 

serves as a vital theoretical strand that seeks to re-center Africa as a subject of historical agency 

and cultural legitimacy. It emphasizes the validation of African worldviews and prioritizes 

African agency in cultural and intellectual production. It insists on centering African 

perspectives and historical experiences rather than viewing the continent through colonial lenses. 

Afrocentricity, according to him, aims to re-center African identity through engagement with 

indigenous historical consciousness.  

In his other influential essay, Afrocentricity: The Theory of Social Change (2003), Asante 

discusses mainly “cultural self-definition,” which is a core principle of Afrocentricity. In this 

essay, he argues that Africans have the authority to define their personal experiences in terms of 

their own African cultural perspectives instead of using Western standards that others have 

established. He insists that Africans must be seen as “subjects of discourse rather than objects of 

description” (p. 31). They must be positioned as subjects of their own history, language, and 
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culture and must control the symbols, metaphors, and labels by which they are known. For 

Asante, naming is an act of power and consciousness because whoever defines reality controls 

interpretation, identity, and values. Thus, the indigenous terms, expressions, and cultural labels 

function as tools of resistance against cultural domination.  

In his earlier essay The Afrocentric Idea (1998), Asante maintains that Afrocentric theory 

informs a clear epistemological rupture with the Eurocentric paradigm by offering the African 

subject agency in voicing his or her own history, as opposed to being the object of study or the 

mere subject matter in the framework of Eurocentric disciplines. Afrocentric theory avoids 

essentializing knowledge and does not aim for universal scope or totalization. It does neither 

condemn Eurocentrism for its particularity nor does it position itself as a universal norm. It 

instead projects itself as “a model for intercultural agency in which pluralism exists without 

hierarchy and respect for cultural origins, achievements, and prospects are freely granted” (p. 

xii). Asante further fortifies this idea as: 

While it poses a severe criticism over the preponderant Eurocentric myths of 

universalism and challenges the colonizing concepts and racist theories that preside over 

the triumph of Western thought, it also offers the possibility of a non-hegemonic 

alternative perspective in the understanding of human expressions in our diverse and 

multicultural society. Most importantly, however, unlike Eurocentric theories, 

Afrocentricity does not bear a totalitarian sprit because it does not seek to replace “white 

knowledge” with “black knowledge” (p. xi). 

According to Ferreira-Monteiro (2014), Afrocentricity emerged in 1980 as a theory of 

knowledge and began to systematically challenge Western epistemology. It first appeared in the 

African-American cultural landscape as a set of premises that would explain how an African 

sense of totality and wholeness is understood in a network of multiple and distinct manifestations 

of various fields of knowledge to address the life and experience of people of African descent in 

America, in the African continent, and in other diasporas. Ferreira-Monteiro further states that 

the main goals of Asante's theory of social change were to reclaim an African cultural system as 

the cohesive nexus of all African cultural and historical pasts, avoid the individual and collective 

destruction of people of African descent, and thoroughly examine and challenge the Eurocentric 

nature of knowledge. Afrocentricity, she argues, can help lead us beyond Western structures of 
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thought that have held sway since the early 16th century towards a new epistemological 

framework that will enable a “more human humanity” (p. 217). Ferreira-Monteiro finally puts 

that “being a direct critique to every sort of prejudice and racist theory, Afrocentricity is a theory 

of wholeness that seeks ways of unity based on mutual respect for the cultural agency of all 

people” (p. 3). 

As has been pointed out so far, the overarching thrust of this study is to explore how identity is 

reconstructed through narrative decolonization in selected postcolonial African novels. Hence, 

the Afrocentric theoretical approach is an appropriate modus for analyzing the novels as it aligns 

with the central aim of reclaiming African identity and re-centering African perspectives in 

postcolonial narratives. This theoretical lens enables a focused analysis of Afrocentric themes 

such as the reclamation of African beauty standards, valorization of indigenous knowledge 

systems, and the exploration of African diaspora experiences (Asante, 2009). By applying 

Afrocentric theory, the study engages with exploring how colonialism distorted or suppressed 

African cultural values and identity markers and how postcolonial authors attempt to restore 

them. In this textual analysis study, Afrocentricity functions as a key analytical tool to critique 

the Eurocentric construction of identity and to foreground indigenous African epistemologies 

and aesthetics as a legitimate, autonomous framework of meaning-making. 

   3.3. Deconstruction Theory 

Deconstruction theory was first developed by the French philosopher Jacques Derrida in the mid-

19th century. It is a poststructuralist method that emerged as a critique of structuralists’ 

assumption that language and texts possess stable and fixed meanings. Derrida challenges this 

notion by arguing that meaning in language is inherently unstable, for words can drive meaning 

through their differences from other words rather than through fixed reference. He further 

maintains that a scholarly text holds multiple meanings, and this is due to the interpretation done 

by numerous readers.  

The foundations of deconstruction were first articulated in Derrida’s seminal works, particularly 

Of Grammatology (1967), Writing and Differance, and Speech and Phenomena. In these works, 

Derrida interrogated the long-standing Western philosophical tradition that privileges speech 

over writing and assumes the possibility of stable meaning in literary texts. His critique revealed 
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that texts have interminable interpretations that are shaped by internal contradictions, 

ambiguities, and tensions in the language itself (Culler, 1982). 

It was in the late 20th century that deconstruction gained its significant influence in literary 

criticism, especially in America, through scholars such as Paul de Man, J. Hillis Miller, and 

Geoffrey Hartmanm, who had been working in the Yale school. These scholars applied Derrida's 

ideas to literary works through their detailed examinational methods which showed how texts 

contained multiple meanings that would not remain fixed. Over time, deconstruction extended 

beyond philosophy and literary studies and started impacting other fields such as cultural, 

feminist, and postcolonial studies. Accordingly, postcolonial theorists including Gayatri Spivak 

used deconstruction approaches to critique colonial discourse and examine how dominant 

narratives relegate the subaltern groups. Through this historical development, deconstruction 

became a critical analytical method for interrogating power relations, representation, and identity 

reclamation in literary and cultural texts (Ashcroft et al., 2007). 

Deconstruction has three fundamental aspects that are central to its theoretical and analytical 

framework. One of these central facets is Derrida’s concept of differance, which explains that 

meaning is always both deferred and differentiated within language. In other words, the concept 

of differance explains that one thing has many meanings and can be interpreted differently 

(Aprilia & Arianto, 2021). Words would have meanings only through their relation to other 

words, and this relational structure prevents meaning from being fixed or final. As a result, 

literary texts are open for endless interpretations. Deconstruction, therefore, intends to show how 

texts undermine their own claims to coherence or stability by exposing the contradictions and 

gaps embedded in their linguistic structures (Umar, 2024). 

Another important aspect of deconstruction is its critiques of the reliance on binary oppositions, 

which are hierarchical and conceptual dichotomies that obey for Western thoughts such as 

self/other, centre/margin, civilized/primitive, presence/absence, or speech/writing. Instead of 

viewing these oppositions as fixed and hierarchical, deconstruction shows their inherent 

instability and mutual dependence (Aprilia & Arianto, 2021). Derrida argues that these 

oppositions are independent and contain within themselves the seeds of their deconstruction, as 

each term relies on the other for its definition. He further argues that such binaries privilege one 

term over the other and create hierarchical systems of meaning. Through deconstructive reading, 
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he claims, critics often examine how these oppositions are constructed in texts and demonstrate 

how the supposedly subordinate terms can destabilize, challenge, or subvert the privileged one, 

thereby unsettling the  hierarchical system of meaning on which the opposition depends (Culler, 

1982; Umar, 2024). 

The third important feature of deconstruction is logocentrism, which sometimes referred to as 

phonocentrism. Logocentrism is a phonological domain that establishes the supremacy of speech 

over writing and makes it dependent on speech. The central idea in logocentrism is that language 

is produced due to thought processes and assumes that expression provides writing (Aker, 2022). 

Deconstructing thus critiques the logocentric prejudice of Western thought, which privileges 

speech over writing and presence over absence. According to Derrida, logocentrism perpetuates 

a hierarchical understanding of language and reality, in which speech is perceived as more 

immediate and authentic than writing. Deconstruction seeks to dismantle this hierarchy by 

revealing how writing is far from being secondary to speech but integral to producing meaning 

and subjectivity (Umar, 2024). 

Deconstruction is highly applicable to postcolonial studies, for it enables scholars to challenge 

colonial discourses that have historically shaped African identities. Through deconstruction, 

postcolonial texts can be read as sites of resistance where dominant colonial ideologies are 

unsettled and rewritten (Spivak, 1999). Deconstruction theory, particularly as applied to 

literature, can be useful in analyzing language and narrative structures in literary texts. It helps 

reveal how language itself is a site of power struggle, where colonial meanings are displaced and 

rewritten. In postcolonial contexts, deconstruction becomes a powerful approach to interrogate 

colonial texts and legacies, particularly the way colonial discourse constructs binary oppositions 

such as colonizer/colonized, civilized/primitive, first world/third world, and white/black binaries 

that privilege one term over the other (Derrida, 1967; Said, 1978; Bhabha, 1994). Postcolonial 

critics use a deconstruction approach to reveal how these oppositions are culturally constructed 

and ideologically motivated, thereby destabilizing colonial authority and opening spaces for 

alternative epistemologies and identities. It allows postcolonial writers to read texts “against the 

grain” of colonial discourse, exposing its internal inconsistencies and challenging its truth claims 

(Ashcroft et al., 1989, p. 77). 
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As a theoretical framework for the present study, deconstruction provides a useful analytical lens 

for interrogating colonial narratives and discourses that shape representations of African identity 

in postcolonial contexts. By uncovering tensions and contradictions in the literary texts, 

deconstructive analysis helps reveal how dominant narratives are disrupted and reinterpreted. 

This way, deconstruction enables the current researcher to critically examine how the once-

distorted African narratives are decolonized and identity is reconstructed. To put it differently, 

the deconstruction approach offers this study a powerful lens for examining how the selected 

novels engage in narrative decolonization as a strategy for reconstructing African identity. 

3.4. The Impact of Colonial Mentality on African Identity  

The impacts of colonial dominance on African identity involve both the reorganization of 

societies structurally and the internalized effects on how Africans perceive themselves within the 

world (Fanon, 1967; Ngũgĩ, 1986; Gikandi, 2007). Colonial rule imposed foreign languages, 

religion, and values with a curricular intent to annihilate traditional forms of life and culture. 

Through tactics like education and religion, colonizers instilled inferiority in Africans, which led 

to the internalization of Western supremacy and devaluation of African cultures (Asma, 2015). 

Substantiating this argument, Montle (2021) in his article titled The Genesis African Identity 

Crisis through Wole Soyinka’s Death and King’s Horseman indicates that “The colonialists 

revolutionized the cultural backdrop of Africa and imposed European values upon African 

natives, which significantly affected the social, economic, and political identities in Africa” (p. 

158). On this subject, Sihag (2025) points out that “Colonial power has typically imposed foreign 

languages, systems of governance, and cultural norms that left deep scars on the psyche of 

colonized people” (p. 1). These quotes evidently highlight how colonialism disrupted African 

identity by imposing foreign cultural norms and values, contributing to a sense of inferiority and 

dependency among indigenous populations. In the following section thus the major impacts of 

colonial power on African identity are concisely outlined, focusing on how the prolonged 

Western domination reshaped Africans' cultural, social, and psychological self-conceptions: 

    3.4.1. Linguistic and Epistemological Domination  

One of the most profoundly invasive means by which colonialism shaped African identity was 

by using European languages as tools of education, administration, and religion. English, French, 

and Portuguese were highly elevated as languages of civilization, while the indigenous languages 
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were relegated to the fringes of illiteracy and primitiveness (Achebe.1975). As Ngũgĩ (1986) 

puts it, “African countries, as colonies and even today as neo-colonies, came to be defined and to 

define themselves in terms of the languages of Europe: English-speaking, French-speaking or 

Portuguese-speaking African countries” (p. 5).  Ngũgĩ further asserts that colonialism primarily 

sought to dominate material production and distribution through military and political control 

and to control in other words, the entire realm of “the language of real life”. But the most 

important area of domination was the “mental universe of the colonized, the control through 

culture, of how people perceived themselves and their relationship-to the world”. For him, “to 

control a people's culture is to control their tools of self-definition in relationship to others” (p. 

16). Consequently, many Africans adopted the belief that knowledge in colonial language 

identified one as brilliant and civilized (Achebe, 1975). 

As a first step and to establish a line of communication between the colonizer and the colonized, 

the colonized subjects pick up the language of the settlers. Gradually, however, they find 

themselves blending their own language with the colonizer's because of their harsh interactions 

with the colonizer, who either introduces his language through education or subtly coerces the 

colonized into learning it to speak with him (Memmi, 2000). 

Then, after a long and extended period of agony and violent interactions with the colonizer, the 

colonized found themselves unconsciously assimilating elements of the colonial way into their 

original identities. By instilling colonial ideals in the brains of the younger generation, 

colonialists manipulated their views and perspectives. In fact, the new global order has erased the 

original culture and identity of the next generation. Furthermore, the colonialists profited from 

their ability to force Africans to take on Western identities, which changed the continent's 

identity landscape from African-traditionalized identities to African-westernized identities. This 

situation sets off a cultural revolution that threatens true Africanism, opening the door for the 

emergence of the African identity crisis and continues in the postcolonial period (Afisi, 2008).  

Apart from linguistic colonization, the African mind was also colonized through colonial 

education. In fact, as Odimegwu (2008) observes, colonial education was the greatest tool and 

weapon of colonization in Africa. This education was guided by Western curriculum, which 

largely conflicts with African worldviews and thoughts. This was an education system intended 

to uphold colonial structures, administration, and objectives to inflict harm on the African mind 
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and selfhood, which was already built from indigenous cultural values and thought (Isife & 

Agbanusi, 2022). Furthermore, as Nayar (2015) writes, Gayatri Spivak (1988) in her discussion 

of “epistemic violence” argued that knowledge production has its own forms of violence, 

especially when the colonial white races produces knowledge about formerly colonized subjects 

(p. 37) For her, knowledge-making, or epistemology, was intimately connected to the violence of 

colonial conquest, domination and disposition of the native subjects. The colonial subjects were 

produced as objects of knowledge to be inquired into, categorized and pronounced upon (as the 

Other of the West) by the West, and their own knowledge systems were rejected as irrational and 

irrelevant.  

    3.4.2. Reconfiguration of Social and Political Structures  

One of the most profound and enduring impact of colonial rule in Africa was the reconfiguration 

indigenous social and political structures. European colonial power systematically dismantled 

pre-existing African governance systems, replace them with administrative frameworks designed 

to serve colonial economic and political interests rather than local need or traditions. This 

restructuring significantly altered African identity by disrupting communal cohesion, redefining 

authority, and imposing foreign norms of governance and social organization (Fanon, 1967). 

Before the advent of colonialists, African societies exhibit a wide variety of political systems, 

ranging from centralized kingdoms(e.g. The Ashanti Empire, the Zulu kingdom) to decentred, 

linage-based or age-grades systems (e.g., among Igbo or Tallensi). These systems were deeply 

embedded in cultural, spiritual, and social practices that reinforced collective identity and 

continuity. However, as colonial administrators arrived there in the continent, they stated firing 

theses established systems as primitive or unscientific, justifying their replacement with 

European style of administration (Afigbo, 1972). 

The imposition of indirect rule, which notable practiced by British, epitomizes this 

reconfiguration. Although it ostensibly preserved traditional leadership, it frequently distorted 

these roles by appointing unrepresentative chiefs or empowering individuals who lacked 

legitimacy the eyes of their community. In contrast, the French pursued a policy of assimilation 

and direct rule, which sought to erase indigenous political identities altogether and replace them 

with French administrative norms (Mamdani, 1996).  Both approaches undermined the organic 

evolution of African political institutions and subordinated them to colonial exigencies. 
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The long-term consequence of this reorganization has been fragmented African identity caught 

between inherited colonial structures and efforts to reconstructing pre-colonial social and 

political existence. Postcolonial African countries inherited these distorted institutions, which 

continue to influence governance, ethnic competition, and identity politics today (Said. 1978). 

Colonial rule also superimposed racial hierarchies that privileged whiteness and marginalized 

blackness. Racial ordering regimes institutionalized the belief that Africans were inherently 

inferior and deserving of economic control and cultural domination (Fanon, 1967). This social 

order still shapes postcolonial identity crisis in the African continent. 

     3.4.3. Cultural Alienation and Psychological Impact 

Cultural alienation and its psychological consequences constitute one of the most insidious 

legacies of colonial rule in Africa. Colonial powers systematically undermined indigenous 

epistemologies, languages, religions, and social structures, replacing them with European 

cultural norms that were presented as universally superior. This process, as Frantz Fanon (1967) 

argues in Black Skin, White Masks, produced a deep psychological rupture in the colonized 

subject, who was taught to perceive their own culture as primitive and shameful. Fanon describes 

how the colonial subject internalizes this denigration, leading to what he calls a “dependency 

complex” where the African seeks validation through assimilation into the colonizer’s world (p. 

178). 

The psychological toll of this alienation is further elaborated by Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o, who 

emphasizes the centrality of language in cultural domination. In Decolonising the Mind (1986), 

Ngũgĩ asserts that the imposition of colonial languages like English and French in African 

education and governance severed people from their historical consciousness and communal 

identities. He writes, “The bullet was the means of physical subjugation. Language was the 

means of spiritual subjugation,” (p. 16). This linguistic displacement not only disrupted 

intergenerational transmission of culture but also instilled a sense of inferiority toward 

indigenous knowledge systems, reinforcing the psychological dynamics Fanon identified. 

This internalized cultural alienation manifests in a profound identity crisis, wherein the colonized 

person feels estranged from their own heritage and community. Fanon (1967) argues that the 

colonial education system plays a pivotal role in this process, as it teaches African children to 

admire European history and aesthetics while denigrating their own traditions as backward or 
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shameful. Consequently, many Africans grow up feeling ashamed of their skin colour, language, 

and customs, leading to a fragmented sense of self. As Fanon poignantly notes, “The black man 

wants to be white. The white man slaves to reach a human level” (p. 229), highlighting the 

asymmetrical psychological burden borne by the colonized in their quest for humanity within a 

dehumanizing system. 

The long-term psychological impact of such alienation extends beyond the colonial period and 

influences postcolonial social life and identity formation. Even after political independence, the 

majority of African societies continue to grapple with the ontological weight of cultural denial of 

self and epistemic violence bequeathed by colonialism. The prioritization of Western knowledge 

systems, language, and institutions at the expense of indigenous ones leaves an internal 

colonialism where the psychological chains of inferiority persist. Complete emancipation 

requires not only political decolonization but also radical psychological and cultural recapture—

a “decolonizing the mind” process that enables Africans to reconstitute on their own terms, free 

from the distortions inflicted by centuries of colonial domination (Fanon, 1967; Ngũgĩ, 1986). 

      3.4.4. Imposition and Internalization of Eurocentric Beauty Standards  

Another most pervasive and intimate ways through which colonial power has transformed 

African identity is beauty (appearance, skin tone, hair type, body shape dress). These imposed 

standards are often invisible but powerful. It devalued African physical appearance, aesthetics, 

self-perception, and cultural expression across generations. Concerning this, Munyai (2023) 

points out that European colonizer imparted upon colonized people a racialized aesthetic 

hierarchy that equate beauty with just whitens, straight hair, pointed noses, and light skin. 

African features, such as dark skin, kinky hair, and broad facial features were denigrated as signs 

of savagery or backwardness. As it relates to this subject, Montle (2021) highlights the 

following: 

Despite the decolonization attempts, the Eurocentric notions that had defined Africa 

during colonial period persist in galvanizing stereotypes that marginalize Africans, 

especially those that embrace Afrocentric ideas of beauty in postcolonial age. Today, 

Africa is besieged with remnants of colonialism, which include Eurocentric ideals of 

beauty. The colonialists during their rulership used several tactics such as religion, media, 

and education to portray and manipulate Africans into believing that Eurocentric 
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identities are better than African ones. They sought to eternize the perception of black 

(Africa) as ugly and white (Europeans) as beautiful (pp. 33-4). 

Western beauty standards generally privilege Euro-American physical features such as light skin 

tone, straight hair, narrow facial features, and slim body type. Such norms emerged from colonial 

histories, racial hierarchies, and global media industries that placed Western aesthetics as 

universal ideals of beauty (hooks, 1992). In postcolonial and diasporic contexts, such standards 

function not only as aesthetics preference but also as ideological tools that normalize whiteness 

while marginalizing non-western bodies (Wolf, 1991). 

Psychologically these standards often generate what postcolonial theorists described as 

internalized oppression. Fanon in his seminal essay Black Skin, White Masks (1967) contends 

that the colonized subject comes to desire the attributes of the colonizer resulting in alienation 

from the self and indigenous cultural values. This manifests in feelings of inferiority, low self-

esteem and persistence sense of inadequacy, specifically among women and youngsters. 

According to Fanon, these imposed standards continue to shape individuals' sense of self, 

creating internal hierarchies of values, sometimes correlating with race, skin color, hair texture, 

and facial features. Practices like skin bleaching, hair straightening, and cosmetic alteration can 

therefore be read not simply as individual choice but as response to structural pressures to be 

acceptable in the West. 

Let us now see how colonialists' imposition of Eurocentric notions of beauty articulated through 

some of these interconnected features or areas, which collectively illustrate the ways in which 

colonialism extended its hegemony into the inner spaces of self-image and cultural identity: 

i. Skin Color and Colorism 

Colonial valorization of whiteness gave birth to colorism, that is, bias in favor of light-skinned 

individuals within African societies. It was consolidated in missionary schools, labor policies, 

and media representation that associated light skin with civility and beauty. Skin-whitening 

practices remain prevalent across Africa today, which proves the enduring nature of colonial 

beauty hierarchies (Hunter, 2011). 

ii. Hair and Aesthetics 

Hair politics in African also reflects the colonial bequest. Colonial administrations and 

missionaries established grooming standards that required straightened hair or European styles  
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to appear "neat" or "civilized" (Munyai, 2023). Natural African hair textures were stigmatized in 

the workplace and schools, and many women had their hair straightened or wore caps to adopt 

Western ideals. Adichie's Americanah (2013), one of the novels selected for analysis for this 

study, is a classic example here as it vividly demonstrates that African women's hair struggle is 

an extended negotiation of identity and resistance against Eurocentric beauty standards. 

iii. Media and Representation 

Western and African media continue to promote Eurocentric norms via advertising, film, and 

fashion industries. Studies show that African magazines and television often prioritize lighter-

skinned models and Westernized beauty standards, thereby naturalizing colonial hierarchies of 

beauty (Mwangi, 2002). This serves to a sustained cycle of internalized racism and self-doubt 

among African men and women. 

3.5. The Role of Postcolonial African Literature in Narrative Decolonization and 

Identity Reconstruction 

As clearly indicated in the preceding section, colonial rule did not just exploit African land and 

its labour; it imposed languages, value systems, education, religion, and political structures that 

marginalized or erased indigenous epistemologies and identities (Said, 1978). Even after formal 

independence, many African societies continued to encounter neo-colonial economic, cultural, 

and linguistic influences that sought to sustain colonial domination. Ashcroft et al. (1989) argue, 

“All postcolonial societies are still subject in one way or another to overt or subtle forms of neo-

colonial domination, and independence has not solved this problem” (p. 2).  

However, in response to all the colonial and neo-colonial pervasive impositions, African writers, 

activists, and intellectuals have persistently resisted and reconstructed their identities through 

their postcolonial literature that challenges the ideological foundations of colonial discourse. 

Through their postcolonial literature, writers often struggle for decolonization and depict the 

fight for independence, self-determination, and the reclamation of cultural and national identities, 

shedding light on the resilience and determination of marginalized communities (Ashcroft, 

1989).  Inspired by different pan-African movements such as the Negritude Movement (Senghor, 

Césaire), the Harlem Renaissance (Alain Locke), the Black Consciousness Movement (Steve 

Biko), and Afrocentricity (Molefi Asante), African writers have engaged in a sustained project of 

narrative reclamation, thereby asserting the validity and richness of African worldviews and re-

centering African values while exposing the distortions embedded in colonial historiography 
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(Williams & Chrisman, 1994; Rashmi, 2024). With a strong aversion to Europeanization, 

African writers embarked on a quest to rediscover their cultural roots and displayed a keen 

passion for the traditional customs. They actively participated in the recovery and 

commemoration of local customs and cultural heritage through their writings in the postcolonial 

era (Panda, 2024). Hence, postcolonial African literature has become a tool through which the 

colonized subjects “write back to the Empire”, thereby engaging with themes like identity, 

belonging, exile, place, language, resistance, sovereignty, and hybridity (Ashcroft et al., 1989, p. 

43). 

African writers were not only enthused by the early pan-African movements but also by 

prominent postcolonial figures such as Edward Said, Frantz Fanon, Homi K. Bhabha, Gayatri 

Spivak, and Ashcroft et al., to name but just a few. Edward Said’s seminal essay Orientalism 

(1978), for example, inspired many African writers to write back to the empire, as it revealed 

how knowledge and power intertwine in colonial discourse to construct the “Other.” Likewise, 

Fanon’s two polemical works, The Wretched of the Earth (1963) and Black Skin, White Masks 

(1967), informed African writers about cultural resistance and the consequences of identity 

formation for the colonized subject who is forced into the internalization of the self as an ‘Other’ 

respectively. Equally, Bhabha’s notions of hybridity and mimicry in his influential essay, The 

Location of Culture (1994), kindled African writers to question their narratives, for they 

illuminated the subversive potential of partial imitation, through which colonial subjects 

destabilized colonial authority.  Spivak's insightful question, “Can the Subaltern Speak?” (1988), 

on the other hand, inspired African authors to write back because it pointed towards the 

structural silencing of the marginalized. African writers do not merely employ these theories; 

they localize and appropriate them, situating abstract concepts in the concrete realities of 

postcolonial existence (Thieme, 2001). In other words, postcolonial African literature plays 

pivotal roles in advancing the counter-discourse project. Writers often decolonize distorted 

African narratives and reconstruct African identities through a set of recurring thematic strategies 

that directly confront misrepresentations while restoring African agency, history, and 

epistemology. The following section therefore provides a discussion on some of these strategic 

thematic preoccupations:  
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   3.5.1. Challenging Colonial Myths and Western Media Representations 

Colonial discourse has historically advanced reductive and dehumanizing representations of 

Africa, constructing the continent as monolithic, primitive, and obscure, while systematically 

erasing indigenous identities, voices, and knowledge systems (Said, 1978). Such representations 

were disseminated through colonial literature, anthropology, and administrative texts, thereby 

shaping global perceptions of Africa and legitimizing colonial domination through epistemic 

silencing. As Allimadi (2021) writes, the representation of Africa and Africans in Western media 

is structurally racist, historically rooted, and deliberately framed to justify inferiority, 

exploitation, and continued economic dominance.  

In response, postcolonial writers, particularly Africans have crafted their literary works   

challenging colonial myths and Western media representation. Through their postcolonial 

literature, African writers centrally interrogate the historical experience of colonial domination 

and its enduring political, cultural, and psychological consequences. They often expose the 

violence of colonial rule and critique the persistence of neo-colonial structures after 

independence (Fanon, 1963, Ashcroft et al., 1989). In this regard, Edward Said, in his influential 

essay Culture and Imperialism (1993), upholds that postcolonial African literature foregrounds 

resistance to both colonial and neo-colonial supremacy through armed struggle of cultural revival 

and narrative counter discourse. The literature functions as a form of resistance mechanism by 

rewetting imperial historical accounts while presenting authentic African perspectives. Fortifying 

the idea, Smith (2020) states that postcolonial African literature serves as a means to revise the 

dominant colonial discourse and write back to the empire by giving voices to the voiceless and 

denouncing the traumatic ramifications of colonialism. Furthermore, Mukherjee (2025), in his 

article, Postcolonial Narratives and Identity Formation in Contemporary Literature, indicates 

that postcolonial texts are powerful vehicles for voicing resistance, reclaiming histories, and 

reimagining cultural identities in the aftermath of colonial rule. Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall 

Apart (1958) stands as a quintessential intervention in this respect. Achebe dismantles the 

colonial myth of African savagery by portraying Igbo society as one governed by coherent social 

institutions, moral codes, and systems of justice. In doing so, the novel affirms African 

rationality, cultural sophistications, and historical agency, directly confronting colonial 

misrepresentations (Kehinde, 2010).  
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    3.5.2. Reclaiming Indigenous Languages and Traditions 

The reclamation of indigenous languages and cultural traditions is another recurrent thematic 

concern in postcolonial African literature, serving as a very important strategy for reconstructing 

identity. During colonial rule, many African societies were compelled to adopt European 

languages, often at the expense of their indigenous languages and rich oral traditions. This 

enforced linguistic shift not only imposed a foreign way of communicating but also accelerated 

the extinction of the indigenous cultures. Thus, for colonialists, language became a powerful tool 

of cultural domination, reinforcing colonial values while relegating African epistemologies 

(Said, 1978). 

In response, postcolonial African writers have foregrounded language as a key site of resistance 

and cultural reclamation in their literary works. Among the most influential voices in this 

discourse is Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o, who has consistently argued that using colonial language in 

African literature perpetuates the domination of colonial culture and values. Ngũgĩ critiques 

African writers for continuing to write in colonial languages and equates this with a continuation 

of colonial control over the African mind. For him, to write in African language is to reconnect 

with the soul of the culture that colonialism sought to destroy (Kehinde, 2010). In this sense, 

Ngũgĩ abrogates colonial language by rejecting the linguistic dominance and legitimacy of 

English in favour of African languages.  

In his influential work, Decolonizing the Mind: The Politics of Language in African Literature 

(1986), Ngũgĩ advocates the need for the return to indigenous languages as a means of 

reclaiming cultural identity. He contends that a return to indigenous languages enables the 

restoration of suppressed cultural practices and fosters pride in African linguistic heritage. By 

writing in African languages and centring indigenous experiences, Ngũgĩ asserts African writers 

can restore African agency, affirm native knowledge systems, and challenge the Eurocentric 

narratives that distorted African realities. He further articulates the need for reclaiming 

indigenous languages as: 

We African writers are bound by our calling to do for our languages what Spencer, 

Milton and Shakespeare did for English; what Pushkin and Tolstoy did for Russian; 

indeed what all writers in world history have done for their languages by meeting the 

challenge of creating a literature in them, which process later opens the languages for 
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philosophy, science, technology and all the other areas of human creative endeavours (p. 

29). 

Here, Ngũgĩ emphasizes that African writers have a cultural responsibility to reclaim indigenous 

languages and traditions into full literary medium, just as prominent European writers do. By 

creating literature in African languages, writers enable these languages to expand beyond 

everyday use into domains such as philosophy, science, and technology, thereby affirming their 

creative and intellectual capacity. 

Ngũgĩ language preservation plays a crucial role in reconnecting with African epistemologies 

and serves as a powerful tool in reimagining and reclaiming lost identities. He advocates writing 

in African languages (e.g. Hausa, Gikuyu, Swahili, Shona, Ndebele, Yoruba, Amharic, Wolf, and 

Zulu), is an act of resistance and liberation. He himself made a decisive shift from writing in 

English to Gikuyu, starting with his novel Matigari. For Ngũgĩ, the process of decolonization 

must involve a linguistic revolution (the return to indigenous languages) is inseparable from the 

reconstruction of African identity and reclamation of African cultural sovereignty. 

The concepts, “abrogation” and “appropriation”, first articulated by Ashcroft et al. (1989) are 

crucial in postcolonial language theory and intersect meaningfully with Ngũgĩ’s language and 

decolonization model although Ngũgĩ does not explicitly use these terms himself. According to 

Ashcroft et al. (1989), while abrogation is the rejection of the colonial language’s authority, 

particularly its standard forms, and refusal to acknowledge the colonial language as the only 

mode of expression, appropriation is the strategic adaptation of the colonial languages to express 

indigenous experiences, worldviews, and identities. While Ngũgĩ prefers abrogation (linguistic 

decolonization), many African writers prefer appropriation. These writers appropriate English to 

decolonize content although they cannot abrogate it fully. Writers like Chinua Achebe exemplify 

this approach, while Ngũgĩ represents a more radical position (Ilo, 2014). 

Many African writers have thus begun to intentionally Africanize European languages to express 

indigenous perspectives, cultural values, and lived African realities. Rather than rejecting 

colonial languages outright, writers such as Chinua Achebe, Wole Soyinka, and Ngũgĩ himself 

appropriate English and French and infuse them with African syntax, idioms, proverbs, and 

narrative rhythms. This strategy enables writers to subvert linguistic domination by transforming 

the colonial language into a medium for African expression, cultural memory, and historical 
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consciousness (Ashcroft et al., 1989). In this regard, Achebe (1975) argues that English can be 

made to carry the weight of African experience by blending it with local communicative needs, 

thereby producing a distinctly African literary voice that remains intelligible to a global 

audience. Similarly, Ashcroft et al. (1989) conceptualize this process as linguistic appropriation, 

whereby the colonized subject reclaims authority over language by reshaping it to articulate 

suppressed histories and identities.  

African writers employ a range of strategies to indigenize colonial languages, among which code 

switching occupies a prominent position. According to Myers Scotton (1993), code switching is 

a systematic and socially motivated linguistic practice by which speakers alternate between two 

or more languages or varieties to index identity, negotiate power relations, and convey culturally 

specific meanings. It is often used in postcolonial literature to reassert cultural identity, reflect 

bi/multilingual realities, and challenge linguistic domination. While composing their written 

literary works, African writers often incorporate elements of oral literary traditions, drawing 

upon indigenous wisdom embedded in them. Proverbs, among others, are the most widely used 

elements of orature. Chinua Achebe consistently presents proverbs as repositories of African 

communal wisdom and structural elements of African thought. In his seminal essay collection 

Morning Yet on Creation Day (1975), he argues that African authors must reshape English to 

carry the weight of African experiences. Achebe considers proverbs to be fundamental elements 

because they transmit cultural knowledge about the universe and moral principles and shared 

historical accounts. 

In addition, African writers often employ other strategies, such as transliteration, approximation, 

repetition, and call-and-response in their literary texts as part of their efforts of indigenizing the 

Western language. Through such strategies, African writers destabilize the universality of 

colonial languages and expose them as historically situated instruments. Indigenizing colonial 

languages has thus become an esthetic and political act. It challenges the supremacy of ‘proper’ 

British or American English, re-centers African epistemologies, and asserts cultural autonomy in 

the very language once used to relegate African voices (Achebe, 1975). In this sense, language 

becomes a key instrument for decolonizing narratives and reconstructing African identity in 

postcolonial African literature. 
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   3.5.3. Re-centering African History and Countering Colonial Historiography 

Rewriting African history is also another core thematic concern in postcolonial literature, as 

writers seek to challenge colonial historiography that has depicted Africa as an ahistorical, 

primitive land, and totally dependent on Europe for its meaning. Through imaginative 

reconstruction and counter-narrative, African writers are able to bring back the historical depth, 

cultural complexity, and agency of the African societies, and consequently, they are able to 

correct the colonial distortions and reclaim the ownership of the African pasts (Ashcroft et al., 

1989; Mbembe, 2001). 

This thematic strategy is widely demonstrated in Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o's novels, The River 

Between (1965) and A Grain of Wheat (1967), where he reconstructs the history of Kenya in 

light of the native people’s social structures, collective memory, and resistance to the colonial 

intruders. His works prioritize oral traditions, communal morals, and anti-colonial struggles, 

which are in direct contradiction to the colonial historiography that denied Africans’ agency and 

depicted that African history has started with colonial contact. Therefore, Ngũgĩ's narrative 

project not only negates the colonial historiography but also advocates for the re-centering of 

African historical consciousness and the recognition of Africans as active historical participants 

rather than passive objects (Kehinde, 2010). Wole Soyinka’s Death and the King’s Horseman 

(1975) is another example that illustrates this issue through the reclamation of Yoruba history 

and cosmology and, at the same time, revealing the epistemic violence that is part and parcel of 

colonial interference with African ritual life. Similarly, Tsitsi Dangarembga’s Nervous 

Conditions re-interprets the history of Rhodesia from the Africans’ perspectives, showing that 

the colonial education system has an impact on historical consciousness and the shaping of 

identity (Amirouche, 2021). Together, these texts demonstrate the ways through which 

postcolonial African writers reclaim the power to narrate history and deploy literature as a tool 

for correcting colonial distortions and for rebuilding African identity on African terms. 

    3.5.4. Decolonizing Epistemological Constructs and Reclaiming Indigenous Knowledge  

Decolonization of epistemological constructs is still another thematic preoccupation in 

postcolonial African literature as writers and thinkers often challenge the Western knowledge 

systems that historically relegate African ways of knowing. By foregrounding indigenous 

epistemologies in front, African intellectuals seek to dismantle the colonial hierarchies of 
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knowledge and assert Africa's as legitimate and active contributors to global intellectual 

production (Ashcroft et al., 1989). 

W.E.B. Du Bois stands as a prominent figure who plays an essential role in the critique of 

colonial knowledge systems, especially through his examination of education as an instrument 

for sustaining racial and imperial power hierarchies. In The Souls of Black Folk (1903), Du Bois 

condemns colonial curricula for functioning less as tools of intellectual domination. He firmly 

argues that such educational systems are designed not to cultivate critical consciousness among 

the colonized but to produce an unconscious and obedient population. Colonial education, he 

contends, relegates Black history and culture, perpetuating narratives of racial superiority and 

erasing the African intellectual and cultural contributions to global knowledge production (Sihag, 

2025).   

Cheikh Anta Diop (1987) and Theophile Obenga (2001), on the other hand, critique the Western 

educational system by emphasizing the reclamation of Africa’s intellectual power and heritage, 

particularly through their focus on Ancient Egyptian civilization as an integral part of African 

identity. Diop’s work disrupted Eurocentric historiographies, demonstrating the centrality of 

African civilizations to human progress. Obenga deepened this legacy, highlighting the 

continuity of African intellectual traditions and their potential to inspire contemporary decolonial 

thought. His analysis offers a counter-narrative to the colonial portrayals of Africa as stagnant or 

devoid of intellectual depth, promoting a view of Africa as a dynamic contributor to the global 

intellectual ecosystem. Together, their scholarship points out the transformative power of 

epistemic resistance, emphasizing the necessity of reclaiming and revitalizing indigenous 

knowledge systems as a foundation for intellectual sovereignty and educational reform. These 

contributions remain vital to dismantling colonial epistemologies and fostering a more equitable 

knowledge landscape (Melo, 2024).  

     3.5.5. Negotiating Diasporic Identity 

In the diaspora context, African migrants and their descendants often experience alienation as a 

result of social exclusion and a persistent sense of unbelonging within the host societies that 

position them as cultural outsiders. This alienation is intensified through processes of 

racialization in which African identities are reduced to fixed stereotypes, often shaped by 

colonial histories and Western imaginaries of Blackness (Hall, 1990). This condition of 
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marginality emanates from structural and discursive practices that position African migrants at 

the margin of the dominant national identities. As a result, diasporic subjects are frequently 

compelled to navigate complex cultural environments in which their identities are continuously 

interrogated, negotiated, and redefined (Hall, 1990; Gilroy, 1993). In other words, in response to 

such relegating conditions, migrants engage in the process of identity negotiation, seeking ways 

to reconcile their cultural heritage with the demands and expectations of the host society.  

Consequently, the issue of diasporic identity has become a significant thematic concern in 

postcolonial African literature, particularly the novel genre. Postcolonial African writers 

frequently explore the complex experiences of migration, displacement, cultural negotiation, and 

identity reclamation that African diasporic characters encounter. Through their narratives, writers 

portray how diasporic subjects confront issues of racialization, cultural dislocation, and 

marginalization while simultaneously seeking to redefine their sense of belonging and 

reconstruct their identities within transnational contexts (Du Bois, 1903; Ngom, 2020). For 

example, Teju Cole’s Open City (2011) depicts diaspora as an area of self-examination and 

disintegration, where the main character moves through African memory, Western modernity, 

and historical trauma in a way that reflects the instability of diasporic identity. In the same way, 

Buchi Emecheta’s Second Class Citizen (1974) reveals how migration to Britain results in 

multiple forms of marginalization based on race, gender, and social class, compelling African 

women to renegotiate their identities under hostile conditions.  

Generally, in response to all the pervasive impacts of colonial power, postcolonial African 

writers, drawing inspiration both from different pan-African movements and pioneer figures who 

came before them, have played vital roles in ‘writing back’ to the colonial empire that 

historically placed Africans at the margin. These writers, through their narratives, challenge 

colonial myths and stereotypes; reclaim languages and traditions; recover historical narratives 

and cultural values; decolonize Western epistemological constructs and revitalize indigenous 

knowledge systems; reclaim cultural memory and continuity; and give voices to the marginalized 

communities in Africa. The undergoing study therefore explores how the selected postcolonial 

African novels challenge colonial misrepresentation, thereby articulating alternative Afrocentric 

cultural values to reconstruct identities. It also investigates how these texts strategically deploy 

postcolonial notions such as hybridity, othering, and mimicry in reconstructing African identity. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

ANALYSIS OF IDENTITY RECONSTRUCTION THROUGH 

DECOLONIZING NARRATIVES IN ADICHIE’S AMERICANAH                                 

  4.1. Synopsis   

Americanah is a contemporary African novel written by a prize-winning Nigerian author, 

Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, in 2013. The story is set around 2009. The protagonist character, 

Ifemelu, is introduced through flashbacks that trace her experiences back to the early 1990s, 

while Obinze's (another main character’s) experiences in London are situated around 2002, no 

long after the September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks. Spatially, the narrative involves several 

locations, ranging from Lagos and Nsuka in Nigeria to various cities in America and London 

(England). The story of the novel centres on these two young Nigerians, Ifemelu and Obinze, 

whose romantic relationship begins during their university years in their homeland, Nigeria. The 

narrative develops as Ifemelu migrates to America in pursuit of higher education, leaving Obinze 

there in Nigeria with a shared hope that they will reunite.  

Ifemelu is a young, successful girl who left Obinze in Nigeria to pursue her studies in America 

after encountering difficulties due to faculty strikes in Nigeria. Obinze had planned to move to 

America and join her, but he was unable to do so due to the fact that America has changed and 

tightened its immigration policy following the terrorist (Osama bin Laden’s) attacks. He, 

therefore, decided to reside in London, where he faced his struggles as an undocumented 

immigrant, confronting rejection and deportation. Ifemelu and Obinze were separated by time 

and distance. Because of her horrific experiences in America, Ifemelu stayed mute for several 

years and disregarded all calls and emails from Obinze. In their migration experiences, they 

shared the same hardship as Black Africans in American and European society. This way, both 

Ifemelu and Obinze experienced racial discriminations because of their ebony skin. However, 

they were not passive onlookers of these discriminations; they rather delicately challenged it in 

their respective host country. 

The novel opens with Ifemelu’s scene in America as she is getting ready to return to her home, 

Nigeria, after 15 years in America. Before she moves in, she is getting her hair braided at 
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Mariama's African hair salon in Trenton, America. In America, Ifemelu starts with her struggle 

to find a job. Each time, she has been refused due to her accent and skin color until she finds a 

job as a nanny for a white woman named Kimberly, whose brother Curt falls in love with her. 

But their relationship becomes complicated because of their racial difference. She breaks up her 

romantic relationship with Curt and begins a new one with Blaine, a Black American academic, 

but it eventually fails too. After five years of separation, Ifemelu sends Obinze an email 

informing him of her decision to return to Nigeria. Their rejoin restores their previously 

unresolved emotions, forcing Obinze to confront the tension between his emotional desires and 

his family responsibilities, and finally make a decisive choice about whether to divorce his wife, 

Kosi. After recognizing the disparity between his inner emotional reality and his family life, 

Obinze decides to end his marriage. He makes this decision mainly due to the fact that Ifemelu 

convinces him to be emotionally honest for him. The story comes to an end as Obinze goes to 

see Ifemelu to inform her of his final decision, suggesting the possibility of a renewed future 

together. 

 4.2. Challenging Colonial Misrepresentations and Foregrounding Afrocentric Values  

The following sections deal with how the novel Americanah challenges colonial 

misrepresentations and foregrounds alternative Afrocentric values. Specifically, the discussion is 

organized around the interrogation of distorted representations and the re-centring of African 

subjectivity; the critique of Western beauty standards and the reclamation of African aesthetic 

values; the articulation of Afrocentric consciousness in the diaspora; the dynamics of accent, 

assimilation, and identity reconstruction in the diaspora; and the role of language in affirming 

indigenous epistemologies. Therefore, in the sections henceforth, several illustrative textual 

evidences (extracts) have been carefully chosen from the novel and systematically analyzed and 

interpreted in line with the first objective of the study. 

     4.2.1. Interrogating Distorted Representations and Re-centring African Subjectivity 

The narratives of postcolonial African novels often incorporate counter-narratives for colonial 

distortions and reclaim African subjectivity through histories, cosmologies, and cultural practices 

rooted in Afrocentric values (Ashcroft et al., 1989; Mbembe, 2001). Adichie’s Americanah is a 

quintessential text in this respect. It provides a clear illustration of this critique and cultural re-

centering. One aspect of this critique in the novel is the interrogation of selective historical 
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framing that privileges Western perspectives while relegating African voices. For instance, in 

one of her blog posts, Ifemelu, the protagonist character, notes: “In America, you learn about the 

transatlantic slave trade and colonialism in a way that makes Africa seem like a place where 

nothing ever happened until white people arrived” (p. 206). This statement foregrounds the 

discursive and reductive logic embedded in Western historiography, where Africa’s pre-colonial 

histories and enduring resilience are buried in favour of a perspective that implicitly centres the 

West as the origin of historical significance. This critique is further articulated through her 

assertion: 

Why do they have to talk about the starving Africans or the corrupt Africans or the 

dictatorial Africans? Why not the innovative Africans? The only people who say Africa 

is too hard are those who have never been there. It is a continent full of problems; yes, 

but also full of vibrancy and hope. But nobody talks that part (Adichie p. 135).  

Here, Ifemelu is not only critiquing the West for its negative portrayal of Africa but also 

reclaiming African narratives by acknowledging the existence of the problem by shifting focus to 

the “vibrancy and hope” that also characterize African life. This indicates the novel’s endeavour 

to undo the effect of colonial discourse, which historically portrayed Africa as a bleak and 

hopeless continent. Being an African woman, Ifemelu also claims to have first-hand experience 

of her continent, setting it apart from the perception of people who have “never been there”. This 

reinforces Ngugi’s (1986) idea that Africans should be the primary narrators of their own stories. 

Moreover, by saying, “But nobody talks about that part”, she exposes the selective silence of 

positive African narratives, highlighting the ways in which the Westerners amplify negative 

aspects of African life while downplaying the positive ones.  

Similarly, Obinze’s assertion, “They like Africa better when it is about aid, starving children, and 

corruption. Not when it is about real people with their own histories” (p. 233), explicitly exposes 

the West’s selective historical memory. The extract overtly critiques the representational 

tendency that reduces the continent as a place of humanitarian crisis by labelling it as a mere 

place for Western charity and benevolence. Such selectivity not only distorts African histories 

but also reinforces a hierarchical epistemic structure that often renders Africa as lacking, inferior, 

and substandard. This critique is further sharpened in his remark, “They always wanted stories of 

war, poverty, or corruption” (p. 378), which uncovers the persistence of simplified portrayals of 
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Africa, particularly Nigeria. The recurrence of such representations highlights the systematic 

nature of these distortions. Through such narrative interventions, the novel thus challenges the 

hegemonic representations and advances counter-narratives that affirm African historical 

dynamism, subjectivity, and authority. 

The critique of Western’s historical misrepresentations of Africa is further advanced in another 

episode of the novel where Professor Moore, Ifemelu’s teacher in America, interacts in the 

classroom with the non-American students and the rest of the class: 

“Let’s talk about historical representation in film,” Professor Moore said.  

A firm, female voice from the back of the class, with a non-American accent, asked, 

“Why was ‘nigger’ bleeped out?”  

And a collective sigh, like a small wind, swept through the class. 

“Well, this was a recording from network television and one of the things I wanted us to 

talk about is how we represent history in popular culture and the use of the N-word is 

certainly an important part of that,” Professor Moore said.  

“It makes no sense to me,” the firm voice said. Ifemelu turned. The speaker’s natural hair 

was cut as low as a boy’s and her pretty face, wide-fore headed and fleshless, reminded 

Ifemelu of the East Africans who always won long-distance races on television.  

“I mean, ‘nigger’ is a word that exists. People use it. It is part of America. It has caused a 

lot of pain to people and I think it is insulting to bleep it out” (Adichie, p. 114) 

This classroom debate on racial language and its censorship foregrounds tensions around the 

representation of history in popular culture. The direct question posed by a Black student from 

the back of the class, “Why was ‘nigger’ bleeped out?” puts forth the issue of Westerns’ 

uneasiness to look at the tough realities of racism. Likewise, the collective sigh from the class, “a 

small wind,” when the student brings up the issue of race, which is really the topic of the day, 

indicates the discomfort that students have in bringing up the subject of race in particular as it 

pertains to American history. It signifies a shared, unspoken tension between what is said and 

what is left unsaid. In addition, Professor Moore reflects her discomfort with the issue (the racial 

language) in that she does not give a clear-cut response to the student’s question; instead, she 

deflects it by stating that “one of the things I wanted to talk about is how we represent history in 
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popular culture.”  Furthermore, the expression “nigger” is a word that exists. People use it. It is 

part of America. It has caused a lot of pain to people, and I think it is insulting to “bleep it out” 

reflects her (the Black student’s) firm stance of facing the music about the historical truth. She 

finds that censoring the word is more disrespectful, for it diminishes the painful reality of its 

usage. Hiding the word, she believes, lessens its significance rather than addressing the historical 

harm it caused. Her act of confrontation exemplifies a resistance to the erasure and reduction of 

painful historical realities. Thus, the novel critiques distorted historical representations by 

challenging the softening of racial realities in popular culture.  

The narrative does not only critique historical misrepresentation of Africa but also actively re-

centres African subjectivity by foregrounding African voices, perspectives, and lived experiences 

over the Western gaze. The following excerpt best captures this: 

They looked at Ifemelu for her agreement, her approval. They expected it, in this shared 

space of their Africanness, but Ifemelu said nothing and turned a page of her novel. 

They would, she was sure, talk about her after she left. That Nigerian girl, she feels very 

important because of Princeton. Look at her food bar; she does not eat real food 

anymore. They would laugh with derision, but only a mild derision, because she was 

still their African sister, even if she had briefly lost her way (Adichie, P. 85). 

This scene reflects the text’s effort of re-entering African subjectivity by portraying an intimate, 

intra-African space where belonging and identity are negotiated on African terms, not through a 

Western gaze. The women’s mild derision acknowledges cultural differences shaped by 

migration but ultimately reaffirms a pan-African consciousness and shared Africanness. This 

aligns with Asante’s (1998) assertion that Afrocentricity situates Africans as active agents of 

shaping their own narratives rather than passive recipients of Western definitions.  

Correspondingly, Ifemelu’s return to Africa embodies the re-centring of African subjectivity, 

reflecting a choice rooted in an African-centred perspective. “Everyone she had told she was 

moving back seemed surprised, expecting an explanation, and when she said she was doing it 

because she wanted to, puzzled lines would appear on foreheads” (p. 10). This subverts the 

Western-centric perception that migration to the West is invariably an upward move and instead 

frames return as a self-directed choice. Another instance of this act of critiquing and subversion 
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appears in the conversation among Ifemelu and her friends, gathered at Ginika’s house on the 

eve of her departure to America: 

“Ginika, just make sure you can still talk to us when you come back,” Priye said. 

“She’ll come back and be a serious Americanah like Bisi,” Ranyinudo said. 

They roared with laughter, at that word “Americanah,” wreathed in glee, the fourth 

syllable extended, and at the thought of Bisi, a girl in the form below them, who had 

come back from a short trip to America with odd affectations, pretending she no longer 

understood Yoruba, adding a  slurred r to every English word she spoke (Adichie, p. 53). 

As Asante (2003) maintains, one of the core principles of Afrocentricity is the right and the 

capacity of Africans to name, define, and interpret their own experiences from African contexts 

rather than through externally imposed Western perspectives. The term Americanah in the above 

quotation is an indigenous cultural label, coined by Nigerians to critique those who return with 

foreign affectations like Bisi. This linguistic invention, thus, exemplifies precisely what Asante 

calls “cultural self-definition”, where Africans generate their own linguistic categories to critique 

mimicry and cultural dislocation. The scene is not mere humour but an act of critique and 

subversion. In such ways, the novel thus delicately critiques historical misrepresentation of 

Africa and actively reconstructs African identity through characters naming and interpreting their 

experiences in their African contexts. 

   4.2.2. Critiquing Western Beauty Standards and Reclaiming African Aesthetic Values 

In Americanah, Ifemelu appears to be a character who enthusiastically interrogates rather than 

submissively internalizes dominant Eurocentric norms. To begin with, through her blog, the 

narrative critiques the Western media for its misrepresentations of African women and their hair 

styles. This critique is most explicitly articulated in her commentary on Michelle Obama’s hair, 

where issues of race and aesthetics intersect: 

I wonder if Michelle Obama has a weave, her hair looks fuller today, and all that heat 

every day must damage it. And she says—you mean her hair doesn’t grow like that? So is 

it me or is that the perfect metaphor for race in America right there? Hair. Ever notice 

makeover shows on TV, how the black woman has natural hair (coarse, coily, kinky, or 

curly) in the ugly “before” picture, and in the pretty “after” picture, somebody’s taken a 

hot piece of metal and singed her hair straight?[...] When you DO have natural Negro 



89 
 

hair, people think you “did” something to your hair. Actually, the folk with the Afros and 

dreads are the ones who haven’t “done” anything to their hair [....]. I just don’t want 

relaxers in my hair—there are enough sources of cancer in my life as it is. (By the way, 

can we ban Afro wigs at Halloween? Afro is not costume, for God’s sake) (Adichie, 

2013, p. 250). 

As Edwad Said (1978) consciously argues, in colonial and Western frameworks, Western 

aesthetics are privileged as the dominant standards of beauty and acceptability, while African 

beauty norms are marginalized and devalued. In the narrative of Americanah, African hair is 

recurrently constructed as unattractive, unprofessional, and undesirable. In the extract above, the 

“before” picture of the Black woman with her natural, curly, or kinky hair is labeled as “ugly,” 

whereas the “after” picture of the same woman with her straightened hair is marked as beautiful, 

successful, and, finally, acceptable. In this context, Ifemelu’s blog functions as an anti-

representational representation, for it deconstructs media representations, specifically makeover 

(modeling) shows, which propagate the notion that natural Black hair is inherently unattractive 

and needs to be altered to fit the white beauty ideals. Through this critique, the novel reclaims 

African aesthetics by challenging imposed standards of beauty and revalidating natural Black 

African hair as a legitimate and empowering marker of cultural identity. 

On the other hand, Ifemelu’s constant interaction with the online community and fellow Africans 

in America empowers her to challenge and ultimately resist Western beauty standards, enabling 

her to affirm an authentic sense of African identity. Wambui, a Kenyan fellow and the president 

of the African Students Association (ASA) in America, for instance, incites Ifemelu to refuse to 

use hair relaxers, saying, “Relaxing your hair is like being in prison. You’re caged in. Your hair 

rules you. You’re always battling to make your hair do what it wasn’t meant to do” (p. 176). 

Here, in provoking Ifemelu to resist the Western beauty ideals, Wambui metaphorically 

compares hair relaxing to “being in prison”, signifying the physical, emotional, and 

psychological tolls of adhering to the Western beauty norms. 

Building on Wambui’s provocation, Ifemelu thus starts challenging the supremacy of colonial 

standards of beauty. This is evident, for example, when she critiques the idea that straight hair is 

the only professional look, saying, “So many of you are used to thinking of straight hair as the 

only professional look that you don’t see what’s wrong with that” (p. 364). In doing so, Ifemelu 
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exposes how such norms are not neutral but culturally constructed and discriminating. As bell 

hooks (1992) argues, Euro-American beauty norms are directly linked to employability. Read in 

this light, Ifemelu’s critique targets a Western corporate standard that equates professionalism 

with Eurocentric aesthetics, undermining natural African hair, while favouring Western beauty 

ideals. Similarly, the conversation between Ifemelu and her aunt, Aunty Uju, is an explicit 

critique of hair relaxing and accepting natural hair as resistance: 

“Aunty, biko, leave my hair alone,” Ifemelu said. 

“It is like jute.” Aunty Uju plunged a hand into Ifemelu’s Afro. 

Ifemelu drew her head away. “What if every magazine you opened and every film you 

watched had beautiful women with hair like jute? You would be admiring my hair 

now.” 

Aunty Uju scoffed. “Okay, you can speak English about it but I am just saying what is 

true. There is something scruffy and untidy about natural hair.” Aunty Uju paused 

(Adichie, P. 183). 

This conversation directly confronts internalized Western beauty standards. Ifemelu challenges 

her aunt’s derogatory view of Afro-textured hair (“like jute”) by reframing the conversation, 

suggesting that beauty is socially constructed and dictated by media representation. Her 

rhetorical question, “What if every magazine you opened and every film you watched had 

beautiful women with hair like jute?” critiques the lack of Black beauty representation in 

mainstream media. Wambui further suggests Ifemelu embrace her natural African hair, saying, 

“If you go natural and take good care of your hair, it won’t fall off like it’s doing now. I can help 

you cut it right now. No need to think about it too much” (P. 176). The suggestion to “go natural 

and take good care of your hair” embodies an alternative narrative that calls for liberation and 

self-acceptance. It reflects Ifemelu’s journey toward embracing her natural identity. 

Accepting Wambui’s suggestion, “If you go natural and take good care of your hair, it won’t fall 

off like it’s doing now. I can help you cut it right now,” Ifemelu then found a pair of scissors, 

and Wambui cut her hair, “leaving only two inches, the new growth since her last relaxer. 

Ifemelu looked in the mirror. She was all big eyes and a big head. At best, she looked like a boy; 

at worst, like an insect” (p. 176). As Fanon (1967) reminds us, internalized oppression of 

Western beauty standards results in alienation from self and indigenous cultural values, which in 
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turn leads to feelings of inferiority, low self-esteem, and a persistent sense of inadequacy. In the 

passage above, the painful self-perception (“like an insect”) reflects the deep psychological 

impact of Western beauty standards, where short, natural hair is often seen as unattractive or 

masculine. Yet, the act of cutting it is a radical rejection of damaging beauty practices. Hence, 

despite the social pressure, Ifemelu started accepting her natural hair by declining questions 

about hair relaxer, stating, “I like my hair the way God made it” (p. 9). And as the narrator 

observes, “She stopped straightening her hair. She would go natural. It was not just about hair. It 

was about saying, “I am not ashamed of what I am” (p. 371). Here, her statement and the 

narrator’s report signify a conscious rejection of Eurocentric beauty standards and an embrace of 

her natural African identity. Her acceptance of natural hair functions not merely as personal 

aesthetic but as a symbolic act of resistance against cultural erasure. In this sense, the body 

becomes a site of identity reconstruction, where inherited African aesthetics are reclaimed and 

normalized. This aligns with Afrocentric perspectives that insist African identity must be defined 

through African value systems. Therefore, the novel presents hair not only as a marker of 

difference but also as a tool by which African identity is actively reasserted and reconstructed in 

the diaspora.  

In deconstructing the white beauty standards and reclaiming African aesthetics, particularly hair, 

Ifemelu remembers a post by Jamilah1977—I love the sistas who love their straight weaves, but 

I’m never putting horse hair on my head again, and Ifemelu comments on this post, saying, “It 

was an inspirational moment for her”, recalling Jamilah’s words, which made her remember that 

“there is nothing more beautiful than what God gave me“(p. 180). The dismissal of weaves, 

derisively labelled as “horse hair,” functions as a symbolic rejection of Western beauty standards 

imposed upon Africans. On the other hand, the expression “God gave me” is a clear reference to 

her naturally black hair, which she finds ‘beautiful’.  

Ifemelu continues adoring and appreciating her natural hair. “She looked in the mirror, sank her 

fingers into her hair, dense and spongy and glorious, and could not imagine it any other way. 

That simply, she fell in love with her hair” (p. 180). This extract underscores Ifemelu's love 

towards her natural hair: a journey that is indeed more relevant to her self-acceptance and 

reclamation of authentic African identity. Here is where hair is one of the strongest metaphors of 

identity, heritage, and defiance of Western beauty ideals. The fact that hair becomes “dense and 

spongy and glorious” has pride in its texture and beauty. Concurrently, the sentence, “She 



92 
 

couldn't imagine it any other way,” is a definite turning point of Ifemelu's personal growth, 

which symbolizes the shift of her mind and soul from ever-internalized discomfort or shame to 

pride in one's culture and self. 

Her blog: “Dear non-American Black, when you make a choice to go natural, you’re saying to 

the White world. You can keep your beauty standards; I have my own” (p. 364) further 

reinforces the assertion of African self-definition. Here, by addressing “non-American Black”, 

Ifemelu acknowledges a shared diasporic experience of navigating racialized beauty norms, yet 

frames going natural as an intentional act of resistance. This reclamation aligns with Asante’s 

(1998) concept of Afrocentricity, which calls for centring identity in African culture rather than 

through the Western gaze.  

In the novel, natural hair does not only serve as a tool for cultural reclamation but also a site for 

political consciousness. “Natural hair is political do not let anyone tell you otherwise” (p. 219). 

As Asante (2003) firmly claims, African cultural expressions are inherently political because 

they challenge Western dominance. The excerpt above explicitly frames African natural hair as a 

weapon of ideological struggle. Beauty is reclaimed as a cultural and political expression rather 

than a neutral aesthetic choice. In general, the novel Americanah deftly interrogates the 

dominance of Western beauty ideals, particularly those privileging straight hair, light skin, and 

other Eurocentric features. 

     4.2.3. Articulation of Afrocentric Consciousness in the Diaspora 

Americanah is not merely a story of migration; it is a radical act of rewriting the African 

diaspora experience through Afrocentric frameworks that foreground African subjectivity, 

dignity, and cultural pride. As Asante (2003) stresses, people of African descent must reassert 

themselves as agents of their own history and meaning, refusing to be defined through 

Eurocentric lenses. This act of reasserting and rewriting diasporic experience becomes evident in 

Ifemelu’s blog entry on race in America written to inform her fellow non-American Blacks:   

Dear Non-American Black, when you make the choice to come to America, you become 

black. Stop arguing. Stop saying I’m Jamaican or I’m Ghanaian. America doesn’t care. 

So what if you weren’t “black” in your country? You’re in America now. We all have our 

moments of initiation into the Society of Former Negroes (Adichie, p.186). 
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Here, Ifemelu positions herself as a cultural interpreter for Africans in the diaspora, directly 

addressing fellow Africans rather than adopting a white-centred gaze. The tone resists 

Eurocentric ideals, reflecting an Afrocentric consciousness that defines identity on African 

terms. Through this blog, Ifemelu challenges how diverse Black identities are categorized into 

one, irrespective of their heterogeneities, and establishes a platform for solidarity and reflection 

within the African diaspora. Her bold statements “Stop arguing. Stop saying I’m Jamaican or I’m 

Ghanaian. America doesn’t care”, encourages readers to face the hard truth, fostering a collective 

consciousness and building camaraderie among non-American Blacks who face similar racial 

issues. 

Ifemelu has not only urged the African diaspora to maintain their identity, but she has also 

criticized non-Black Americans for their often misguided responses when discussing the real-life 

experiences of Black Americans with regard to race. This is best captured in her blog titled, 

Friendly Tips for the American Non-Black: How to React to an American Black Talking About 

Blackness:  

Dear American Non-Black, if an American Black person is telling you about an 

experience about being black, please do not eagerly bring up examples from your own 

life. Don’t say “It’s just like when I …” You have suffered. Everyone in the world has 

suffered. But you have not suffered precisely because you are an American Black. Don’t 

be quick to find alternative explanations for what happened. Don’t say “Oh, it’s not really 

race, it’s class. Oh, it’s not race, it’s gender. Oh, it’s not race, it’s the cookie monster.” 

You see, American Blacks actually don’t WANT it to be race (Adichie, p. 276).  

Through this blog, Ifemelu offers sharp insights into how race is experienced and discussed in 

America, criticizing the superficial ways in which non-Black Americans deflect Black 

experiences, shifting the conversation to their own. The phrase, “It’s just like when I …” reflects 

the tendency to universalize suffering in ways that overlooked the specific racialized experiences 

of Black Americans. Her argument here is that, although everyone may suffer, not everyone 

suffers in the same way and that, specifically, Black Americans experience unique forms of 

suffering linked to their racial identity. In this particular blog entry, she urges non-Black readers 

not to react hastily to the discussions about race and to better listen to the experiences of Blacks. 
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   4.2.4. The Dynamics of Accent, Assimilation, and Identity Reconstruction in the Diaspora 

As Stuart Hall (1990) argues, in a diasporic context, language and accent often function as 

significant markers of cultural identity and social belonging. Migrants from Africa frequently 

face pressure to modify their accents so as to conform to dominant linguistic norms in Western 

society, where particular accents are associated with prestige. In Americanah, migrant African 

characters are repeatedly observed adjusting their accents in order to fit into the linguistic and 

social norms of America. The following passage best illustrates how African migrants practice a 

Western accent to conform to the host country’s linguistic norms: 

“I speak English,” she said. 

“I bet you do,” Cristina Tomas said. “I just don’t know how well.” 

Ifemelu shrank. In that strained, still second when her eyes met Cristina Tomas’s before 

she took the forms, she shrank. She shrank like a dried deaf. She had spoken English all 

her life, led the debating society in secondary school, and always thought the American 

twang inchoate; she should not have cowered and shrunk, but she did. And in the 

following weeks, as autumn’s coolness descended, she began to practice an American 

accent (Adichie, p. 112). 

This excerpt explicitly shows how experiences of linguistic discrimination compel Ifemelu to 

practice an American accent so as to explore her social environment in effectively. Ifemelu is 

acutely aware that her accent definitely shapes others perceptions of her intelligence and 

competence in the American context. Cristina Tomas’s remark, “I just don’t know how well,” 

reflects the existing linguistic prejudice that equates foreign accent with limited language 

proficiency. Although she has spoken English all her life, the dismissive responses make Ifemelu 

feel less valuable and uncertain about herself. The criticism for Ifemelu’s linguistic 

incompetence was not merely from Americans but also from her fellow Africans residing there. 

Aish, a Senegalese migrant, for example, disheartens her saying, “You here fifteen years, but you 

don’t have American accent. Why? (P. 159). As a result, Ifemelu begins to practice an American 

accent, indicating how migrant are compelled to modify their speech to prevent social 

misunderstandings and improve their interaction with others. 

However, the narrative also illustrates how migrant African characters abandon the 

preformed accent and return to their natural African patterns. They are recurrently observed 
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to symbolically reject the pressure to conform linguistically and reclaim their African 

identity. Ifemelu, for instance, eventually felt discomfort with her initial performance and 

decided to drop the American accent that demands erasing her linguistic identity. The 

narrator recounts this as, “Ifemelu decided to stop faking an American accent on a sunlit day 

in July, the same day she met Blaine” (p. 146). In this quote, taking on an American accent is 

described as “faking”, which makes it clear that it was more of a performance than her 

authentic African accent. That is why her choice to finally drop the accent becomes so 

powerful. It is like letting go of a mask and reclaiming her real self. Ifemelu, therefore, starts 

relinquishing the American accent and fully embracing her African (Nigerian) voice. As the 

narrator puts it: 

She had, finally, grown comfortable with her own accent, and let it come through. She 

realized that she did not care anymore if people said ‘what?’ when she spoke. She 

preferred her own voice, its unambiguous, undiluted Nigerian intonations (Adichie, p. 

216). 

This excerpt accentuates Ifemelu’s rejection of linguistic assimilation and her embrace of 

Afrocentric identity reclamation. By abandoning the American accent, she resists the pressure to 

conform to Western norms of speech and instead re-centre her authentic Nigerian voices. Her 

realization that “she did not care anymore if people said what?” signifies a conscious refusal to 

submit to American linguistic dominance that erases her cultural and linguistic heritage, thereby 

underscoring identity reconstruction through reclaiming her African self. Ifemelu’s reclamation 

of her authentic African accent is also reflected in a conversation between Ifemelu and Zemaye: 

Ifemelu opened her mouth and closed it. Here she was, famous race blogger, and 

she was lost for words. 

“I love Cops. It is because of that show that I have DSTV,” Zemaye said. 

“And all the criminals are black people.” 

“It’s like saying every Nigerian is a 419,” Ifemelu said finally. She sounded 

too limp, too insufficient. 

“But it is true, all of us have small 419 in our blood!” Zemaye smiled with what 

seemed to be, for the first time, a real amusement in her eyes. Then she added, “Sorry 

o. I did not mean that your boyfriend is a criminal. I was just asking” (Adichie, P. 
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336). 

This exchange is significant because Ifemelu returns to a Nigerian linguistic marker using “o” at 

the end of a sentence like “Sorry o”. This small, conscious addition demonstrates her re-

embracing of Nigerian speech patterns in a Nigerian context. It shows her African (Nigerian) 

linguistic heritage is resurfacing as she reconnects with her roots, moving away from the “limp” 

and “insufficient” feeling of speaking in a way that is not her own.  

The novel frames Ifemelu’s natural accent as the most authentic expression of her African 

identity. The narrative presents this voice as the one that emerges during emergency situations: 

“Could I have a round-trip to Haverhill, please? Returning Sunday afternoon. I have 

a Student Advantage card,” she said, and felt a rush of pleasure from giving the t its 

full due in “advantage,” from not rolling her r in “Haverhill.” This was truly her; this 

was the voice with which she would speak if she were woken up from a deep sleep 

during an earthquake (Adichie, p. 149).  

The “ rush of pleasure” suggests psychological liberation, indicating how accent restoration 

brings her both personal dignity and complete self-coherence back to her. In the diasporic 

context, where migrants are often compelled to linguistically conform to the so-called standard 

speech patterns, maintaining one’s accent serves as an act of cultural reclamation. Through such 

moments, the novel demonstrates that linguistic authenticity enables diasporic people to reassert 

their original cultural backgrounds. Generally, the novel depicts immigrant African characters as 

subjects who initially navigate their social environment by conforming to dominant linguistic 

norms prevalent in the Western societies. However, as the narrative develops, these characters 

gradually reconstruct their African identities, particularly through reasserting their African 

accents in response to racial and cultural pressures in the diaspora. This exactly aligns with the 

argument of Stuart Hall (1900), who maintains that in diasporic settings identity is not fixed but 

constantly negotiated through cultural practices, including language and speech. 

  4.2.5. Localization of Colonial Language for African Identity Expression  

Linguistic decolonization is central to reclaiming African identity. The return to indigenous 

languages is inseparable from the reconstruction of African identity and reclamation of African 

cultural sovereignty (Ngũgĩ, 1986). A key Afrocentric strategy in Americanah is the use of 

African, specifically Nigerian English, Pidgin, and Igbo expressions, which decolonize and resist 
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linguistic imperialism and assert cultural specificity. In the novel, Ifemelu’s use of Nigerian 

English and linguistic identity best supports the theme: 

If you see how they laughed at me in high school when I said that somebody was boning 

for me. Because boning here means to have sex! So I had to keep explaining that in 

Nigeria it means carrying face. And can you imagine ‘half-caste’ is a bad word here? 

(Adichie, P. 102). 

Nigerians, Ugandans, Kenyans, Ghanaians, South Africans, Tanzanians, Zimbabweans, 

one Congolese, and one Guinean sat around eating, talking, fueling spirits, and their 

different accents formed meshes of solacing sounds… Here, Ifemelu felt a gentle, 

swaying sense of renewal. Here, she did not have to explain herself (Adichie, p. 117). 

“Nigerians call us acata, right? And it means wild animal?” 

“I don’t know that it means wild animal, I really don’t know what it means, and I 

don’t use it.” Ifemelu found herself almost stammering. It was true and yet in the 

directness of Shan’s gaze, she felt guilty (Adichie, pp. 269-70). 

As Achebe (1975) also argues, indigenizing colonial languages challenges the supremacy of 

‘proper’ British or American English, re-centers African epistemologies, and asserts cultural 

autonomy in the very language once used to relegate African voice. In this light, the passages 

above highlight the clash between Nigerian English and American English, showing how words 

like boning (to carry face) and acata (a term with complex local connotations) carry cultural 

meanings that are lost or misunderstood in America. Ifemelu’s hesitation reflects the pressure to 

conform to dominant linguistic norms, while her refusal to use acata shows critical self-

awareness in the diaspora. The “meshes of solacing sounds” in the second extract above clearly 

indicate the validation of Africanized English and multilingual expressions. African accent, 

which is often stigmatized by the Western world, becomes a marker of shared identity and 

communal affirmation. Thus, the novel resists linguistic hegemony and affirms the validity of 

African, more specifically, Nigerian English as a legitimate and context-rich form of 

communication, through characters reclamation of cultural authenticity and active reconstruction 

of  their African identity by re-entering indigenous and Africanized linguistic practices.  

Pidgin and other indigenous languages have also been used widely in the narrative of the novel. 

“Iloba spoke up in Igbo. Vincent, my brother here is trying to save money and do his papers. 
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Thirty-five is too much, o rika, biko. Please just try and help us” (P. 211).  Later, on the train 

to Essex, he noticed that “all the people around him were Nigerians, loud conversations in 

Yoruba and Pidgin filled the carriage” (p. 219).  The use of Igbo phases like o rika, biko (please, 

I beg you) and the presence of Pidgin English in public spheres affirm the linguistic vitality of 

African cultures. As Ngũgĩ (1986) argues, the reclamation of indigenous language constitutes not 

merely a resistance to linguistic hegemony but a broader project of cultural restoration. For 

Ngũgĩ, returning to African languages becomes a means of recovering suppressed cultural 

practices and reconstructing collective dignity rooted in African linguistic heritage. In this sense, 

the moments cited function as deliberate acts of linguistic decolonization. By resisting the 

dominance of Standard English and foregrounding African languages in both private and public 

spheres, the text legitimizes indigenous linguistic expressions as an authentic medium of thought 

and identity. Such strategies in the novel suggest that language functions as a marker of 

community, solidarity, and self-definition.    

Beyond Nigerian English, Pidgin, and Igbo expressions, the novel consistently incorporates 

African proverbs as literary devices that advance linguistic decolonization and identity 

reclamation. Through the integration of indigenous proverbial expressions into the narrative, the 

text tries to foreground the depth and sophistication of African oral tradition. The following 

conversation between Ifemelu and Obinze best captures this: 

“But I bet I speak Igbo better than you.” 

“Impossible,” he said, and switched to Igbo. “Ama m atu inu. I even know 

proverbs.” 

“Yes. The basic one everybody knows. A fro does not run in the afternoon for 

nothing.”   

“No. I know serious proverbs.  Akota ife ka ubi, e lee oba. If something bigger than the 

farm is dug up, the barn is sold” (Adichie, P. 49). 

In the conversation above, the employment of proverbial expressions asserts epistemological 

validity and confirms traditional indigenous knowledge systems as their foundation. The 

proverbial discourse functions as an essential part of identity reconstruction as it reaffirms 

African linguistic heritage as a legitimate foundation for contemporary self-definition. On the 

other hand, in the dialogue, the Igbo language is foregrounded not merely as a communicative 

medium but as a repository of wisdom. It turns out to be a means of expressing cultural pride.  
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In the narrative, the novel also deploys code-switching as a strategy for linguistic decolonization 

and identity reclamation. Through the strategic alteration between Standard English and Nigerian 

English, the text subverts the presumed supremacy of metropolitan linguistic norms and 

foregrounds localized forms of expressions as legitimate means of identity reconstruction. 

Ginika’s exaggerated reversion of Nigerian English upon returning home best elucidates this 

idea. As the narrator recounts it: 

Ginika had lapsed into Nigerian English, a dated, overcooked version, eager to prove 

how unchanged she was. She had, with a strenuous loyalty, kept in touch through the 

years: calling and writing letters and sending books and shapeless trousers she called 

slacks. And now she was saying “shay you know” and Ifemelu did not have the heart to 

tell her that nobody said “shay” anymore (Adichie, P. 102). 

As Myers Scotton (1993) concisely notes, code switching is a socially motivated linguistic 

practice by which speakers alternate between linguistic varieties to index identity and challenge 

linguistic domination. In the above excerpt, Ginika’s “strenuous loyalty” shows a desire to 

reconnect with her roots through linguistic performance even though the language has become 

out-dated. At the very same time, the episode reveals how code switching, though intended to 

reclaim rootedness, can become a performative enactment shaped by nostalgia and temporal 

distance. Therefore, the novel employs code switching not just to reflect multilingual realities but 

also to articulate language as an ideologically charged locus of narrative decolonization and 

identity reconstruction. 

All in all, the analysis of the foregoing extracts suggests that Americanah does not only 

challenge the ingrained colonial distortions and misrepresentations but also actively foregrounds 

African experiences, values, and perspectives. It re-centers African subjectivity; affirms the 

validity of African beauty ideals; articulates Afrocentric consciousness in the diaspora; reasserts 

African accents in response to racial and cultural pressures in the diaspora; and indigenizes the 

colonial language in culturally grounded ways. Through such strategies, the novel positions 

Afrocentric values as legitimate and indispensable tools for reclaiming and reconstructing 

authentic African identities.  
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4.3. Thematic Engagement with Core Postcolonial Concepts in the Narrative  

As Ania Loomba (2005) observes, postcolonial African writers deploy central postcolonial 

concepts such as hybridity and mimicry not merely as thematic elements but as strategic 

narrative techniques of resistance. Employing such concepts in their narratives, they allow 

colonized subjects to negotiate and contest colonial dominance by selectively appropriating and 

reconfiguring aspects of both indigenous and diasporic cultures. Drawing on this theoretical 

premise, the following discussion explores how these postcolonial constructs are deployed in the 

novel to advance the project of African identity reconstruction. 

    4.3.1. Hybridity and Third Space as a Racial Consciousness in the Diaspora 

In Americanah, hybridity emerges not merely as a cultural intermingling but as a strategic tool 

for critical awareness. Through Ifemelu’s experiences as a Nigerian migrant in America, the 

novel reveals how occupying a hybrid cultural space allows migrants to observe, question, and 

critique racial hierarches that structure American society. Such consciousness ultimately 

contributes to the novel’s broader project of identity reconstruction. The novel particularly 

foregrounds this critical awareness through Ifemelu’s linguistic and hair style adoption, her 

reflection on racialization, and her engagements with debates on Black identity. 

Ifemelu’s adoption of American accent upon arriving in America reveals the initial necessity of 

blending into dominant linguistic norms for professional and social acceptance. However, for 

Ifemelu, this adoption was strategically planned to serve her as weapon to navigate the racial and 

cultural complexities of her new environment and ultimately contributing to her project of 

identity reclamation. In a meeting held in Wharton Hall basement, Wambui, a Kenyan and the 

president of the African Students Association (ASA), after informing all African participants that 

Ifemelu was looking for a job, said: 

When you visit the home of an American with some money, they will offer to show you 

their house.... But please smile and follow the American and see the house and make sure 

you say you like everything..... Very soon you will start to adopt an American accent, 

because you don’t want customer service people on the phone to keep asking you ‘What? 

What?’ You will start to admire Africans who have perfect American accents, like our 

brother here, Kofi. Kofi’s parents came from Ghana when he was two years old, but do 
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not be fooled by the way he sounds. It will finally allow you interrogate the racial 

hierarchy (Adichie, pp.116-17). 

In the above passage, Wambui advises those African migrants to say they like everything they 

see in America. She specifically recommends Ifemelu to start adopting an American accent so 

that she can easily communicate with people there in America. She also advises her to appreciate 

those Africans who have perfect American accents. Here, Wambui’s advice is purposeful and 

intentional that being assimilated to American society enables her fellow African migrants, 

particularly Ifemelu to get job in America and in the long run to easily question about the 

structural racism in American and reconstruct her authentic African identity.  

Accepting Wambui’s advices, Ifemelu, then started adopting the accent realizing that it would 

initially help her conform and avoid the alienation often directed at immigrants who speak with 

non-American accents. “She began to practice an American accent, watching the mouth 

movements on television and repeating words until the sounds felt natural” (p. 108). Here, 

Ifemelu’s adoption of an American accent represents linguistic hybridity. Although it initially 

signals assimilation, it later let her to become aware of the artificiality of this performance and 

consciously abandon it. This shift indicates growing critical awareness about how language is 

tied to cultural hierarchy. The following extract also best captures Ifemelu’s initial but deliberate 

attempt to American accent and language acquisition for her ultimate purpose: 

Ifemelu shrank. In that strained, still second when her eyes met Cristina Tomas’s before 

she took the forms, she shrank. She shrank like a dried leaf. She had spoken English all 

her life, led the debating society in secondary school, and always thought the American 

twang inchoate; she should not have cowered and shrunk, but she did. And in the 

following weeks, as autumn’s coolness descended, she began to practice an American 

accent (Adichie, p. 111).  

The extract illustrates the beginning of Ifemelu’s linguistic negotiation in the American racial 

order, which contributes to the formation of hybrid identity and then critical awareness. Her 

decision to practice the American accent thus represents more than simply language adjustment. 

It is a strategy to be aware of the racialized expectations of American society, where accent is 

considered as a marker of belonging and social acceptance. Ifemelu has perfectly done what 

Wambui advised to do and the narrator evaluates her intentional linguistic hybridity as follows: 



102 
 

It was convincing, the accent. She had perfected, from careful watching of friends and 

newscasters, the blurring of the t, the creamy roll of the r, the sentences starting with 

“so,” and the sliding response of “oh really,” but the accent creaked with consciousness, 

it was an act of will (Adichie, p. 147). 

The narrator’s remark that “the accent creaked with consciousness” emphasize that this linguistic 

adaptation is not an organic transformation but an intentional act of will. Ifemelu’s accent thus 

exists in a hybrid space between her original Nigerian speech pattern and the adopted American 

pronunciation. In other words, consciously adjusting her speech, Ifemelu begins to occupy a 

hybrid cultural position, balancing her Nigerian linguistic background with the performative 

demands of American identity. Her racial awareness and experience ultimately contributes to her 

understanding of the American racial hierarchy, which she later foregrounds through her blog 

and reflections on black identity in the diaspora as seen in section 4.2.2.4. This exactly resonates 

with Bhabha’s (1994) notion of “Third Space”, where fixed identities are disrupted; new cultural 

meanings are negotiated and opens possibilities for postcolonial subjects to redefine themselves 

(P. 37).  

Ifemelu’s intentional adoption was not only in accent but also in hair styles as has been discussed 

in section 4.2.2.2. As Yumnam and Laishram (2023) pointed out, curly hair with its natural and 

aesthetic integrity is a trait, tradition, and unique identity marker for African women. However, 

Americans consider curly hair and braids as “unprofessional” (p. 375). Being aware of this, 

Aunty Uju has always advised Ifemelu to remove her braids and relax her hair: “You are in a 

country that is not your own. You do what you have to do if you want to succeed” (pp. 98-9). 

Her counsellor, Ruth, caramel-skinned African-American woman, also advised Ifemelu saying, 

“My only advice? Lose the braids and straighten your hair. Nobody says this kind of stuff but it 

matters. We want you to get that job” (p. 176). As a result of these advices, Ifemelu starts 

relaxing her hair to conform and appear professional and ultimately assimilate to the American 

culture. “She removed her braids, careful to leave her scalp unscratched, to leave undisturbed the 

dirt that would protect it” (p. 17). Ifemelu’s initial decision to relax her hair reflects the pressures 

of assimilation in predominantly white society. To be short listed in a job interview, Ifemelu has 

to straighten her natural hair. She recounts the moment as follows: 

My full and cool hair would work if I were interviewing to be a backup singer 
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in a jazz band, but I need to look professional for this interview, and professional 

means straight is best but if it’s going to be curly, then it has to be the white kind of 

curly, loose curls or, at worst, spiral curls but never kinky (p. 173). 

The excerpt reveals that the professional acceptance is entirely tied to conforming to the Euro-

American-centric beauty ideals. However, relaxing her natural African hair, Ifemulu espouses 

and immerses herself to the American culture. As the excerpt above suggests, such intentional 

immersion allowed her to confront racial discrimination deep-rooted in America. This intern 

enables her to critique the narrative distortion from within and ultimately reconstruct her 

authentic African identity. 

In general, in the novel, Ifemelu’s deliberate engagement with hybridity, particularly through 

linguistic adoption and straightening of her hair, functions as means to navigate social and 

professional spaces. By adopting these culturally coded practices, she gains access to 

opportunities that might remain inaccessible to her as an African immigrant. Nevertheless, this 

access does simply signify assimilation; rather, it enables her to critically observe and question 

the racial structures from both an insider and outsider perspectives. Through this position, 

Ifemelu exposes and unsettles racialized hierarches that reflect the enduring colonial legacies, 

which in turn contributes to her evolving racial consciousness and facilitates the construction of 

her authentic African identity. In this sense, hybridity operates as what Bhabha (1994) describes 

a “subversive force” (as cited in Loomba, 2005, p. 73), for it disrupts the authority of racial 

ideologies by showing that they are socially constructed rather than natural. Thus, it can be 

concluded that Americanah presents hybridity in a way that it can show migrant characters 

strategically immerse into the host culture and then struggle against racial hierarchies from 

within, which in turn gives them an opportunity to reconstruct their African identity.   

    4.3.2. Othering as both Alienating and Empowering 

Americanah explores the complex dynamics of identity, migration, and belonging through the 

lives of its central characters, especially Ifemelu and Obinze. As they arrive in their respective 

foreign lands, Ifemelu in America and Obinze in England, they are subjected to various forms of 

othering: racial prejudice, cultural stereotypes, and even intra-African hierarchies. However, 

these experiences of exclusion do not break them; instead, they catalyze a powerful process of 

self-reclamation. The novel strategically illustrates how these forms of othering become 
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pathways for resistance, leading diasporic characters to return to Africa not as failures but as 

individuals who have reconstructed their identities on their own terms. One of the clearest 

passages in the novel that place African migrants as outsiders is the scene where Ifemelu attends 

a party with her white American boyfriend, Curt  and receives hostile looks from white guests in 

the gathering. The narrator recounts the incident as: 

When Curt said, “This is my girlfriend, Ifemelu,” they looked at her with surprise, a 

surprise that some of them shielded and some of them did not, and in their expressions 

was the question “why her” … She had seen that look before, on the faces of white 

women, strangers on the street, who would see her hand clasped in Curt’s and instantly 

cloud their faces with that look. The look of people confronting a great tribal loss… At 

that party, as Curt held on to her hand, kissed her often, introduced her to everyone, her 

amusement curdled into exhaustion. The looks had begun to pierce her skin (Adichie, p. 

248). 

As Said (1978) famously asserts, othering creates an artificial boundary between “us” and 

“them,” where the dominant group defines itself as superior and civilized while the other as 

strange and an unfitting. Given this light, in the above passage, the silent judgment of the guests 

constructs Ifemelu as racially inappropriate for Curt. Such form of social observation marks her 

as an outsider and implicitly denies her acceptance and reinforces racial categories that structure 

belonging in the diaspora. In America, African migrants are not even allowed to talk about the 

systemic racism as reflected in the provocative remark: “YOUR TALK WAS BALONY. YOU 

ARE A RACIST. YOU SHOULD BE GRATFULE WE LET YOU INTO THIS COUNTRY” 

(p. 258). Here, Ifemelu is explicitly casted as an alien guest, expected to remain silent. The 

insistence that “they let her into their country” invokes nationalist discourse to deny her the 

authority to critique the engrained racial hierarchy in America. 

However, such moments in the novel mark turning points, not in resignation, but in awakening.    

Rather than meekly accepting such racialization and imposed identity, Ifemelu, for example, 

transforms it into a platform for resistance. As the narrator remarks, “She began to write with a 

new sense of purpose… Her blog was no longer just about hair or dating; it was about the 

condition of being black in America” (p. 358). Here, Ifemlu has an intended aim of writing her 

blogs silently. Her aim is to be much more aware of the entrenched racial discrimination and 
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eventually struggle it from the inside. In such ways, the novel utilizes racial exclusions as 

sources of empowerment. The very society that sought to silence or stereotypes her provides the 

audience and urgency for her voice. 

Obinze’s experience of othering in England, though less racially charged than Ifemelu’s, is 

equally dehumanizing. In London, he is not seen as a person with dreams but as an illegal 

immigrant. His desire to belong and to live in neat houses, like the locals, is met with silent 

exclusion. As the narrator puts it, “He had wanted to belong, to be part of it all, the neat houses, 

the quiet streets, the way people said ‘cheers’—but they had made it clear, without saying it, that 

he did not belong” (p. 343). This culminates in his detention and deportation: “He was deported. 

He was made to feel, finally and completely, that he was an intruder” (p. 345). His deportation 

compelled him to confront the emptiness of the Western dream he once admired and reveals that 

belonging in England requires erasures of his Africanness. However, like Ifemelu, Obinze’s 

experience of exclusion (othering) in England does not break him; rather, it gives him an impetus 

to critique the structural racism from the inside and sharpen his consciousness of Africa (Nigeria) 

as a space where his identity can be affirmed rather than negated. As the narrator observes, “He 

did not long for England. He was at ease… He was home” (p. 344). This line shows that his 

experience of rejection (othering) does not diminish him; it rather roots and re-centres his 

identity in Nigeria, not England. 

Moreover, being in Nigeria, Obinze repositions himself not as an aspirant to Western ideals but 

as a self-assured African who embraces his origins with dignity. “He built houses that were 

modern but Nigerian, with courtyards where families could gather, with spaces that remembered 

the past even as they faced the future” (p. 345). His return is therefore not a loss but a form of 

identity reclamation, based on Fanon’s (1967) notion that the worth of African identity needs not 

to be validated through Western acceptance. This way, the very mechanisms that were meant to 

exclude him become the reasons for an Afrocentric re-centering of self, which in turn results in 

reclamation of cultural pride and a renewed sense of belonging grounded in Africa. 

The narrative also critiques the intra-African hierarchies that replicate colonial logic. Othering 

persists even within diasporic African communities themselves: “The Nigerians looked down on 

the Ghanaians, the Ghanaians looked down on the Cameroonians, and everybody looked down 

on the Congolese” (p. 247). This shows how othering exists within Africa itself, through class, 
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nationality, and linguistic hierarchies. Ifemelu observes this in the U.S., where African 

immigrants form groups based on perceived status. This internalized colonialism forces 

characters to confront their own biases. Ifemelu’s blog and her eventual return reflect a desire to 

go beyond these divisions and reclaim a pan-African dignity. 

Finally, Ifemelu’s return to Nigeria is the most profound act of reclamation. In America, she was 

constantly asked to explain herself, to justify her accent, her culture, and her hair. But in Lagos, 

she desires only to “be.” As the narrator states, “She did not want to be the subject of anyone’s 

fascination. She did not want to explain herself. She wanted to simply be” (p. 377).  Her return is 

not a rejection of America, but a rejection of being perpetually othered. In Nigeria, she finds a 

space where her identity is not up for debate. 

    4.3.3. Mimicry and Ambivalence as Strategies of Disrupting Colonial Binaries 

Bhabha’s (1994) theorization of mimicry as “almost the same, but not quite” (p. 86) provides a 

useful lens for understanding how Americanah strategically deploys mimicry and ambivalence as 

subversive tools in its narrative. In the novel, acts of mimicry are not mere signs of imitation but 

become strategies of resistance. While characters initially adopt Western behaviours and 

linguistic codes to survive in contexts of exclusion, these same practices evolve into ironic tools 

of critique, destabilizing Eurocentric norms that assume superiority. Ifemelu’s temporary 

adoption of an American accent provides the clearest instance of mimicry as survival. The 

narrator notes: 

Ifemelu had perfected, from careful watching of friends and newscasters, what she called 

the ‘American accent.’ It was not an imitation of any particular American accent, but a 

mix of all the different ones she had heard, and when she first spoke it, she thought it 

strange, so guttural; the r’s rolling out carelessly. But she learned quickly that people 

said, ‘Excuse me?’ less often when she used it (Adichie, p.149). 

However, this linguistic mimicry is not a betrayal of identity but a tactical deployment of cultural 

codes. As Bhabha asserts, mimicry “repeats rather than re-presents” (1994, p. 88), and Ifemelu’s 

use of American English is a repetition that reveals the instability of linguistic authenticity. 

When she returns to Nigeria and resumes speaking Nigerian English, her accent becomes a 

visible mark of her journey, not a permanent transformation. This fluidity challenges the colonial 

binary between “native” and “civilized,” showing that identity is not fixed but performed in 
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response to contexts. The shift of mimicry from compliance to subversion is also evident in 

Ifemelu’s embrace of her natural hair (p. 180). By rejecting the pressure to conform to Western 

ideals, she reclaims her African identity and exposes the constructedness of those standards, 

turning mimicry into a means of challenging rather than perpetuating colonial hierarchies. 

Obinze’s experience in England also highlights mimicry as a form of critique. As an 

undocumented immigrant, he must perform a kind of mimicry to fit into English society. 

However, these imitations were mere survival tactics; they were strategically crafted to subvert 

Eurocentric norms and reclaim African legitimacy. His reflection on Western literary culture best 

illustrates this point: 

He had read and loved English novels all his life. Yet there was a quiet indignation with 

him that his own reality, the Nigeria he knew, was never in the pages of the books he 

read. And so, he sought them out, the few writers who wrote Africa as though it were a 

place of dignity, not of despair, and he felt a sense of renewal (Adichie, p. 233). 

This moment reveals the dual movement of mimicry. Although Obinze’s engagement with 

English literature shows an attraction to Eurocentric norms, his dissatisfaction exposes its 

incompleteness. His mimicry of Western intellectual tradition is “almost the same,” yet his 

awareness of Africa’s absence in the story transforms the imitation into a subtle form of 

resistance. By insisting on African representation, Obinze thus destabilizes the authority of 

Eurocentric norms that claim universality while systematically excluding African voices.   

Even within Nigeria, mimicry functions as a tool of cultural resistance. Obinze’s mother, a 

university professor, for instance, embodies a complex relationship with colonial education. When 

Obinze pronounces the word “schedule” with a “k” sound, she retorts, “Ifemelunamma, please tell 

my son I don’t speak American. Could he say that in English?” (p. 58). Her insistence on British 

English is not a mere concern for accuracy; it is a strategic mimicry of colonial linguistic norms to 

assert her intellectual authority. She mocks American English not because it is inherently inferior, 

but because it represents a new form of cultural imperialism. Similarly, her dismissal of American 

books as “lightweights” and her claim that “American universities were considered to be at the 

same level as British secondary schools” (p. 57) reveal a reverse mimicry in that she uses the 

language of cultural hierarchy to condemn American cultural dominance. In doing so, she resists 

the erasure of British-colonial intellectual traditions while refusing to submit to American 
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cultural hegemony. Her mimicry has thus turned out to be a form of resistance that strategically 

appropriates the structural colonial knowledge not to perpetuate it, but to configure its symbolic 

power for reconstructing African identity. 

Apart from mimicry, the narrative also deploys ambivalence as a narrative technique to reveal 

the simultaneous attraction to and disillusionment with Western life. This tension destabilizes the 

simplistic Africa/West dichotomies and allows African migrants to reconstruct African identity 

from an Afrocentric position. Ifemelu’s attraction to, yet disillusionment with America best 

exemplifies the novel’s portrayal of ambivalent subjects. Her migration to America begins with a 

romanticized vision of it as a land of opportunity and self-realization. Her early experiences are 

marked by anticipations and a sense of fulfilment:  

That first summer was Ifemelu’s summer of waiting; the real America, she felt, was just 

around the next corner she would turn. Even the days, sliding one into the other, 

languorous and limpid, the sun lingering until very late, seemed to be waiting (Adichie, p. 

92). 

This line captures the ideal expectation that accompanies migration to the West. Ifemelu is 

attracted to America’s idealized opportunities but repelled by the psychological cost of 

assimilation. This ambivalence challenges the binary that America is purely liberating and Africa 

is purely oppressive. 

The text uses Ifemelu’s growing awareness of her racial identity to expose the limits of 

American liberation. An illustrative moment of ambivalence occurs when a white woman at a 

party touches Ifemelu’s hair and later gives her a cappuccino. Ifemelu responds, “Why not? How 

else will she know what hair like mine feels like? She probably doesn’t know any black 

people” (p. 265).  Here, her response is layered: it is at once sarcastic, performative, and deeply 

critical. She resists being reduced to an object of curiosity, but at the same time, she exploits the 

moment to assert agency. This ironic engagement with white liberal guilt exemplifies her 

ambivalence. She is neither fully assimilated nor entirely resistant but moves in a liminal space 

where critique and complicity coexist. Ifemelu’s ambivalence towards linguistic assimilation is 

also an illustrative extract: 

“Wow. Cool. You sound totally American.” 

“Thank you.” 
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Only after she hung up did she begin to feel the stain of a burgeoning shame spreading all 

over her, for thanking him, for crafting his words “You sound American” into a garland 

that she hung around her own neck. Why was it a compliment, an accomplishment, to 

sound American?... She had taken on, for too long, a pitch of voice and a way of being 

that was not hers (Adichie, p. 149). 

The extract strongly reflects double consciousness. Ifemelu perceives herself simultaneously 

through her own Nigerian identity and through the expectations of American society. While she 

initially accepts the compliment of sounding American, she quickly recognizes the psychological 

cost of linguistic assimilation. The moment of self-reflection exposes the colonial hierarchy that 

privileges Western speech over African accents. Her latter decision to abandon the artificial accent 

becomes an act of resistance and a signal of reclamation of African identity. 

Furthermore, her relationship with Blaine, a Black American academician, highlights the cultural 

conflict between African immigrants and African Americans. While Blaine critiques her blog as 

“self-righteous” (p. 363), Ifemelu resists being absorbed into Black American identity politics. 

She writes her blog, Raceteenth, not to explain blackness, but to observe it: “I would rather not 

explain; I want to observe” (p. 265). This distinction is crucial. Ifemelu refuses the burden of 

representation that often falls on Black voices in Western discourse. Her ambivalence towards 

American racial discourse (her simultaneous participation in and detachment from it) disrupts the 

binary that equates blackness with victimhood or authenticity. 

Ifemelu’s homecoming (return to Nigeria) is perhaps the most powerful illustration of ambivalence 

as a decolonial strategy. She does not return as a reckless daughter but as a woman in flux or 

fluidity. The narrator puts it: “She would dislike it, the soulnessness of it, or perhaps not. She was 

not easy to predict” (p. 301). This uncertainty is central to her character; she critiques the 

artificiality of Abuja’s elite culture, yet she also feels a deep “ gossamered sense of kinship” (p. 

307) with other Africans. Her ambivalence, or her simultaneous judgment and affection, refuse 

the racialization of Africa as a site of authenticity. In short, by centering ambivalence, Adichie 

creates a narrative that is not about choosing sides but about living in-between. This in-between 

space is where decolonization begins, not through rejection, but through critical engagement. 

This way, Americanah does not just tell a story of migration; it offers a new epistemology of 

identity, one rooted in contradiction, complexity, and the enduring power of ambivalence. 
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Overall, the forgoing analysis indicates that in the narrative, mimicry and ambivalence move 

beyond mere strategies of survival to expose the internal contradictions of Eurocentric 

dominance. While the characters are initially compelled to conform to Western norms and 

values, their acts of imitation eventually turn into forms of resistance that reveal artificiality and 

instability of colonial authority. In this way, the novel illustrates how mimicry and ambivalence 

function as subtle but effective mechanisms for subverting hegemonic structures and facilitating 

reclamation of African identity.  

  4.3.4. Transforming Margins into Power:  Subalternity as a Decolonizing Force 

Adichie’s Americanah reimagines subalternity not as a condition of passive silence or cultural 

erasure but as a potential tool for narrative decolonization and identity reconstruction. The novel 

portrays characters who, while inhabiting the margins of Western society, utilize their 

marginalized positions to critique, resist, and ultimately subvert the structures that oppress them. 

Through Ifemelu, the novel foregrounds a situation in which marginal experiences in the 

diaspora are neither to be part of the dominant American racial hierarchies nor are they subjected 

to suffering passively; they are, on the contrary, turned into discursive power that weakens the 

hegemonic structures. Ifemelu's transition from marginal silence to a politically active person is 

articulated through the evolution of her blog. As the narrator recounts, “She began to write with a 

sense of purpose; her blog was no longer just about hair or dating. It became political, social, and 

she wrote about the condition of being Black in America” (p. 356). Here, Ifemelu’s shift 

indicates the beginning of an epistemic transformation whereby personal and racialized subaltern 

experience turns into a place of intellectual power. Ifemelu’s initial marginalization in America 

as ‘voiceless’ becomes the basis of her power to express the lived experiences of blackness in 

America. 

The empowerment resulting from subaltern positionality is also evident when the narrator 

describes how the blog configures the public perception of Ifemelu’s voice, and the narrator 

observes this as, “Her blog had given her a new way of looking at the world, and she developed a 

following. People took her seriously” (p. 358). This quote indicates that Ifemelu’s experiential 

knowledge, which was earlier disregarded in the dominant racial narratives, has gained 

acceptance. The rise of a “following” signifies not only popularity but also discursive 

authority. She is not only speaking but also being listened to. On the other hand, her 
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being taken “seriously” highlights her penetration into public awareness. Her blog 

becomes a communal space where subaltern voices are given converge. Readers like Sapphic 

Derrida, who “ reeled off statistics and used words like ‘reify’,”... (p. 3) have begun to follow 

her. This implies that the diaspora subject moves from being the object of representation 

to being its subject by subverting the colonial assumptions that previously defined her 

social insignificance. Her power comes out of her subaltern experience. She deftly 

converts marginality into a decolonizing force that disturbs the established epistemic 

hierarchies. 

The blog's decolonizing role is further evident as Ifemelu faces the psychological scars left 

behind by colonial and racial oppression, reflecting a shift from external critique to internal 

liberation. The narrator highlights this by stating that Ifemelu writes “about the insidious layers 

of racism that made her straighten her hair, about the many masks she had had to put on, and she 

shed them in her blog, one by one” (p. 361). The metaphors of “masks” and “shedding” are used 

here to show the various internalized forms of subalternity (conformity for survival, 

performativity, and erasure of African identity) that Ifemelu is unmasking. The blog thus 

becomes a platform for psychological decolonization, enabling her to dismantle the internalized 

colonial aesthetics and reclaim freedom over her identity, beauty, and self-definition. Hence, it 

can be said that marginality turns out to be a resource of critical awareness. That awareness 

subsequently evolves into active resistance; that resistance, in turn, becomes a means for identity 

reconstruction. This progression illustrates exactly how subalternity becomes a decolonizing 

force. From all these textual evidences, it becomes clear that the novel Americanah presents 

subalternity not merely as a burden but also as a vital platform for identity reconstruction. 

Through Ifemelu’s transformation, the novel challenges the conventional presuppositions that the 

subaltern from the margin cannot speak. Instead, it demonstrates that the subaltern can speak, 

resist, and reinterpret the world, and this is especially true when alternative discursive spaces 

outside of the dominant discourse are provided. In such a demonstration, the novel attempts to 

answer Spivak’s (1988) rhetorical question, “Can the Subaltern Speak?” 

On the whole, Americanah presents postcolonial concepts such as hybridity, othering, 

ambivalence, mimicry and subalternity as narrative techniques to challenge Eurocentric 

narratives and reclaim African subjectivity. In the narrative, these concepts are employed not 
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merely as thematic elements but as lived experiences that shape the characters’ journey across 

transnational spaces. Through their interplay, the novel dismantles the entrenched binary 

oppositions and foregrounds an African-centred perspective that facilitates the reconstruction of 

authentic and self-defined identities. 

    4.3.5. Subtle Approach to Blog Writing as Decolonial tool for Identity Reconstruction  

Apart from deliberate assimilation to American culture, Adichie’s cautious approach to blogging 

helped her to subtly critique the entrenched racism in America and reconstruct her African 

identity. The main character, Ifemelu, was very cautious from the very onset about her blogs. 

She did not allow white Americans to know about it. For example, while she was waiting for the 

train at Princeton Junction station, she did not let the man closest to her know about her blogs. If 

white people asked her what she did, she would say vaguely, “I write a lifestyle blog,” because 

saying, “I write an anonymous blog called Raceteenth or Various Observations about American 

Blacks (Those Formerly Known as Negroes) by a Non-American Black” (p. 2) would make them 

uncomfortable. In this excerpt, Ifemelu’s reservation to disclose the true nature of her blog 

highlights the toughness of navigating racial issues in predominantly white spaces. By subtly 

labelling it a “lifestyle blog,” she avoids potentially discontenting discussions about race. 

Ifemelu’s blog, Raceteent, is a platform for her to take back her voice and talk about issues of 

racial identity as a “Non-American Black”. The anonymity of the blog allows her to push back 

against silence and marginalization which in turn gives her a stage to address the power 

dynamics which often deter open racial discussion in the white-dominated settings. 

Ifemelu’s carefulness with her blog writing is also evident when she has a conversation with 

another dreadlocked white man who sits next to her on the train. The man’s dreadlocks and torn 

shirt led her to assume he was a ‘social warrior’ aligned with progressive ideologies. This 

assumption is subverted when he expresses a dismissive view about race, saying:  

Race is totally overhyped these days; Black people need to get over themselves; it’s all 

about class now, the haves and the have-nots, he told her evenly and she used it as the 

opening sentence of a post titled “Not All Dreadlocked White American Guys Are Down 

(Adichie, p. 2). 

The foregoing excerpt highlights Ifemelu’s critical engagement with societal issues via her blog 

posts. It brought to light that she has a very open and honest discussion with a white man with 
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dreads, which ends up showing how even people we may think of as very much a part of the 

solution may in fact be very much a part of the problem. His statements “race is totally 

overhyped” and “Black people need to get over themselves” underestimate race by presenting 

class as the main player in social inequality which is a very common way to do away with the 

very real issues of racial oppression. Ifemelu’ decision to use this guy’s words as an opening for 

her blog posts indicates her skill to turn personal encounters into a great tool for social critique. 

The post titled “Not All Dreadlocked White American Guys Are Down” is very ironic in which 

she plays with the stereotype of the white man with dreads as an ally in racial discourse. This 

moment also illustrates the narrative function of the blogs in Americanah as a means of raising 

awareness and at the same time challenging reductive narratives about race and identity. 

Furthermore, Ifemelu’s subtleness in her blog writing is clearly reflected during her diversity talk 

held in Ohio. In her first multicultural talk titled “How to Talk About Race with Colleagues of 

Other Races,” the participants were all White. They only wanted her gesture of presence, not the 

substance of her thoughts. They had heard that she was a “leading blogger” about race, but they 

had not read her blog. From this first talk, Ifemelu understood that the people who read her blog 

were not the same people who attended her diversity workshops. Therefore, in the weeks that 

followed, as she continued to have talks at companies and schools in Ohio, she started saying 

what they wanted to hear, none of which she would ever write on her blog.  

Ifemelu is meticulous both in preparing contents for talks and in handling her attendants. She is 

so diligent that she actively took lessons from the content of her first talk, with which the white 

participants felt discomfort. Her realization that her blog readers differ from her audiences in 

these talks reflects a divide between digital platforms as spaces for honesty and real-world 

contexts where conformity is often demanded. To achieve her ultimate goal, Ifemelu began to 

say what the white American wanted to hear, stating in her talks, “America has made great 

progress for which we should be very proud” (p. 250). This reflects how much Ifemelu is 

insidious and smart in her blog writing to accomplish her ultimate goal of making African 

immigrants racially aware and reconstructing their identities. Having received both positive and 

negative comments on her talks and blogs, Ifemelu then started to write critiquing Americans 

and inspire non-American to tell their stories in her online platform, saying: 
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This is for the Zipped-Up Negroes, the upwardly mobile American and Non-American 

Blacks who don’t talk about life experiences that have to do exclusively with being 

Black. Because they want to keep everyone comfortable. Tell your story here. Unzip 

yourself. This is a safe space (Adichie, p. 258). 

Ifemelu’s blog post addressed to “Zipped-Up Negroes” is a testament to her commitment to 

bringing to light tough issues of Black identity, which she does very well as compared to the 

more subtle approach she takes in diversity talks to predominantly white audiences. Her blog is a 

forum for raw and unfiltered truth and story-based solidarity, which she gets from the readers 

that put forth their racist experiences. In general, through Ifmelu’s cautious approach to 

blogging, the novel subtly critiques the deep-rooted racism in America while using the platform 

as a transnational space that builds communal solidarity, amplifies marginalized voices, and 

empowers African migrants to reconstruct and assert Afrocentric identities beyond Western 

paradigms. 

4.4. Memory, History, and Ancestral Consciousness in Reclaiming African Identity 

African identity is not uniform, monolithic, or isolated; it is rather constituted through a 

collection of markers that are historically grounded, culturally specific, and dynamically 

negotiated both in the local and diasporic contexts. This section thus examines how the novel 

Americanah employs memory, historical consciousness, and ancestral awareness as pivotal tools 

for reclaiming and reconstructing African identity. Accordingly, in the sections that follow, 

illustrative textual extracts have been chosen from the novel and systematically analyzed in 

accordance with the third objective of the study. 

     4.4.1. Nostalgia and Cultural Retention 

 Frederic C. Bartlett (1932) endorses that nostalgic memory is not an objective recall but 

reconstruction of the past through present emotional schemas, often emphasizing belonging and 

reconnection. In connection to this, Stuart Hall (1990) also argues that memories of cultural 

practices, places, and collective representations enable diasporic subjects to foreground their 

efforts to negotiate and reconstruct identity in foreign contexts. In this regard, a salient 

illustration of nostalgia as a mechanism for reconnecting diasporic characters to their roots and 

reconstructing their identities occurs, for example, at the very outset of the novel, where Ifemelu 
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sits in a hair-braiding salon in Princeton and finds herself remembering Nigeria. The narrator 

recounts this situation as: 

Princeton, in the summer, smelled of nothing, and although Ifemelu liked the tranquil 

greenness of the many trees, the clean streets and stately homes, the delicately overpriced 

shops, made her miss the sharp scents and the noise of Lagos (Adichie, p.1). 

By nostalgically recalling the smells and noises of Lagos, Ifemelu reconnects with the sensory 

richness of her homeland. This reconnection allows her to reaffirm her cultural belonging and 

maintain her African identity through recollection of familiar environments. The passage 

contrasts the calmness of Princeton with the vibrant sensory environment of Lagos. Although 

Princeton appears orderly and beautiful, the absence of smell symbolizes emotional emptiness 

and cultural detachment. In the same way, the description, “the humid smell of Lagos, the warm, 

bustling chaos of Balogun market, and how the streets hummed with a life that America never 

quite matched” (p. 52), illustrates the sensory richness and validity of the Nigerian environment. 

By invoking the smells and sounds of the marketplace in Lagos, Nigeria, Ifemelu longingly 

reconnects with the cultural life of her homeland and expresses her pride in African topography, 

which Americans never quite match with. On the other hand, Ifemelu’s vivid sensory 

recollections of her home and daily life in Nigeria further illustrate how personal memory serves 

as a form of reconnection and identity reclamation. As the narrator observes: 

She wrote about the views in Nigeria from her bedroom window: a white egret drooped 

on the compound wall, exhausted from heat; the gateman helping a hawker raise her tray 

to her head, an act so full of grace that she stood watching long after the hawker had 

walked away (Adichie, p. 396). 

These vivid and detailed reminiscences of everyday Nigerian life (birds, hawkers, and human 

kindness) are not merely about recollecting a specific place but also about preserving cultural 

practices that connect the diaspora to its ancestral roots. They are deliberate acts of remembrance 

that keep her connected to the essence of home. While writing about the view, Ifemelu resists the 

homogenizing of Africa into a monolithic narrative of poverty or chaos, while, at the same time, 

her memory becomes a tool for cultural affirmation and resistance.  
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Her recollection of the rich reading culture in Nigeria, which starkly contrasts with her 

educational experiences abroad, is also another powerful moment that shows the role of personal 

memory in reconnecting African migrants to their cultural roots and reclaiming their identities:  

She spent her free hours in the library, so wondrously well lit; the sweep of 

computers, the large, clean, airy reading spaces, the welcoming brightness of it all, 

seemed like a sinful decadence. She was used, after all, to reading books with pages 

missing, fallen off while passing through too many hands (Adichie, p. 114). 

The scene foregrounds Ifemelu’s reflective memory of the intellectual vibrancy that 

characterized her earlier experiences in Nigeria. Ifemelu recalls the reading culture in Nigeria, 

where books were often worn from being shared by many, and this memory sharply contrasts 

with the overwhelming abundance yet lifelessness of American libraries. She quietly challenges 

the idea that Western institutions are inherently better by recalling the scarcity of resources and 

their values back home.  Her recollection of reading “books with pages missing” that had “fallen 

off while passing through too many hands” indicates a different form of intellectual richness. 

The worn condition of the books suggests not deprivation but intense engagement and collective 

participation in knowledge production. Thus, Ifemelu’s nostalgic memory does not function to 

affirm Western cultural supremacy. It, instead, highlights the richness of African intellectual 

traditions and communal spirit that sustain them. By recalling the shared reading culture in 

Nigeria, she reconstructs a positive image of African life and resists the erasure of its value in the 

diaspora setting. 

Another illustrative instance of this theme is evident when Ifemelu decides to close her blog and 

return to Lagos. At this moment her thoughts are filled with an affective pull towards home, as 

the narrator recounts, “She thought of the harmattan haze that softened Lagos in December, the 

smell of suya wafting through the streets, the loud arguing in the market that felt like music” 

(Adichie, p. 399). Ifemelu’s nostalgia for Lagos (its haze, suya, and market sounds) acts as a 

catalyst for her return, presenting home as a site of identity reconstruction rather than exile. This 

longing is transformative, reconnecting her with authentic cultural roots rather than idealizing the 

past. Her recollection highlights the emotive and cultural significance of her, reinforcing the role 

of memory and nostalgia in facilitating her reconnection with, and reconstruction of her African 

identity.   
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Ifemelu’s life in America is marked by a deep sense of homesickness. This longing is not simply 

an expression of sadness; rather, it functions as a way of revealing where her sense of identity is 

truly anchored. As the narrator puts it: 

And she had ignored, too, the cement in her soul… It brought with it amorphous 

longings, shapeless desires, brief imaginary glints of other lives she could be living, 

that over the months melded into a piercing homesickness... Nigeria became where she 

was supposed to be, the only place she could sink her roots in without the constant urge 

to tug them out and shake of the soil (Adichie, p. 4). 

In the passage, nostalgia is illustrated as a reflective engagement with memory that helps Ifemelu 

reconnect to her cultural roots. The “cement in her soul” explicitly represents the dislocation of 

the diaspora, while the “piercing homesickness” acts as a compass that points back to her cultural 

origin. It suggests that although she lives physically in America, she reconstructs her African 

identity, sustaining a symbolic connection to Nigeria. 

In general, the narrative presents nostalgia not merely as sentimental longing for homeland but as 

reflective engagement with the past that enables the characters to resist cultural erasures, reaffirm 

cultural belonging, reconnect to their cultural roots, and reconstruct their sense of self. It appears 

through memories of the homeland, food, places, and social life. Through such moments of 

remembrance, the narrative depicts characters reclaiming and reconstructing their African 

identity while living abroad. This is an exact reflection of Boym’s (2001) idea that, in a diasporic 

setting, nostalgia operates as a reflective practice through which diasporic people reinterpret their 

past back to their homeland to reconnect to their cultural roots and make sense of their present 

identity. 

    4.4.2. Ancestral Consciousness and Cultural Continuity 

Mbiti (1990) firmly argues that ancestors remain active participants in the lives of the living 

through memory, rituals, dreams, and oral traditions. This interconnectedness sustains cultural 

continuity and reclaims identity. The narratives of most postcolonial African texts often 

incorporate such ancestral consciousness and cultural continuity across generations. Adichie’s 

Americanah is an ideal text in this respect. A compelling moment for this is Ifemelu’s memory 

of her aunt Uju’s advice and the wisdom imparted in it by older generations, saying, ‘We must 

take what we can from this country, but we must never forget where we came from. Your 
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grandfather always said that a tree without roots is just wood waiting to die” (p. 148). This 

reflection goes beyond family intimacy. It presents ancestral wisdom as a vital link to cultural 

continuity. The metaphor of the tree and its roots shows that identity depends on ancestral 

grounding. Even as Ifemelu navigates the attraction to Western modernity, such memories act as 

a compass, reminding her of the cultural and familial bonds that shape her sense of self.  

Similarly, the shared act of eating when “Halima opened her plastic container of food” with its 

“new smell of oiliness” (P. 85) is more than an ordinary detail; it is a ritual of cultural continuity. 

The food, likely a traditional dish, becomes a sensory link to home, a material manifestation of 

ancestral presence. Another scene that highlights ancestral consciousness emerges when Ifemelu 

recalls traditional family gatherings, and the narrator recounts it as, “She remembered the 

evenings in Nsukka when the power went out, and her father told stories of their ancestors, how 

they had tilled the land, how they had suffered, how they had triumphed” (p. 67). Such stories 

embed ancestral consciousness by presenting history as lived memory rather than distant 

abstraction. For Ifemelu, such narratives provide a lineage of resilience that counters Western 

depictions of Africa as historically void or deficient.  

In the novel, ancestral consciousness and cultural continuity is also reflected through African 

natural aesthetics. African characters reconnect with their traditions, family bonds, and African 

aesthetics, especially through natural hair and braiding as a way of affirming self-definition. The 

conversation between Aisha, a Senegalese hair braider in America, and Ifemelu while getting her 

braided best illustrates this idea: 

 Touching Ifemelu’s hair, Aisha says, “Why you don’t have relaxer?”  

“I like my hair the way God made it,” Ifemelu said. 

“But how you comb it? Hard to comb,” Aisha said.  

Ifemelu had brought her own comb. She gently combed her hair, dense, soft, and tightly 

coiled, until it framed her head like a halo. “It’s not hard to comb if you moisturize it 

properly,” she said, slipping into the coaxing tone of the proselytizer that she used 

whenever she was trying to convince other black women about the merits of wearing 

their hair natural (Adichie, p. 9). 

As Asante (1998) precisely notes, the reclamation of African values involves restoring and 

cherishing of African beauty standards including hair and dressing styles that have been 
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historically relegated through colonial and Eurocentric ideologies. In the extract above, Ifemelu’s 

embrace of her natural hair serves as a symbolic return to ancestral aesthetics, asserting the value 

of an embodied African identity that has historically been devalued by colonial beauty standards. 

Her declaration that she prefers her hair “the way God made it” foregrounds a spiritual and 

cultural continuity. The description of her hair as “dense, soft, and tightly coiled… like a halo” 

appeals to imagery of African beauty as blessed, dignified, and culturally grounded. Through this 

moment, the novel shows that natural hair becomes a more than personal style choice; it becomes 

a site of cultural affirmation, resistance to erasure, and a meaningful continuation of ancestral 

consciousness in the diaspora.  

Cultural continuity is further evident in the Nigerpolitan Club, a gathering of returnee Nigerians 

in Lagos. At a poolside party in Osborne Estate, attendees display their cosmopolitan identities 

through “a ginger-colored Afro, a T-shirt with a graphic of Thomas Sankara, oversize handmade 

earrings that hung like pieces of modern art” (p. 338). These choices of dressing are not mere 

fashion statements; they are acts of political and cultural reclamation. Thomas Sankara, the 

revolutionary leader of Burkina Faso, symbolizes pan-African resistance and anti-imperialism. 

By wearing his image, the club members align themselves with a legacy of African leadership 

and self-determination. In brief, the narrative presents ancestral consciousness as a powerful and 

subtle undercurrent that keeps the characters attached to their cultural roots despite the pressure 

of assimilation in the diaspora. It operates through ancestral memories, cultural practices, and 

inherited awareness, enabling characters like Ifemelu to maintain a continuous link and 

continuity with their African ancestral heritage while reclaiming identity in the diaspora. 

    4.4. 3. Intergenerational Transmission of Identity 

Americanah illustrates how cultural identity is not merely inherited but actively transmitted 

across generations, shaping how characters navigate migration, colonial legacies, and diasporic 

experiences. Through family narratives, inherited wisdom, and remembered traditions, the novel 

reveals the role of intergenerational ties in preserving African identity within the challenges of 

globalization and Western assimilation. An illustrative passage appears when Ifemelu reflects on 

her mother and father’s different approaches to faith and tradition: 
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“Her mother’s fervent prayers had once filled the house, mingling with the smell of palm 

oil stew, while her father insisted on proper grammar, quoting the old books he had kept 

from his university days” (Adichie, p. 52). 

This moment shows how cultural values (spirituality, language, and intellectual heritage) are 

passed down in subtle ways, shaping Ifemelu’s worldview even before migration. The 

intergenerational transmission here is not only through explicit instruction but also through lived 

practices: the mother’s religiosity and the father’s emphasis on language and education become 

identity markers she carries into the diaspora.  

In another episode of the novel, where a bunch of Blaine’s friends and Ifemelu were talking 

about kids, Ifemelu reflects that, should she ever become a parent, she would not want her 

children to have American childhoods. Here are Ifemelu’s words in the talk: 

I don’t want them to have American childhoods. I don’t want them to say ‘Hi’ to adults, 

I want them to say ‘Good morning’ and ‘Good afternoon.’ I don’t want them to mumble 

‘Good’ when somebody says ‘How are you?’ to them. Or to raise five fingers when 

asked how old they are. I want them to say ‘I’m fine, thank you’ and ‘I’m five years old.’ 

I don’t want a child who feeds on praise and expects a star for effort and talks back to 

adults in the name of self-expression (Adichie, p. 382). 

This moment underscores a conscious resistance to cultural erasure. Ifemelu fears that American 

informality, what her father calls “the final infantilization and informalization of America!” (p. 

330) will strip her future children of a foundational sense of respect and self-possession. The 

excerpt also highlights her recognition of cultural logic in Nigerian child-rearing practices, 

particularly how children are taught to greet adults. The way one greets an elder, the formality of 

speech, and the refusal to “raise five fingers” when stating one’s age are not trivialities here but 

rituals of belonging, markers of a cultural identity that insists on dignity and structure. They 

transmit the values of respect, formality, and social hierarchy to the upcoming generation. 

Likewise, Aunty Uju, despite her own struggles with assimilation and compromise in the 

diaspora, consciously imparts a crucial lesson to the younger generation, including Ifemelu. Her 

advice, “Take what you can from this country, but do not forget who you are” (p. 142), captures 

the intergenerational transmission of identity by passing cultural memory and self-awareness. 

Through this advice, Aunty Uju encourages Ifemelu to engage wisely with life in her host 



121 
 

country (America) while preserving the core elements of her Nigerian identity. From all the 

instances above, it can be deduced that the reclamation of African identity requires a conscious 

reengagement with intergenerational bonds, not as fixed traditions but as living interaction 

between past and present. This aligns with Mbit’s (1990) assertion that African identity is 

inherently collective and rooted in lineage, where “the living, the dead, and the unborn are 

interconnected” (p. 85). Thus, the novel affirms that to know oneself, one must first listen to the 

voices of those who came before, thereby presenting intergenerational bonds as a fundamental 

recourse by which diasporic subjects actively reconstruct their African identity. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

ANALYSIS AND INTERPRETATION OF IDENTITY 

RECONSTRUCTION THROUGH DECOLONIZING NARRATIVES IN   

BULAWAYO’S WE NEED NEW NAMES 

5.1. Synopsis   

We Need New Names (2013) by NoViolet Bulawayo is a powerful coming-of-age novel that 

paints a vivid picture of life in Zimbabwe in a postcolonial context. The story follows the 

journey of Darling, a ten-year-old girl growing up in Zimbabwe, whose childhood is shaped by 

political upheaval, economic hardship, and cultural dislocation first in her homeland and later as 

an immigrant in America. The novel is set in the 21st century, primarily in a shantytown in 

Zimbabwe ironically named Paradise and later in the Midwestern US. Michigan. The story has 

two main parts: while the first segment presents Darling’s and her friend’s miserable lives in 

Paradise, Zimbabwe, the second segment follows Darling’s experience in America. 

Darling, who is both the narrator and protagonist character of the novel, spends her days with her 

companions (Bastard, Chipo, Godknows, Sbho, and Stina). They decide to sneak away to 

Budapest, a forbidden place filled with guava fruits to steal. Despite the risk, including Bastard’s 

duty to watch over his little sister, Fraction and potential trouble from their mothers, the group is 

driven by hunger. As they navigate through bushes and trees, they sing and joke, and they pause 

for Chipo, who is pregnant and in pain. As they reach Budapest, they are struck by its stark 

contrast with their shantytown, Paradise. They start their mission of guava theft, jumping from 

tree to tree. There, they encounter a mysterious white woman who asks to take a picture of them, 

seemingly a symbol of a different life they can only dream of. Fascinated yet cautious, the 

children interact with the woman until they become fractured with her indifference to their 

hunger, leading them to shout insults before departing in search of more guava fruits. 

As the children play a game called “Country game,” tensions rise as they want to argue over 

which country (the U.S.A. Britain, Canada, Australia, Switzerland, France, Italy, Sweden, 

Germany, Russia or Greece) to choose, indicating their desire to escape their harsh reality and be 

associated with places they perceive as better. However, their mood dramatically shifts when 
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NGO people come to their village to drop off clothes, toys, and food, offering a seemingly brief 

moment of relief for their hardships. 

As the narrative goes on, the group of children led by Darling decides to help Chipo, who is 

pregnant and in a dire situation. They plan to remove Chio’s stomach in the shadow of a tree, 

collecting different tools for the operation, including rocks, a rusted clothes hanger, and a cup to 

collect urine. In order to do this right, they believe they need new names. So, Forgiveness 

becomes Dr. Cutter, while Darling becomes Dr. Bullet. 

The children often dream of escaping their unpromising land, for their houses have been 

dilapidated by Mugabe’s paramilitary police. As they reach foreign lands, they are met with the 

harsh reality of being outsiders, facing restrictions that force them to navigate their new 

environments cautiously (sitting on the sidelines, speaking soundlessly, and sneaking) so as not 

to draw attention.   

The novel undergoes a significant shift as Darling migrates to America to live with her aunt, 

Fostalina, and her family in Michigan. Upon arriving there, Darling confronts many struggles 

and stresses to be faced as an African immigrant to America, including listening to 

misconceptions about one’s homeland, longing for home, disillusionment, discontent, and 

cultural alienation. Surrounded by snow and the cold, she often laments the absence of familiar 

sounds and sights, such as friends playing games or vendors shouting their wares. Darling 

remembers her final days in her homeland, especially emotional moments with her mother, who 

is aware of the struggles of immigration. As the snow starts to melt, Darling finds hope that she 

might soon explore her new surroundings, yearning to reconnect with the essence of life that 

seems to be buried beneath the snow. She recalls childhood memories and laments the loss of her 

homeland, expressing her fear about returning home.  

Darling’s connection to Zimbabwe always nags at her as she grows further apart from her friends 

and family, exacerbated by her inability to return for a visit, as her visa has already expired. In a 

climactic moment, Chipo accuses Darling of her abandoning her country and tells her that she 

cannot call Zimbabwe her country anymore. The novel culminates with her uncle telling her that 

they have found bin Laden, which causes Darling to remember a game she and her companions 

used to play in their homeland, Zimbabwe.  
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5.2. Deconstructing Afro-pessimist Narratives and Reasserting Afrocentric Values 

As Ashcroft et al. (1989) observe, in response to colonial distortions and misrepresentations, 

postcolonial African authors began to “writing back to the empire” through their literature as a 

resistance and redefinition tool against colonial narratives and imperial ideologies (p. 176). 

Bulawayo’s We Need New Names is an archetypal literary work in this respect. This section thus 

explores how this novel re-centers African perspectives by both dismantling colonial portrayals 

and asserting Afrocentric ideals, drawing on key extracts from the text to illustrate this process. 

     5.2.1. Critiquing the Western Media and Reclaiming Authentic Narratives   

Western media outlets such as BBC and CNN have consistently been criticized for presenting 

reductive and oversimplified portrayals of Africa that emphasize poverty, war, and despair while 

neglecting its diverse realities and cultural richness. In this regard, Allimadi (2021) observes that, 

while they take pictures for their news, Western media do not capture the entire situation; they 

only take scenes partially in pieces or fragments, often ignoring the surroundings, thereby 

reinforcing partial or distorted narratives about Africa. We Need New Names presents such 

reductive narratives and satirically exposes them through the eyes of children, particularly 

Darling, who grew up in Zimbabwe and later moved to America. In the narrative, for example, 

Western journalists and photographers who attended one of the tragic moments of Zimbabwe’s 

history called ‘Operation Murambatsvina’ present it as an isolated moment of destruction rather 

than a product of long-term systemic issues. Darling, the narrator, recounts this moment as:  

Then later the people with cameras and T-shirts that say BBC and CNN come to shake 

their heads and look and take our pictures like we are pretty, and one of them says, It’s 

like a tsunami tore through this place, Jesus, it’s like a fucking tsunami tore this up 

(Bulawayo, p. 39). 

The cameramen inscribe this local tragedy in a narrative of global disasters, comparing the 

bulldozer's damage to a natural disaster over which people have no actual control, just as they 

have none under Mugabe's dictatorial rule. These media outlets also attended Bornefree’s funeral 

ceremony and documented the moment where Daring and her friends were observing the event 

from a hidden position. One of the agitated mourners describes the action of the photographer as: 

“The BBC man clicks and clicks away at his camera like he is possessed” (p. 80). In fact, 

pictures of African children are not used only for news reporting or journalistic features; non-
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profit organizations such as NGOs also exploit them to appeal to Westerners' consciences and 

compassion in order to obtain financial support. 

After we sit, the man starts taking pictures with his big camera. They just like taking 

pictures, these NGO people, like maybe we are their real friends and relatives and (...} 

they don’t care that we are embarrassed by our dirt and torn clothing, that we would 

prefer they didn’t do it; they just take the pictures anyway, take and take. We don’t 

complain because we know that after the picture-taking comes the giving of gifts 

(Bulawayo, p. 31). 

The extract explicitly exposes NGO photography as an extractive act that objectifies African 

children for external consumptions. Darling’s ironic remark, “They just like taking pictures” 

shows a gaze that prioritizes image production over dignity or content. In the passage, the 

children are deliberately depicted as appearing to be in impoverished situations so that they no 

longer appear as subjects but rather as objects of sympathy, and fully responding to the charitable 

needs. This epitomizes how African sufferings are commoditized and mediated through pictures 

that maximize affective appeal over authentic voice. In this sense, the novel advances a pointed 

critique of both Western media and humanitarian actor, divulging how their representations are 

more reductive and instrumental in portraying African realities.  

However, Darling is quite aware that the aid from the NGO people is not truly sympathetic; 

rather, they appear unapproachable to the kids as if “they are hidden behind a wall of black 

glass” (p. 30). Darling metaphorically addresses the sunglasses that the NGO workers wear, 

which illustrates their desire to maintain a safe distance from them (children), who explain, “We 

are careful not to touch the NGO people, though, because we can see that even though they 

are giving us things, they do not want to touch us or for us to touch them” (p. 32). Darling is also 

conscious of the hypocrisy (falseness) of some items of Western humanitarian aid. She recognizes 

that material donations, often unnecessary or even harmful, are deployed to compensate for the 

absence of genuine human care, empathy, and sustained engagement. She articulates this 

condition as, “Each one of us gets a toy gun, some sweets, and something to wear; I get a 

T-shirt with the word Google at the front, plus a red dress that is tight at the armpits” (p. 32). 

Darling exposes how NGO workers and media often commodify African sufferings for western 

audiences, saying, “They will come with their money and ask us to smile, hold up our hands in 
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surrender…” (p. 17). In the narrative, the children are further cognizant that they are being 

reduced to objects of external charity and intervention, which is evident as they observe the 

NGO’s presence, chanting and contending for its attention: 

Did you hear NGO will be here next week! Are you coming to Budapest?... Fists above 

their heads. Running and jumping and chanting, the word change in the air like it’s 

something you can grab and put in your mouth and sink your teeth into (Bulawayo, P. 

17). 

Through this scene, We Need New Names critiques the ways international organizations often 

arrive bearing promises of “change” while positioning local communities as staging grounds for 

humanitarian campaigns. The children repeat the rhetoric of development, but their use of the 

word “change” reflects imitation rather than agency; they participate as spectators enticed by 

empty slogans. The passage exposes the performative nature of many Western aid media 

discourses, which prioritize visibility and spectacle over sustained, structural engagement.  

The novel also exposes the White Savior Complex, where Western actors present themselves as 

compassionate rescuers while erasing African agency and reinforcing racial hierarchies. Through 

this critique, the narrative deconstructs the myth of Western benevolence by exposing the 

paternalism, interventionism, cultural imperialism, and psychological violence embedded in so-

called “rescue” missions. Darling reflects the situation: “Sometimes I want to tell them about the 

songs we sang, the games we played, but they only want to hear about the suffering.” (p. 134). 

This moment illustrates how the white savior complex manifests through selective storytelling 

that privileges despair over African humanity and everyday life. The novel further uncovers 

West’s appropriation of African stories, revealing how African pain is commoditized to enhance 

Western moral authority, media narrative, or professional advancement. Darling reflects on this 

obsession with suffering: “They asked us to tell them about the hunger, the dying, the war. They 

never asked what games we played or the names of our trees” (p. 52). Such representations 

reduce African lives to spectacles of crisis, stripping them of cultural depth and narrative agency.  

In response to these external impositions and attempts of dictating Africa’s future, Darling 

articulates a tentative but powerful act of resistance: “Know this, you bloody colonist, from now 

on the Black man is done listening, you hear? This is Black-man country and the black man is in 

charge now. Africa for Africans, the boss says to thunderous applause” (p. 69). This declaration 
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not only challenges white savior complex but also rejects the notion that outsiders possess the 

authority to shape the continent’s destiny, and narrative control. This lends support to Ngũgĩ’s 

(1986) argument that true decolonization requires reclaiming not only political power but also 

cultural and narrative authority. 

In the second half of the novel, Darling's arrival in America confirms the extent to which 

Western audiences have internalized stereotypical images of Africa propagated by the media and 

charitable groups. She encounters practical problems there in relation to this prejudiced image of 

Africa as white Americans collapse the diversity of the continent into a single, sensationalized 

narrative. This is quite apparent in the novel when white Americans asked African immigrants, 

including Darling, where they are from: 

They (Americans) said, Africa? We nodded yes. What part of Africa? We smiled. Is it 

that part where vultures wait for famished children to die? We smiled. Where the life 

expectancy is thirty-five years? We smiled. Is it there where dissidents shove AK-47s 

between women’s legs? We smiled. Where people run about naked? We smiled. That 

part where they massacred each other? We smiled. Is it where the old president 

rigged the election and people were tortured and killed and a whole bunch of them put in 

prison and all, there where they are dying of cholera—oh my God, yes, we’ve seen 

your country; it’s been on the news (Bulawayo, p. 141). 

This extract is full of sarcastic repetitions and biting ironies that explicitly unfold the Western 

Afro-pessimist image of Africa. The humour here is deeply bitter, emphasizing the violence of 

such dehumanizing perceptions. However, by repeating “We smiled,” the narrator turns silence 

into a form of critique. Rather than correcting the Americans’ misconception or engaging with 

ignorance, African immigrant characters simply endure it, allowing the accumulation of 

stereotypes to expose how Westerners reduce the entire continent to a series of sensational media 

headlines. On the other hand, Darling’s boss, Jim, who works at a supermarket, “always speaks 

as if Africa is just one country, even though she has told him that it is a continent with fifty-some 

countries” (p. 150). Similarly, Eliot, Fostalina’s former boss and hotel owner, always addresses 

Darling’s country with the phrase “back there”, saying it as if her country is “ a place where the 

sun never rises” (p. 157). 
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However, Darling was not a passive recipient of these distortive representations. Even when she 

responds with silence, her inward awareness and narrative voice convey a quiet but sustained 

resistance to the derogatory images imposed upon her continent. As she becomes increasingly 

conscious of how such misrepresentations shape and distort her sense of identity, Darling grows 

intolerant of Western gazes that exoticize Africa as a primitive and monolithic space. This sharp 

consciousness prompts her to confront outsiders’ misconception directly, as when she remarks, 

“They think we all live in huts that we eat mud cakes, and that lions walk the streets. They don’t 

see our schools, our shops, our music, or our lives” (p. 145). This moment exposes how Africa is 

often imagined through reductive tropes of wilderness and deprivation, which deny its 

contemporary realities.  

Later, when confronted with similar stereotypes, Darling responds more assertively, declaring, 

“No, I’m not from Africa like that. I’m from a country with real people, real things, not just what 

you see on TV” (p. 188). Through this statement, she directly challenges the single-story 

narrative that frames Africa as a spectacle for external consumption. Furthermore, Darling 

refuses to be positioned as an object of Western curiosity or entertainment and reclaims her 

narrative agency by emphasizing the lived realities of African life: “I am from a place where 

people read newspapers, go to movies, laugh at jokes, and live ordinary lives. Not everything is a 

story for someone else’s amusement” (p. 190). Her resistance is also evident in her angry 

confrontation with Eliot, who reduces his travel in Africa to encounters with just wildlife.  

Darling observes critically, “He has travelled all over Africa, but all he can ever tell you about 

the countries he has visited are the animals and parks he has seen” (p. 159).  

Together, these moments underscore Darling’s growing refusal to accept reductive portrayals of 

Africa and her determination to assert a more humanized and authentic representation of her 

continent rather than allowing it to be reduced to an object of fascination. Her critique of 

Western media exposes its persistent misrepresentation of African realities, while at the same 

time challenging the unsympathetic and hypocritical humanitarian discourse. In doing so, she 

resists the reduction of Africa to a narrative of suffering and or object of the Western gaze. In 

this context, We Need New Names presents Darling’s confrontation as deliberate act of narrative 

decolonization and identity reconstruction. Through Darling, it integrates and rejects externally 

imposed identities by foregrounding the authority of African self-representation. This position 
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closely aligns with Asante’s (1998) notion of the “Afrocentric imperative,” which emphasizes 

the need for resisting imposed narratives and correcting historical and cultural distortions (p. 72). 

     5.2.2. Indigenizing Colonial Languages for Cultural Reclamation  

Achebe (1975) convincingly argues that colonial languages should be appropriated and 

Africanized so they can serve indigenous narratives and reflect African realities. In this regard, 

the novel We Need New Names offers several illustrative instances where English is reshaped by 

using different strategies. One of these strategies most dominantly employed in the novel is 

code-switching, which, according to Myers-Scotton (1993), is the practice of switching 

(alternating) between two or more languages or language varieties within a single sentence, 

phrase, or conversation. In this sense, in We Need New Names, characters frequently switch 

between English and indigenous African (Zimbabwean) languages (e.g., Shona, Ndebele) or use 

Africanized forms of English. This technique is particularly evident in the speeches of 

memorable figures such as Prophet Revelation Bitchington Mborro and Mother of Bones. For 

instance, Mother of Bones declares, “You you futsekani leave her alone, you bloody mgodoyis 

get away boSatan beRoma!”(p. 13). In this utterance, words like ‘futsekani’, ‘mgodoyis,’ 

‘boSatan,’ and ‘beRoma’ infuse the dialogue with cultural specificity and emotional intensity, 

reflecting the anger, resistance, and marginalization that the characters have experienced. This 

multilingual blend enhances the authenticity of the narrative voice, firmly situating the 

narrative/the text in its Zimbabwean context. At the same time, it asserts a postcolonial linguistic 

identity that resists the hegemonic dominance of Standard English and reclaims language as a 

tool of cultural power. 

In another instance, Sis Betty intervenes to stop the children from pushing during their country 

game. However, she does so in their (children’s) language, maybe so that the NGO people do not 

understand, as in, “What are you doing, masascum evanhu imi? Liyahlanya, you think these 

expensive white people came all the way from overseas ipapa to see you act like baboons?” (p. 

32). Here, Sis Betty switches between English (‘you think these expensive white people’) and an 

African (Shona) language (‘masascum evanhu imi ipapa’). This passage illustrates how the 

presence of foreign aid workers transforms local children into performative subjects of African 

“otherness,” reinforcing colonial stereotypes that position them as uncivilized native and in need 
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of intervention. The use of Shona introduces a resistance as language becomes a site of cultural 

preservation and subtle defiance against the colonizing gaze. 

Incorporating vernacular expressions and slangs is another technique that the text employed in its 

narrative to indigenize the colonial language. Through the use of vernacular expressions, 

Zimbabwean-inflected English, and ungrammatical patterns that deliberately deviate from 

Standard English, the characters in the novel have attempted to Africanize colonial English. This 

non-standard English, according to Achebe (1975), allows the characters to challenge the 

supremacy of ‘proper’ British or American English. In doing so, they reclaim African identities 

distorted by colonial linguistic hierarchies and articulate their experiences more authentically. 

This strategy is evident, for instance, in  Kristal’s speech , when she remarks, while, turning to 

look at Darling as though she were responsible for the unpleasant smell the car: “First of all, it’s 

called Ebonics and it be a language system, but it be our own, naamean, ’coz we ain’t trynna 

front” (p. 132). In this excerpt, ‘Ebonics’ and ‘naamean’ are vernacular expressions through 

which the characters resist colonial linguistic norms, claim English as their own, and use it as a 

means of self-expression. The novel also recurrently employs Non-standard grammatical 

structures, which at first glance, may appear juvenile (childish), but in fact possess significant 

expressive power. Such structures enable the narrator to convey heightened emotions, subjective 

intensity, and collective experience while simultaneously challenging the dominance of standard 

grammar. A good case in point of this non-standard grammatical structure appears in the line 

“We chant and sing louder and loudest” (p. 83). Here, the author intentionally uses the 

superlative form “loudest” to convey the intensity of the emotions the action entails and to create 

a type of escalating climax about Bornfree’s murder. Bulawayo’s intentional deviation from 

standard grammatical rules thus reflects her sustained effort to resist colonial linguistic authority 

and to reclaim African cultural identity by reshaping English into an African expressive medium. 

Approximation is still another strategy of language appropriation in the novel. Darling repeatedly 

uses the word ‘like’ and similes to elucidate things and situations to the reader. For example, she 

describes motherLove’s eyes as “the white part like it’s been dipped in milk” (p. 51). In such 

instances, the comparison term is often drown from Darling’s everyday life that situates her 

observations within familiar experiences. In addition, using the word ‘like’ after action verbs, as 

in the sentence “She says it playing-like, laughing-like” (p. 19), which is not normal in 

Standard English, the narrator (Darling) forms adverbs that help her add something to the 
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directness of her narration’s conversation. Again, instead of using the more common phrase 

‘whatever,’ Darling uses “whatwhat” to convey a sense of slight indifference or to soften her 

tone. For example, when discussing issues that she does not fully comprehend or that do not 

make much sense to her, Darling uses phrases like;  “They clap their hands and greet one another 

in the name of the Lord and what-what” (p. 19). Or “We hear about change, about new country, 

about democracy, about elections and what-what” (p. 34), or “The man speaks about country 

and runoff and heroes and democracy and murder and freedom and human rights and what-

what” (p. 80), or “He was raising his fists and speaking, saying how our country is a black man’s 

home and would never be a colony again and what-what” (p. 114). In each of these examples, the 

phrase “what-what” serves as a linguistic tool that adds an emotional or subjective layer to the 

narration, suggesting Darling’s confusion or detachment. Through such linguistic innovations, 

the novel challenges the norms of colonial language use and, in doing so, it reclaims African 

identity. 

Furthermore, straightforward repetition is still another most repeatedly used language 

appropriation strategy in the novel. The text recurrently uses simple lexical repetition in ways 

that deviate from Standard English. The repetition has in fact its own purpose: either to slow 

down the rhythm or to direct the reader’s attention toward particular meanings or sensations. For 

example, the repetition appears in expressions such as “Major, Major, major, major” (p. 26) and 

in the final sentences, “the delicious, delicious smell of Lobels bread” (p. 172), where the 

repeated words, separated by a comma, give greater emphasis and sensory engagement.  

However, the text, alternatively, employs the coordinating conjunction ‘and’ to intensify the 

sense of continuous action, as in the description of the NGO woman’s camera “clicking and 

clicking and clicking” (p. 6). In other moments, it removes both punctuation and conjunction to 

create a faster rhythm and greater intensity. This strategy is used with no punctuation or 

conjunction, as seen in “Hitting hitting hitting” (p. 83). Through such varied patterns of 

repletion, the text deliberately deviates from standard linguistic norms, appropriating English to 

reflect African oral aesthetics and expressive traditions. In doing so, it Africanizes the colonial 

language and foregrounds Afrocentric values that connect the characters to their cultural and 

communal roots. 
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What is more about language appropriation in the novel is the use of oral storytelling methods 

like collective narration and repetition, and call-and-response in the written text as part of her 

efforts of indigenizing  the Western language. For example: 

Kill the Boer, the farmer, the khiwa! 

Strike fear in the heart of the white man! 

White man, you have no place here, go back, go home! 

Africa for Africans, Africa for Africans! 

Kill the Boer, the farmer, the khiwa! (Bulawayo, p. 65). 

The repeated chant in the poem highlights cultural unity and collective resistance while 

reflecting the rhythms of African oral traditions. Call-and-response patterns are used in a way 

that is similar to classic storytelling techniques. By bridging the gap between written and oral 

traditions, this tactic confirms the persistence of African cultural legacy.  

Apart from language appropriation, the narrative further employs striking stylistic innovations 

that enrich both the narrative form and its thematic resonance. These techniques not only 

challenge dominant Western literary conventions but also reclaim African storytelling as a 

powerful instrument of narrative decolonization and cultural affirmation. Central to this stylistic 

strategy is her use of proverbial rhythm and a communal narrative, as seen in the following 

passage: 

When things fall apart, the children of the land scurry and scatter like birds escaping a 

burning sky.  

Look at the children of the land leaving in droves, leaving their own land with bleeding 

wounds on their bodies… 

Look at them leaving in droves despite knowing they will be welcomed with restraint in 

those strange lands because they do not belong, knowing they will have to sit on one 

buttock... 

Look at them leaving in droves, arm in arm with loss and lost, look at them leaving in 

droves. (Bulawayo, P.  85). 

The proverbial rhythm and lyrical repetition in the above extract echo the pattern of oral chant, 

emphasizing collective experience and collective displacement while lending the narrative a 
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musical and mnemonic quality. Such linguistic rhythm immerses the reader into the children’s 

shared reality, reinforcing the centrality of collective consciousness in African oral storytelling 

traditions.  

Another notable stylistic feature in the novel is her use of an episodic, almost picaresque 

structure that mirrors the fragmented and dislocated experiences of her characters. This approach 

allows the novel to move smoothly across places such as Paradise, Budapest, and America, 

offering a panoramic portrayal of postcolonial and diasporic realities. A clear illustration of this 

episodic structure appears in the opening chapters when Darling and her friends sneak into 

Budapest in search of guava fruits: 

Budapest is big, big houses with satellite dishes on the roofs and neat graveled yards or 

trimmed lawns, and the tall fences and the Durawalls and the flowers and the big 

trees heavy with fruit that’s waiting for us since nobody around here seems to know 

what to do with it. It’s the fruit that gives us courage, otherwise we wouldn’t dare be 

here. I keep expecting the clean streets to spit and tell us to go back where we came 

from (Bulawayo, p. 3).  

This passage captures both the childlike wonder and social critique central to the text’s narrative 

style. The episodic presentation of the children’s adventures conveys their agency while 

highlighting stark economic inequalities, exposing the consequences of postcolonial deprivation 

through the lens of innocent observation. The humour in the children’s mischievous exploits 

contrasts with the tragic reality of hunger and poverty, illustrating how Bulawayo blends levity 

with social commentary.  

Its style is further enriched through deliberate language experimentation that reflects linguistic 

hybridity, particularly in diaspora scenes where English intersects with African idioms and 

intentionally broken syntax. Darling’s assertion, “I don’t care if they say I speak English like I 

am still learning to walk. Let them laugh. Let them say I sound funny” (p. 107), captures both the 

tension of diaspora life and linguistic negotiation. Here, Darling’s voice emerges as both 

adaptive and assertive stylistic strategy. She tries to validate African-inflected English as a 

legitimate mode of literary expression, thereby resisting hegemonic linguistic norms. In this 

sense, Darling’s linguistic perfrormance functions as deliberate act of resistance that disrupts the 

supremacy of Standard English while affirming African modified modes of expression. This 
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reflects Achebe’s (1975) argument that English can be made to carry the weight of African 

experience by blending it with local communicative needs. In such ways, thus, the novel 

transforms colonial language into a tool for African self-articulation.  

Generally, the analysis of colonial language localization reveals that We Need New Names is not 

only a narrative of displacement and disillusionment but also a profound act of cultural 

reclamation. It challenges the dominance of colonial language and reclaims Afrocentricity 

through linguistic agency. By infusing the colonial language (English) with indigenous 

expressions and employing various stylistic strategies, the narrative resists its colonial legacy as 

a tool of domination and instead transforms it into a medium capable of articulating African 

experiences on their own terms. Consequently, the appropriation and localization of English in 

the novel contributes to the broader project of reconstructing African identity.  

5.3. Exploration of Key Postcolonial Concepts in the Narrative  

As has been discussed in the theoretical framework section, postcolonial African writers 

strategically employ postcolonial concepts such as hybridity, othering, mimicry, and subalternity 

to challenge the ideological tension between colonizers and colonized. In this section, thus, the 

ways in which these concepts are employed in the novel to advance the project of narrative 

decolonization and African identity reconstruction are explored. 

     5.3.1. Hybridity as an Arena for Identity Reclamation  

In We Need New Names, hybridity is framed not as a passive blending of cultures but as a 

transformative arena where African identity, fragmented by colonial histories and migration, is 

actively reclaimed. Hybridity here operates as both a space of negotiation and a site of resistance, 

enabling characters, especially Darling, to challenge the erasures of colonial narratives while 

reconstructing a self that represents multiplicity and agency. The most immediate and effective 

site of hybridity and identity negotiation for Darling is language. In diasporic spaces, language 

becomes both a marker of displacement and a potential site of resistance. Despite linguistic 

alienation in public spaces, the private act of returning to one’s mother tongue becomes a form of 

cultural reclamation and identity reconstruction:  

Because we were not in our country, we could not use our own languages, and so when 

we spoke our voices came out bruised. When we talked, our tongues thrashed madly in 

our mouths, staggered like drunken men. Because we were not using our languages we 
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said things we did not mean; what we really wanted to say remained folded inside, 

trapped… When we were alone we summoned the horses of our languages and 

mounted their backs and galloped past skyscrapers. Always, we were reluctant to come 

back down (Bulawayo, p. 142). 

Here, the metaphor of “summoned the horses of our languages” reflects what Bhabha (1994) 

describes as the productive aspect of hybridity, a site of negotiation rather than erasure. Publicly, 

their speech is “bruised,” mimicking the dominant language, while privately, they reclaim a 

resistant space where their mother tongue survives. This dynamic unsettles colonial authority by 

transforming the imposed language into a means of re-signification. Thus, hybridity here is 

subtly employed not as a means to erase identity but as a tool to reassert Africanness within and 

against the pressures of diaspora. 

Furthermore, mastering English, more specifically, an American accent becomes a means of 

confronting and reshaping her identity so that she might be accepted a new self in the new world. 

Being aware of this, Darling starts taking over American English for her survival and identity 

formation:  

I have decided the best way to deal with it all is to sound American, and the TV has 

taught me just how to do it… and so on, just listening and imitating the accents. If you do 

it well, then before you know it, nobody will ask you to repeat what you said.  I also have 

my list of American words that I keep under the tongue like talismans… (Bulawayo, p. 

115). 

This linguistic adaptation is not passive assimilation but rather a calculated reclamation of 

agency. By mastering the linguistic codes of her new environment, Darling secures the ability to 

be heard and understood on her own terms. The “list of American words” is not just vocabulary 

acquisition but is a symbolic repertoire, a collection of linguistic tools she deploys to carve out a 

space for herself. In this context, hybridity assumes a distinctly linguistic form: a Zimbabwean 

consciousness articulated through an American lexicon, creating a new, functional and resistant 

identity rather than an eroded one. This linguistic hybridity and Darling’s effort of reclaiming 

Africannes is further complicated and made visible in her interactions with her aunt, Fostalina, 

who often represents the older generation’s struggle to adapt diasporic realities. In a chapter 

labelled “Angel,” Darling witnesses Fostalina’s humiliating phone call to Victoria’s Secret, an 
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episode that exposes the linguistic and cultural dislocations experienced by first-generation 

migrants: 

 It’s A, Aunt Fostalina says. Her voice is a bit calmer. She has written the letter on the  

magazine, as if to be sure. 

          Okay, A as in apple— 

Not apple. A as in anus, it’s a different sound. N as in no. G as in God. E as in 

          eat. L as in Libya. There, you go, angel. Angel. Angel, Aunt Fostalina says. 

There is a brief silence, like maybe the girl is considering what she has written, and 

then she says, Oh! You mean enjel! 

Yes, angel, that’s what I was trying to tell you all this time. I want a red one, Aunt 

Fostalina says, rolling her r, the sound of it like something is vibrating inside her 

mouth, and I promise myself I’ll never ever sound like that (Bulawayo, p. 116). 

This scene reflects the generational difference in the immigrant experience. Fostalina’s accent, 

rooted in her first language, marks her as an outsider and becomes a source of communication 

breakdown and loss of dignity. Darling’s reaction to this moment is deeply telling. Her private 

vow, “I promise myself I’ll never ever sound like that,” signifies her determination to avoid that 

vulnerability. Unlike Fostalina, Darling aspires to a smoother, more seamless hybrid identity that 

will allow her to move through American society with greater ease. This is a form of 

reclamation: by minimizing the audible markers of her perceived “otherness,” Darling seeks to 

reclaim a sense of belonging and control. Her identity thus emerges as a carefully constructed 

performance, one that balances adaptation and resistance, enabling her to move through the 

American landscape with less tension than experienced by the older generation. This aligns with 

Bhabha’s (1994) argument that hybridity helps diaspric subjects negotiate and reconstruct their 

identities by inhabiting a productive in-between cultural space that challenges essentialist notions 

of self. 

Finally, the most powerful act of identity reclamation through hybridity occurs in the chapter 

“Writing on the Wall.” following a heated Skype conversation with Chipo, who accuses her of 

abandoning her country, Darling is left deeply disturbed. Chipo puts this as: 

You left it, Darling, my dear, you left the house burning and you have the guts to tell 
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me, in that stupid accent that you were not even born with, that doesn’t even suit you, 

that this is your country? (Bulawayo, p. 170). 

Chipo’s accusation in this excerpt exposes the crack between Darling’s Americanized self and 

her Zimbabwean roots, with the “stupid accent” functioning as a symbol of cultural dislocation 

and perceived betrayal. This confrontation compels Darling to reckon with the emotional and 

ethical cost of assimilation and marks a turning point in her journey of reclaiming a more 

culturally grounded sense of African identity. 

In essence, the argument here in this subtheme is that the novel We Need New Names subtly 

frames diasporic cultural hybridity not as a marker of cultural loss or fragmentation but as a 

strategic tool through which African subjects re-articulate and sustain their identities. By 

deliberately allowing African migrant characters, such as Darling, to immerse themselves into 

the Western culture, specifically through language, the novel refuses to center the Western 

reader’s comfort. This linguistic strategy reconstructs African identity as fluid and enduring, 

capable of engaging with the global space without losing its indigenous core. Thus, hybridity 

becomes an important space, enabling African subjects to negotiate and reconstruct their 

identities while sustaining their African core. 

     5.3.2. Othering as a Strategy for Contesting Diasporic Belonging 

Upon arriving in America, Darling encounters multiple forms of othering, including racial 

prejudice, cultural stereotyping, and intra-African hierarchies. These experiences of alienation do 

not break her; rather, they become catalysts for a transformative process of self-reclamation. She 

reworks such marginalizing experiences into strategic sites of self-awareness, resistance, and 

ultimately facilitates the reconstruction of African identity. One good illustrative extract for this 

is Darling’s observation on intra-African hierarchies in America, where migrants from different 

African nations experience varying levels of acceptance. She recounts this hierarchy as follows: 

There are other Africans here, but they are not like us. They come from countries that 

people can point to on a map, countries with airports that are not closed, countries with 

presidents who are not always on TV shouting at their enemies (Bulawayo, p. 128). 

This othering forces Darling to critically reflect on the structures that perpetuate division among 

Africans and fuels her awareness of shared colonial histories. Her awareness of such racial 
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division pushes her toward a more Pan-African consciousness, through which she begins to 

reconstruct her identity in ways that challenge colonial narratives of separation and hierarchy.  

Another striking illustration of Darling’s resistance to othering emerges in the mispronunciation 

and attempted erasure of African names: “When they said my name was too difficult, that I 

should make it easy, I told them, No, I am not going to change my name. It is mine” (p. 251). In 

this moment the experience of being othered through naming does not result in submission; 

rather, it strengthens Darling’s determination to preserve her African identity. Her insistence on 

retaining her authentic name, “…It is mine” deconstructs the colonial practice of renaming, 

which historically served as a tool of domination. By refusing this erasure, Darling reclaims 

naming as an act of self-definition, transforming the site of marginalization into a powerful tool 

of cultural affirmation and identity reconstruction  

Likewise, Eurocentric beauty standards initially position Darling’s natural features, particularly 

her hair, as sites of othering. However, rather than inducing conformity, this pressure gives rise 

to a conscious and deliberate act of resistance. Darling recounts this experience as follows: 

They told me my hair was too tough, too wild, and gave me chemicals to fix it. I tried it 

once, and it burned my scalp. I said never again. I will not fix my hair to look like them 

(Bulawayo, p. 154).  

As Linda Tuhiwai Smith (1999) asserts, postcolonial subjects and/or migrants do not passively 

accepting the imposed position of “Other”; rather, they actively engage in the acts of redefinition 

and cultural reclamation that transform Otherness from a site of exclusion into resistance and 

liberation. In the excerpt above, what initially manifests as aesthetic alienation is subsequently 

transformed into a powerful act of reclaiming African beauty, affirming that Darling’s identity 

need not be validated by Western norms. The statement “I said never again. I will not fix my hair 

to look like them” functions as a moment of embedded resistance, by which Darling rejects 

Eurocentric standards and reaffirms the legitimacy of African aesthetics as integral to her project 

of identity reconstruction. Finally, Darling’s emphatic response when her American friends ask 

where she is from, saying it loud, “Paradise… I do not forget that” (p. 174), demonstrates how 

ridicule and dismissal of African geographies provoke a counter-narrative of belonging. By 

deliberately and proudly naming “Paradise” as her place of origin and part of her identity, 

Darling resists diasporic erasure and reclaims a sense of rootedness in a place that others mock or 
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overlook. This act of verbal self-location exemplifies how experiences of racial othering can 

strategically be transformed to facilitate self-awareness, resistance, and ultimately, the 

reconstruction of identity. Thus, the novel presents othering not merely as a mechanism of 

exclusion but as critical site where African identity is both contested and actively reclaimed. 

      5.3.3. Ambivalence as a Strategy for Unsettling Colonial Dichotomies 

 We Need New Names strategically employs ambivalence as a narrative technique to disrupt 

colonial binaries such as center/periphery, civilized/savage, or home/exile. By presenting 

characters whose perspectives oscillate between attachment and critique, the novel reveals the 

instability and artificiality of these imposed categories. This ambivalence disrupts fixed notions 

of belonging and power, reflecting Bhabha’s notion of in-betweenness. A salient example of this 

emerges when Darling’s longing for home coexists with her awareness of its shortcomings: “I 

miss Paradise, even though I know it is a place of hunger, a place of things falling apart. Here, 

there is food, yes, but it does not fill me the same way” (p. 144). This extract challenges the 

colonial notion that the West embodies abundance while Africa represents lack. Darling’s 

longing for a materially deprived homeland shows that identity is rooted in cultural belonging 

and memory rather than material wealth. By holding hunger and attachment in tension, her 

ambivalence becomes a productive site for reconstructing Africanness beyond economic 

measures, thereby resisting the reductive notion that migration automatically equates to success.  

Similarly, the novel dismantles the illusion of Western hospitality when Darling reflects, “When 

we first arrived, we thought we had finally come to a place that wanted us, but then we saw the 

way they looked at us, as if we were something they didn’t order” (p. 137). This observation 

exposes the conditional and racialized nature of belonging in the West, disrupting the binary that 

labels the West as a haven and Africa as a hardship dichotomy. Darling’s disillusionment fosters 

a critical awareness through which she reassesses the narrative of migration and success. Rather 

than leaving her unable to act, this ambivalence functions as a transformative force that enables 

her to reclaim a meaningful connection to her African roots and articulate belonging beyond the 

deceptive and illusory promise of Western acceptance. 

Darling’s negotiation between assimilation and cultural retention provides a further illustration 

of this dynamic. She admits, “Sometimes I pretend I am like them and that I belong here. But 

when I hear our music, see our people on the streets, something inside me stands up and refuses 
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to sit down” (p. 159). Here, the pretense of assimilation functions as a crucial strategy for 

survival in the host society, but the inner refusal to abandon cultural attachment reflects a 

conscious and enduring resistance. This ambivalence positioning disrupts the colonial 

expectation of complete assimilation, revealing how diasporic subjects challenge the erasure of 

their native identities. This aligns both with Bhabha (1994) and Tyson’s (2006) assertion that 

ambivalence, rather than disempowering, grants the colonized, and by extension, the diasporic 

subject a dual power to resist and subvert colonial domination. It disrupts colonial identity 

construction and opens a space for the colonized to subvert the imposed colonial identities. In 

this sense, ambivalence becomes a site of capacity, enabling her to appropriate aspects of 

Western belonging if necessary, and at the same time, preserving and reactivating her cultural 

roots. This indicates that the novel presents ambivalence as a productive strategy that resists 

binary constructions and facilitates a more flexible and enduring process of African identity 

reconstruction. 

      5.3.4. Mimicry as a Slippage Means for Reimagining African Identity  

Bhabha (1994) maintains that mimicry unsettles colonial authority by producing an imitation that 

is never exact. Rather than suggesting pure compliance and obedience, it offers a slightly altered 

reflection of the colonizer, creating a space slippage that enables the colonized to resist while 

seeming to conform. This dynamic is evident in We Need New Names, where characters, such as 

Darling, superficially adopt Western habits and manners on the surface but quietly preserve their 

Africanness. In this way, mimicry becomes a means for resistance and identity reclamation. 

Language or accent is one important site for such purposeful imitations. Darling’s act of 

mimicking a foreign language and accent serves both as a mechanism to adapt and as a form of 

resistance. She describes this: “We tried to say the words the way they said them, twisting our 

tongues until they almost broke. But sometimes the words just came out wrong, like we were 

spitting stones” (p. 141). Here, Darling’s effort to adopt American pronunciation reveals the 

impossibility of perfect replication. The slippage between intended sameness and actual 

difference grants her agency, allowing her to navigate the diaspora while retaining her linguistic 

and cultural roots. 

In the novel, fashion and bodily gestures also act as performative strategies of mimicry, serving 

as superficial adaptations that conceal, rather than erase an enduring sense of Africanness. 
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Darling reflects this, “I wore their clothes, their brands, walked like them, even learned to roll 

my eyes like them, but when I looked in the mirror, I still saw the girl from Paradise staring 

back” (p. 153). Although she adopts Western appearance and mannerisms, the mirror reflects the 

persistence of her original self. Mimicry here is not erasure but a tactical performance (necessary 

mask) for navigating dominant cultural space while preserving an inner, unassimilated self. Far 

from signifying loss, this duality becomes a means of survival that quietly safeguards cultural 

memory and identity.  

Even within institutional spaces, Darling deliberately imitates what people around her do. She 

recounts this moment as: “At school, I raised my hand like them, answered the way they did, 

laughed at what they laughed at, but later, in my room, I wrote down the stories from home so I 

would not forget” (p. 158). As can vividly be seen in the excerpt above, Darling engages in 

mimicry even in institutional settings to conform to dominant social norms and navigate 

expectations of her colonial schooling environment. However, as Ashcroft (2007) emphasize, 

this imitation is never complete or perfect. It always contains an element of difference that 

disturbs the authority of the colonizer or the segregator in the diaspora. Darling’s private act of 

writing down stories from home becomes a quiet but powerful resistance to the erasure of her 

origins. The tension between public compliance and private remembrance unsettles the colonial 

narrative complete assimilation and redefines mimicry as a tool for cultural preservation. In this 

sense, mimicry becomes a site of narrative decolonization and identity reconstruction, enabling 

the diasporic subject to accommodate imposed identities while sustaining a connection her 

cultural heritage.  

It is not only Darling, the protagonist, who practices mimicry as a strategic weapon. Minor 

characters such as Godknows also adopt the Western’s styles through performative imitation. A 

notable instance occurs when he playfully mimics what the NGO workers do. Daring observes 

his act as follows: 

Godknows cries, making like he is the NGO man, and we laugh and we laugh and 

we laugh. Godknows runs and picks up one of those bricks with holes in them and 

holds it like it’s a camera and takes and takes and takes pictures. We smile and we strike 

poses and we look pretty and we shout, Change! Cheese! Change! (Bulawayo, p. 36). 
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As Bhabha (1994) proclaims, colonial mimicry has the ability to alter and appropriate the 

authority of colonial discourse, resulting in subjects of difference that are “almost the same, but 

not quite” (p. 86). In the extract above, Godknows’s playful imitation of the NGO workers 

demonstrates mimicry as a subtle strategy for negotiating identity even within his homeland. By 

adopting and exaggerating Western behaviors, he engages in a performative act that both 

entertains and critiques, reflecting an early awareness of cultural influence while preserving his 

own sense of agency and selfhood. The argument here is that mimicry, both diasporic and 

colonial, manifests not as a loss of one’s culture but as a slippery and deliberate practice by 

which characters superficially adopt Western language, fashion, habits, and manners on the 

surface but quietly preserve their Africanness. In such ways, the novel presents mimicry as a 

means for resistance and identity reclamation, enabling characters to reassert African identities 

while critiquing the hegemonic Western narratives that are forced upon them. 

Putting it all together, We Need New Names employs postcolonial concepts such as hybridity, 

othering, and mimicry as narrative techniques to interrogate Eurocentric narratives and reclaim 

African subjectivity. Rather than serving as mere themes, these concepts manifest as lived 

experiences that shape the characters’ transnational journeys. Through their interplay, the text 

disrupts the deep-rooted binaries and promotes an African-centered vision that fosters the 

reconstruction of authentic, self-defined identities. 

5.4. Memory, History, and Ancestral Consciousness as Tools of Identity Reconstruction 

As Samuel Mbiti (1990) posits, in postcolonial contexts, memory, history, and ancestral 

consciousness constitute fundamental epistemological sources for the reconstructions of 

fragmented identities. They restore continuity with the past, challenge colonial distortions of 

African experiences, and ground the individual in a communal and intergenerational sense of 

self. This section, therefore, deals with how We Need New Names mobilizes these elements as 

foundations through which African identity is reclaimed, rearticulated, and reconstructed. 

     5.4.1. Nostalgia/Longing as a Site of Cultural Reconnection 

Acts of remembrance, as Svetlana Boym (2001) asserts, do more than recover what has been 

lost; they restore narrative authority and the re-centering of African perspectives both in the 

homeland and diaspora contexts. In this regard, We Need New Names offers a range of 

illustrative moments in which nostalgic memory operates as a crucial mechanism through which 
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diasporic subjects reconnect with their cultural origins. As an immigrant character, Darling 

traverses a fragmented cultural landscape, and her encounters with spaces filled her with 

memories, becoming key moments of cultural reconnection. The following extract best illustrates 

this situation: 

Being in Tshaka Zulu’s room is like being in a museum of remembrance or something—

the walls are choking with things: newspaper clippings of Nelson Mandela… pictures of 

our country’s president when he first became president and he had all his hair, a picture 

of Kwame Nkrumah, Kofi Annan, a big picture of Desmond Tutu, pictures of 

Miriam Makeba, Brenda Fassie, Hugh Masekela, Lucky Dube… (Bulawayo, p. 140). 

This passage constructs Tshaka Zulu’s room as a symbolic archive of African memory, where 

iconic African figures collectively represent a shared historical consciousness. Here, the walls 

serve more than just wallpaper because they present an active historical record which showcases 

African dignity and artistic expression and political awareness. By collecting African leaders, 

artists, and intellectuals, Tshaka establishes a visual narrative that opposes mainstream Western 

depictions of Africa as a region that only knows hardship and deprivation. For Darling this 

environment serves more than visual demonstration; rather, it functions as an affective tool by 

which she reconnects with an authentic African identity that transcends national boundaries. The 

nostalgia aroused here is thus not passive longing but an active act of cultural reconnection. 

Another notable instance of this appears in the second part of the novel, where other African 

family members arrived in America, and the immigrants already living there, including Darling, 

eagerly asked them about life back home in Zimbabwe. Darling, the narrator, recalls this moment 

as: 

And when they came to join us in America, hungry and hollow and hopeful, we held 

them tight and welcomed them to a home that was not ours. We smelled their hair and 

clothes, we begged them for news of our land—big news, small news, any news. We 

asked them to describe how the earth smelled right before it rained, to describe how after 

the rain, flying ants exploded from the ground like fireworks (Bulawayo, p.146). 

We asked, Is the City Hall still the same? The Tredgold Building? And Renkini? The 

jacaranda trees that line the streets in town—do they still bloom that dizzying purple? Is 

that crazy Prophet Revelations Bitchington Mborro still there? He prayed for me to get 
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my visa, can you believe it? What about Main Street, does it still flow like a river, and 

does that blind beggar still sit outside Spar supermarket and sing Thabath’ isiphambano 

ulandele? We asked the arrivals all these questions and watched them as they spoke; we 

wanted to put our heads in their mouths to catch every precious word, every feeling 

(Bulawayo, p. 147). 

As Stuart Hall (1990) famously opines, through memories of cultural practices, places, language, 

and food preparation in their homeland, migrants often foreground their efforts to negotiate and 

reconstruct their identities in the diaspora. In the extracts above, Darling and her fellow African 

immigrants do not merely ask about Zimbabwe; their curiosity and eagerness to “beg…for news 

of their land—big news, small news, any news” suggests their deep desire to reconnect 

themselves to their homeland’s cultural makers. More importantly, their repeated requests to 

describe “how the earth smelled right before it rained” and “flying ants” evoke a deeply alive and 

localized experience of Africa. These are not just abstract reminiscences; rather, they are 

emotionally grounded memories that re-anchor identities in specific cultural and environmental 

contexts. On the other hand, recalling particular places and figures, such as City Hall, the 

jacaranda trees, streets, the Tredgold Building, Renkini, and Prophet Revelations Bitchington 

Mborro, reveals how nostalgia is facilitated through special and cultural markers. These 

references function as a memory aid, enabling diasporic subjects to reconstruct a coherent sense 

of home. Hence, the extracts show how nostalgia and longing function as vital strategies to 

reassert and preserve African identity in the diaspora.  

Similarly, Darling’s reflections upon arriving in America highlight how absence and 

displacement intensify her longing for Zimbabwe and reinforce her struggle to preserve a sense 

of belonging: 

If you come here where I am standing and look outside the window, you will not see any 

men seated under a blooming jacaranda playing draughts. Bastard and Stina and 

Godknows and Chipo and Sbho will not be calling me off to Budapest. You will not even 

hear a vendor singing her wares, and you will not see anyone playing country-game or 

chasing after flying ants. Some things happen only in my country, and this here is not my 

country; I don’t know whose it is. That fat boy, TK, who is also supposed to be my 
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cousin even though I have never seen him before, says, This is America, yo, you won’t 

see none of that African shit up in this motherfucker (Bulawayo, p. 87). 

In the diaspora contexts, nostalgia functions as a double force—both a critique of the host 

environment and affirmation of migrants’ rootedness (Hall, 1990). In the quotation above, 

Darling contrasts the absence of familiar cultural scenes in America (jacaranda trees, street 

vendors, and traditional games) with the vitality of life back home. The repetition of what is 

“not” present underscores the void created by migration, where America feels alien and rootless. 

Her cousin TK’s dismissive remark reflects the pressure to erase or trivialize African culture in 

the diaspora. Yet, Darling’s insistence on naming and recalling these details transforms memory 

into a site of resistance, preserving Africanness against cultural erasure and asserting that her 

true identity is anchored in Zimbabwe. 

This function of nostalgia is further evident in Darling’s longing for familiar sensory 

experiences, particularly her memory of guava fruits: “I miss the smell of guavas, the way the 

juice would run down our elbows, sticky and sweet. There are no guavas here” (p. 112). The 

guava, as a cultural symbol, becomes a powerful mnemonic device that connects Darling to her 

homeland. Its absence in America highlights her displacement, but the very act of remembering 

sustains a continuity of self. Here, longing/nostalgia functions as a quiet form of resistance, 

enabling Darling to preserve African memory and affirm an identity that remains rooted in her 

homeland despite the pressures of cultural assimilation in the West. 

Darling’s recollection of her childhood in Paradise further demonstrates how memory serves as a 

means of identity reconstruction by situating her sense of self in a shared past. When she recalls, 

“I close my eyes and I am back in Paradise, running barefoot with Bastard, Chipo, and 

Godknows, our laughter louder than our hunger” (p. 152), memory transforms a place marked by 

poverty into one defined by togetherness and emotional fullness. Although Paradise is materially 

poor, Darling’s memory foregrounds solidarity, intimacy, and collective resilience. Here, 

Nostalgia functions in a double sense: while it exposes the pain of displacement, it also 

challenges the narrative that equates America with progress and fulfilment. By valuing the 

communal experiences of home, Darling affirms an African-centered identity that persists even 

in exile. In brief, the novel We Need New Names presents memory and nostalgia as an affective 

pull towards home. By re anchoring identity in historical community and emotional attachment, 
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the novel contributes to the project of narrative decolonization and African identity 

reconstruction.  

Overall, in We Need New Names, nostalgia and longing function as vital mechanisms through 

which Darling and other displaced characters sustain their sense of Africanness in the alienating 

environment of diaspora life. Far from being sentimental or passive emotions, these affective 

connections to the homeland serve as quiet but powerful forms of resistance. They enable 

characters to preserve cultural memory and assert the persistence of their African identities 

despite diasporic erasure. 

   5.4.2. Engagement with History to Challenge Colonial Narratives and reconstruct identity  

In We Need New Names, historical consciousness becomes a critical tool through which 

characters reclaim silenced narratives and resist colonial distortions. By revisiting and 

reinterpreting the past, the novel transforms memory into a powerful resource for reconstructing 

African identity. This engagement with history is most apparently evident in the contested 

dialogue between the white settler couple (the owners of a house in Budapest, a suburb 

symbolizing colonial privilege) and the Black mob, an encounter witnessed by the children: 

Can’t you read? You bring English to this country and now you want it explained to you, 

your own language, have you no shame? one of them says. 

You, stop reasoning with these people, I always tell you that! And quit your bullshit 

colonial mentality, what are you calling him sir for, is he your father? says the one with 

the red overalls. 

And you, stupid white man, we don’t care, you hear me? If you didn’t bring this land 

with you on a ship or plane from wherever you came from, then we don’t bloody fucking 

care, says the boss. 

The white man shouts, “I am an African. This is my fucking country too, my father was 

born here, I was born here, just like you! 

But the Black men laugh and say, "African? You? With that skin? Don't make me laugh, 

you colonial leftover! (Bulawayo, pp.  68-9). 

The extracts above obviously exemplify Afrocentrists’, specifically Asante’s (2009), insistence 

on re-centering African identity through engaging with native historical consciousness. They 
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show highly charged confrontations that articulate history not as a distant past but as a lived, 

contested presence claiming belonging, authority, and identity. The dialogue is mainly between 

the white man and the mob, with exclamations from the white woman (as pleading) and the 

children (Darling and her friends as observers). Through this dialogic resistance, the text 

challenges the colonial narrative of white ownership of African land, presenting it as a stolen 

heritage and reconstructing African identity through collective historical retention. The 

children’s reference to “bullshit colonial mentality” is a clear critique of the internalized regard 

for white authority, as evidenced by the honorific expression “sir,” which is one of the linguistic 

remnants of colonial hierarchies. Furthermore, the dismissal of the settler as a “colonial leftover” 

apparently strengthens the historical framing. The expression explicitly reduces the white 

presence to a residue of an illegitimate system by denying any authentic claim to Africanness. In 

general, the extracts reveal that We Need New Names does not treat history as a static backdrop 

but as an active and important force in the reconstruction of African identity. By depicting the 

tensions between competing narratives of belonging, the novel defies the colonial legacies and 

re-centers African perspectives. This engagement with history enables the characters to gain 

power to challenge their forced identities and reject inherited hierarchies and assert a more self-

defined sense of Africanness. 

In another episode of the novel, the narrative also foregrounds the politics of naming and 

renaming historical places as an important site of historical contestation. Darling, the narrator, 

observes this as, “They changed the name from Paradise to Chitungwiza, but we still called it 

Paradise because we were here before they came with their maps and name” (p. 31). This 

insistence on Africans’ own indigenous naming, which is often culturally and spiritually 

collected, challenges the colonial imposition of categorical authority, thereby preserving memory 

as an act of cultural and historical resistance. In such ways, the novel demonstrates how the 

reclamation of African indigenous naming culture refuses colonial erasures and reaffirms an 

African-centred historical identity. 

Equally important is the novel’s critique of the Western media representation of Africa, which 

often reproduces and perpetuates colonial stereotypes that reduce the continent to images of 

suffering and victimhood. Darling’s remark that “They watch us on BBC, always hungry, always 

dying, and they think that is all there is. But, we have stories they do not tell” (p. 98) exposes the 

selective and reductive nature of such depictions. In this context, historical memory is 
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transformed into a critical counter-discourse resource by which characters challenge the 

reductive narratives. By asserting the presence of untold realities and stories of Africa, the novel 

reclaims narrative authority and reintroduces the relegated histories into wider dialogues. In 

doing so, it resists the single story or one sided narrative and reaffirms a more grounded and self- 

articulated African identity.  

Finally, the narrative extends its engagement with history in to the diasporic context, where 

Darling as a migrant actively confronts reductive representations of Zimbabwe by appealing its 

anti-colonial past. For instance, she recalls a moment she encounters as she arrives in America: 

“When they asked me where I came from, I told them Zimbabwe, and they said, ‘Oh, Mugabe 

and hunger.’ And I said, No, Zimbabwe is also the land of Mbuya Nehanda, of Chimurenga, of 

ancestors who fought” (p. 136). Here, the invocation of ancestral memory serves as a deliberate 

counter to Western depictions that confine Zimbabwean identity just to political and economic 

instability. Darling tries to foreground how her African people fought against colonial power and 

show they are resilient enough even through difficult times. The reference to anti-colonial 

resistance not only disrupts simplified narratives but also reasserts continuity between past and 

present, positioning identity as something shaped by collective memory rather than external 

representation. Thus, it can be concluded that the novel presents historical consciousness a 

critical resource through which characters reclaim silenced narratives and resist colonial 

distortions. By revisiting and reinterpreting the past, it situates historical memory as powerful 

means of reconstructing African identity. 

     5.4.3. Ancestral Consciousness and the Transmission of Cultural Values  

Asante (1998) consciously argues that ancestral consciousness is central to Afrocenticity, for it 

reconnects Africans and the African diaspora to their historical memory, cultural heritage, and 

collective identity. In We Need New Names these ancestral ties and inherited wisdom serve as 

essential elements which establish African identity across a continuous cultural memory track. 

The novel demonstrates how ancestral authority and inherited values from the past serve as tools 

which people use to reconstruct their identities in the face of colonial erasures and diasporic 

dislocation. A key moment occurs when an elderly man, Mzilawulandelwa, laments the loss of 

his grandfather's black stool, a sacred heirloom that represents both ancestral continuity and 

cultural identity: 
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You know it was meant to stay in the family—my greatest grandfather Sindimba passed 

it on to his son Slaile, who passed it on to his son Ngalo, who passed it on to his son 

Mabhada, who passed it on to me, Mzilawulandelwa, to pass on to my son 

Vulindlela…All I’m saying is that stool was my whole history (Bulawayo, P.43-4). 

Here, the lament articulated by Mzilawulandelwa foregrounds ancestral inheritance not simply as 

material ownership but as a symbolic repository of collective memory and identity. This 

ancestral tracing of the stool across the successive generations establishes a clear lineage and 

places the speaker in an unbroken continuum of ancestral presence. Mzilawulandelwa’s 

characterization of the stool as his “whole history” brings together personal and collective 

identity into a single artifact, highlighting how ancestral objects function as bearers of meaning, 

memory, and belonging. Losing it, therefore, means more than dispossession; it does mean a 

rupture in the continuity of cultural knowledge. More importantly, the excerpt also highlights the 

authority embedded in the ancestral chain. The passing down of the stool to the upcoming 

generation is framed as a responsibility, suggesting that identity is not individually constructed 

but collectively sustained through upholding inherited cultural values and practices. In this 

regard, the narrative reasserts the role of ancestral awareness as a means of struggling against 

cultural destruction. Even in the face of loss, the very articulation of this ancestry becomes an act 

of cultural preservation, confirming Samuel Mbiti’s (1990) insight about the enduring presence 

of ancestral impact in reclaiming African identity. Thus, the extract exemplifies that in We Need 

New Name, ancestral consciousness functions as a critical means by which African cultural 

values are passed on, remembered, and consciously reclaimed. 

Another illustrative moment that highlights the salient transmission of ancestral consciousness 

occurs when Darling discovers her grandfather’s hidden photograph concealed inside Mother of 

Bone’s tattered Bible. The narrator describes this moment: 

And hidden under the bed, inside the old, tattered Bible that Mother of Bones doesn’t 

take to church, is a picture of my grandfather. He was killed before I was born, but I 

knew who he was the moment I laid my eyes on him for the first time; it felt as if I 

were looking at myself and Makhosi and Father and my uncle Muzi and my other 

relatives, like my grandfather’s face was a folded fist and all our faces were collected like 

coins inside it…. Nobody likes to talk about him, it’s as if he is something that never 
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even happened, but there are times I have caught Mother of Bones muttering, and even 

though she doesn’t say, I always have a feeling she is muttering to him. She doesn’t 

know that I know about Grandfather’s picture (Bulawayo, p. 14). 

The extract overtly presents ancestral consciousness as a sentimental form of knowing that 

surpasses the absence of direct experience. Even though Darling has never met her grandfather, her 

immediate respect of him “the moment I laid my eyes on him” suggests that ancestral identity 

is not merely acquired through physical contact but is also inherited and internally felt. At this 

point, it would do well to recall again Mbiti’s (1990) argument that African identity is inherently 

collective and rooted in family heritage, where “the living, the dead, and the unborn are 

interconnected” (p. 85). On the other hand, her grandfather’s photo, concealed inside the tattered 

Bible, indicates a tension between remembrance and silence. The Bible, often associated with 

imposed religious structure, symbolizes suppressed history and identity that are hidden rather 

than openly acknowledged. Therefore, the extract epitomizes that in the novel ancestral 

consciousness operates through subtle, often hidden means, where memory, identity, and cultural 

continuity are sustained despite silence, loss, and cultural disruption.   

Perhaps, the most compelling and ritualistic moment of cultural transmission occurs just before 

Darling’s departure for America, as her mother take her to Vodloza, the traditional healer, to 

receive a protective blessings. In Darling’s own words:  

A few days before I left, Mother took me to Vodloza, who made me smoke from a 

gourd, and I sneezed and sneezed and he smiled and said, The ancestors are your 

angels, they will bear you to America. Then he spilled tobacco on the earth and said to 

someone I could not see: Open the way for your wandering calf, you, Vusamazulu, 

pave the skies, summon your fathers, Mpabanga and Nqabayezwe and Mahlathini, and 

draw your mighty spears to clear the paths and protect the child from dark spirits on her 

journey. Deliver her well to that strange land where you and those before you never 

dreamed of setting foot. Finally he tied a bone attached to a rainbow-colored string 

around my waist and said, “ This is your weapon, it will fight off all evil in that 

America, never ever take it off, you hear?” (Bulawayo, p. 88). 

In the extract above, cultural transmission is presented as an explicitly ritualized practice by 

which ancestral protection and shared values are consulted by the individual at a critical moment 
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of a journey. Darling’s departure to America is presented not merely as physical migration but 

also a threshold that requires spiritual preparation. Her visit to Vodloza highlights the relevance 

of indigenous knowledge systems, where traditional healing practices serve as valid and 

legitimate means of protecting the individual. This ritual practice is full of symbolic actions that 

reinforce ancestral presence and authority. The act of allowing Darling to “smoke from a 

gourd,” followed by her repeated sneezing, indicates a form of spiritual cleaning that prepares 

her body and spirit for the trip. On the other hand, the calling up of specific ancestral figures, 

such as Vusamazulu, Mpabanga, Nqabayezwe, and Mahlathini, signifies the direct line of 

communication between the living and the ancestral dominion, strengthening the idea that 

identity is collectively sustained across generations. Overall, the passage illustrates that in We 

Need New Names, ancestral consciousness plays a vital role, enabling characters to carry their 

cultural foundation in the unfamiliar spaces, maintain spiritual strength and protections from 

ancestral presence, and bear a sense of continuity that allows them to reconstruct their identities 

even in the face of migration.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

In the novel, this ancestral consciousness and processes of cultural reconnection not limited only 

to the homeland, Zimbabwe but also actively articulated and sustained in in the diaspora context 

of the United States. The following extract best illustrates this: 

The uncles and aunts bring goat insides and cook ezangaphakathi and sadza and 

mbhida and occasionally they will bring amacimbi, which is my number one favorite 

relish, umfushwa, and other foods from home, and people descend on the food like 

they haven’t eaten all their lives... When they cook home food, even Aunt Fostalina 

will forget she is on a fruit diet (Bulawayo, p. 95). 

The presence of these local dishes in their gathering reveals the diasporic subjects’ effort to 

maintain their connection to their African (Zimbabwean) roots and preserve their cultural 

heritage. The shared means also function as a way for them to unite and find comfort in the 

familiar taste of home. This is evident in Aunt Fostalina who forgets her restriction when with 

these local dishes.  

Furthermore, as Okolie (2024) indicates in his article titled Adichie’s Americanah, Transnational 

Border and the Prospects for Identity Reformation, the notion of “Recrossing the border in a 

consciousness” (7) highlights the emergence of the hybrid character. At this point, the migrant 
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character exists in a third space of consciousness that is neither fully American nor wholly 

Zimbabwean. This condition is symbolically represented in Darling’s relationship with the ivory 

slab shaped like Africa:     

When I saw the slab at Eliot’s, sitting there with the other artifacts he’d bought on 

his world trips, it felt like the eye was looking at me so the right thing to do was to 

steal the ivory map. I hang it right above my bed and look around my room; it looks 

complete, but I feel like I’m not because I’m busy thinking about home and l feel like 

I can’t breathe from missing it (Bulawayo, pp. 168-69). 

The ivory slave functions as a symbolic artifact through which the protagonist attempts to bridge 

the gap between her life in Zimbabwe and her experience in America. By stealing it from Eliot’s 

collection and hanging it above her bed, she enacts a deliberate effort to establish a tangible 

connection to her ancestral heritage. Her act of theft signifies a yearning for a physical collection 

to her homeland although “home” becomes increasingly a complex, contested, and subject to 

redefinition in the diaspora context.  

The novel further articulates cultural reconnection through the practice of naming and renaming. 

The moment in which Darling is addressed by her full name, ‘Darling Nonkululeko Nkala’ (p. 

170), stands out as a compelling act of renaming and re-centring. As Asante (1998) asserts, the 

reclamation of African narratives and identities distorted by Eurocentric discourses, alongside 

the affirmation of African agency, is central to Afrocentricity. In this sense, Darling’s identity in 

the diaspora is often reduced to the Western-friendly name, “Darling,” a simplification that 

reflects the process of cultural erasure. By contrast, the articulation of her full name reconnects 

her identity to her cultural, historical, and familial roots. The name Nonkululeko, which means 

“freedom,” carries a deep symbolic weight, linking her personal identity to a broader collective 

history of struggle and aspiration. The invocation of her full name thus reminds both Darling and 

the reader of the balance between surviving in a foreign land and staying connected to one’s 

origins. Thus, in We Need New Names, renaming functions not as a disconnection from the past 

but as a deliberate act of cultural reclamation and Afrocentric self-positioning. This contributes 

to African identity reconstruction, as it restores cultural dignity and ontological grounding. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

ANALYSIS AND INTERPRETATION OF IDENTITY 

RECONSTRUCTION THROUGH DECOLONIZING NARRATIVES IN 

SALIH’S SEASON OF MIGRATION TO THE NORTH 

 

6.1. Synopses  

Tayeb Salih’s masterpiece, Season of Migration to the North (2009), stands as a landmark of 

postcolonial African literature, reflecting the enduring consequences of Sudan’s colonial 

predicaments with the British Empire. Set primarily in a small village named Wad Hamid on the 

Nile after Sudan’s independence, the novel follows the story of two Sudanese men who were 

educated in England and lived there for many years before eventually returning to their rural 

village. The first of these characters is the unnamed narrator who, at the beginning of the story, 

returns home from England after seven years, during which he attended university and earned his 

doctorate degree in English poetry. Upon arriving in his village, the narrator sees a new arrival, a 

mysterious middle-aged man named Mustafa Sa’eed, the other main or protagonist character of 

the novel. The narrator becomes much eager to know who Mustafa Sa’eed is and asks his family 

and friends about the man. Eventually the narrator’s grandfather discloses that Mustafa is from 

Khartoum, adding that he is a good farmer and neighbor. He came to Wad Hamid five years 

before and married Hosna Bint Mahmoud. Later, Mustafa visits the narrator at his house, 

introducing himself but remaining shy about his past.  

One day, while the narrator is drinking alcohol with his friend Mahjoub, Mustafa Sa'eed is 

walking by, and they pressure him to join them. Mustafa reluctantly does, and as he gets drunk, 

he starts reciting poetry in English. The narrator is shocked by this and approaches Mustafa the 

next day, asking where he learned to speak English. Mustafa initially insists that the poetry is 

nonsense and it is because of the alcohol he drank, but the next morning he returns to the 

narrator. Mustafa says that if the narrator swears he will tell no one, he will reveal his life story, 

and the narrator eagerly agrees. 

Mustafa was such a genius student that he quickly advanced through elementary school in 

Khartoum, which was all the education that was available in Sudan at the time. Although he was 
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poor and fatherless, the headmaster of his school, Mr. Robinson, arranged for him to attend 

secondary school in Cairo. Upon successfully completing his secondary school there, Mustafa 

got a scholarship award to Oxford University and quickly became the prominent figure of 

English literary and political arenas. He established friendships mainly with progressive writers 

and thinkers, although he was disappointed with their silly misconceptions about “Oriental” 

culture. In fact, he deliberately exaggerated his African roots, fabricating stories of life in the 

jungle and charming snakes. This performance helped him attract European women, and he 

became highly immoral of promising marriage with many of them. Three of his girlfriends, 

namely Ann Hammond, Sheila Greenwood, and Isabella Seymour, committed suicide, for he 

broke their hearts. However, his twisted relationships with women culminated in his marriage to 

Jean Morrie, a cruel and manipulative European woman, whom he finally murdered. He was 

imprisoned for seven years, and he left England upon being released to live a simple farmer’s life 

in Sudan. 

As the story turns to the narrator’s perspective, he reveals that Mustafa Sa’eed vanished during a 

heavy flood in the village. Although the villagers believe his death was an accident, the narrator 

privately speculates that Mustafa killed himself. The narrator goes to visit his grandfather, who 

often drinks with friends Bakri, Wad Rayyes, and Bint Majzoub. Bint Majzoub, with these two 

men, often talks about sex and drawbacks of female circumcision. After the guests leave, the 

narrator’s grandfather discloses that Wad Rayyes is planning to ask the narrator for Hosna’s hand 

in marriage. However, the narrator is uncomfortable and annoyed that he has been asked to make 

choices for Hosna, whom he believes should decide for herself what is to do. He goes to visit 

her, asking what she thinks of the proposal. Hosna obstinately declines it, saying that she will 

never marry, and if she is forced, she will kill the husband and then herself. The next morning, 

Wad Rayyes inquires how the narrator’s visit was. The narrator advises him to drop the proposal 

as Hosna is unwilling. Wad Rayyes furiously insists that he will marry her anyway, as her father 

has already agreed upon it. The narrator asks his friend Mahjoub for advice about the issue. 

Mahjoub says that the narrator cannot change the social order of the village, and Wad Rayyes 

will probably die unless he marries her. 

One month later, the narrator receives a telegram from Mahjoub with the news that Hosana is 

dead. He returned to Wad Hamid, but the villagers are reluctant to tell him what happened. He 

eventually finds out the story from Bint Majzoub, who often works with whisky. Bint Majzoub 
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tells the narrator that Hosna has knifed Wad Rayyes to death. She lies dead on the floor and a 

knife in her heart and many bite marks all over her body. 

The narrator is offended that Mustafa never truly left his past behind and considers burning the 

private room, which is filled with English books and photographs of Mustafa’s English 

paramours. However, he decides that doing so will have nothing to do with and instead goes to 

swim in the Nile. Being seized with a sudden desire for a cigarette, he thinks of allowing himself 

to sink. But he finally decides that he would rather live, for he wants to spend more time with his 

friends he has left and take care of his duties in life. He, then, swims towards the shore and 

shouts for help. 

6.2. Challenging Colonial Misrepresentations and Reasserting African Values  

As discussed in the theoretical framework, in the aftermath of colonialism, African writers often 

produce counter-narratives that interrogate colonial distortions while rearticulating African 

values. Within this context, Salih’s Season of Migration to the North emerges as a significant 

postcolonial text that critically engages with reconstructing African identity by decolonizing 

such distorted narratives. This section thus examines how the novel deconstructs colonial 

stereotypes about Africa(ns) while foregrounding Afrocentric perspectives and indigenous 

cultural values as essential foundations for identity reconstruction. 

    6.2.1. Subverting Orientalist Stereotypes through Sexual Agency   

Edward Said (1978) strongly argues that the colonial gaze constructs the Orient as exotic, 

irrational, and sexually deviant as a means of justifying imperial domination. Season of 

Migration to the North offers a sustained interrogation of this colonial misconception through the 

protagonist character Mustafa Sa’eed, whose deliberate self-presentation as a hypersexualized 

African-Arab male exposes the artificiality of Orientalist discourse. Rather than submissively 

internalizing these imposed stereotypes, Mustafa consciously manipulates and exploits them, 

transforming colonial gaze into a site of calculated retaliation and resistance.  

This dynamic is particularly evident when he reflects on how he is perceived by his European 

lover: “There came a moment when I felt I had been transformed in her eyes into a naked, 

primitive creature, a spear in one hand and arrows in the other, hunting elephants and lions in 

the jungles” (p. 24). The emphasis on being transformed “in her eyes” suggests a quintessential 

Orientalist fantasy of Africa as a savage and untamed continent, where the native male is reduced 
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to a hyper-masculine model. Mustafa does not passively submit to this gaze but recognizes its 

dynamics. By allowing himself to be seen in this way, he exposes the extent to which European 

desire depends on fabricated images of Africa rather than the lived realities. 

Importantly, Mustafa’s manipulation of desire (imposed construction) is further articulated 

through his explicit admission that seduction operates as a calculated strategy. He remarks, 

“Curiosity had changed to gaiety and gaiety to sympathy, and when I stir the still pool in its 

depths, the sympathy will be transformed into a desire upon whose taut strings I shall play 

as I wish” (p. 25). Here, sexual desire serves as a power, allowing him to reverse the unequal 

power relation of the colonial encounter by controlling the emotional and sexual responses of 

European women. Desire becomes an instrument through which the colonized subject 

temporarily asserts dominance over the imperial center. Through this inversion, the novel 

subverts colonial constructions of African muscularity while at the same time critiquing the 

epistemological violence embedded in imperial representations.  

Mustafa’s sexual agency is closely tied to his deliberate fabrication of Africa as an erotic 

landscape tailored to European fantasy. He recounts how he intentionally focuses on his lover’s 

false narratives, as “I related to her fabricated stories about deserts of golden sands and jungles 

where non-existent animals called out to one another” (p. 24). This extract exposes the 

constructedness or the emptiness of Orientalist discourse. Mustafa deliberately feeds colonial 

fantasies, revealing how the European imagination depends on myth rather than reality and how 

these myths can be turned back against the colonizer itself.  

The inversion of colonial hierarchies becomes most explicit in Mustafa’s erotic role-playing. He 

recalls an encounter in which his lover declares, “You are Mustafa, my master and my lord, and I 

am Sausan, your slave girl… each one of us chose his role” (p. 87). This voluntary performance 

subverts the historical power relations of empire. The European woman willingly occupies the 

position of subjugation, while Mustafa temporarily assumes authority. Such moments dramatize 

how sexual agency enables the colonized subject to reclaim mastery in a system that denies it. 

Another European woman who falls in love with him also says, “Mr. Mustafa, the bird has fallen 

into the snare. The Nile, that snake god, has gained a new victim” (p. 25). Here, the roles are 

reversed: the colonial subject assumes the position of the hunter, while the colonial desire, which 

is symbolized by the European women as “the snake god,” becomes a victim. Mustafa repeatedly 
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frames his erotic engagements in the language of conquest and counter-conquest. In doing so, he 

describes himself as: 

I was the invader who had come from the South, and this was the icy battlefield from 

which I would not make a safe return. I was the pirate sailor and Jean Morris the shore of 

destruction. And yet I did not care. I took her, there in the open air, unconcerned whether 

we could be seen or heard by people. For me, this moment of ecstasy is worth the 

whole of life (Salih, p. 95). 

The language of invasion alters sexual intimacy as symbolic warfare. Through erotic/sexual 

invasion, Mustafa Sa’eed positions himself as a counter-colonizer who unsettles the imperial 

center from within. He revenges the colonial gaze and imperial domination, particularly through 

his European wife, Jean Morris, who cruelly and manipulatively treats him. Furthermore, his 

declaration, “I’ll liberate Africa with my penis” (p. 72) clearly encapsulates how erotic power 

becomes a symbolic instrument of anti-colonial retaliation. By framing his sexuality as a weapon 

of liberation, Mustafa aims to subvert colonial hierarchies that historically emasculated African 

men through racist stereotypes. His provocative statement transforms the act of seduction into a 

counter-discursive tool, where the body itself is mobilized to challenge, resist, and destabilize 

imperial dominance. By transforming desire into deliberate conquest, he subverts colonial 

emasculation and reclaims agency. Thus, the novel presents sexual agency not to show sexually 

not as an indication of unrestrained desire among Africans but as a complex and strategic mode 

of self-expression that challenge colonial stereotypes and reclaim African subjectivity. 

Upon arriving in London, Mustafa’s initial encounters with European women are framed through 

an intentional invocation of colonial mythologies. As Mustafa meets Isabella Seymour at 

Speakers’ Corner in Hyde Park, he deliberately stages himself as the Oriental archetype that 

British society expects him to be. Therefore, he fabricates fantastical narratives of his origins, 

and as part of his seduction of her, he told her that, “The streets of his country teemed with 

elephants and lions and that during siesta time crocodiles crawled through it” (p. 24). By 

deliberately presenting himself as mysterious, sensual, and spiritually profound Arab–African 

figure, Mustafa exploits the colonial imagination that often frames Africa as primitive, 

fantastical, and irrational. He fabricates imagery of streets filled with wild animals to seduce 

Isabella Seymour by exposing the artificiality of Orientalist discourse. This reflects Edward 
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Said’s (1978) argument that colonial representations persist not because they are true but because 

they are desired by the West. In London, Mustafa has also used his charisma to seduce women, 

several of whom later died or led their own lives. He entices them into his meticulously designed 

bedroom: 

My bedroom was a graveyard that looked on to a garden… its curtains were pink and 

had been chosen with care, the carpeting was of a warm greenness, the bed spacious, with 

swans-down cushions. There were small electric lights, red, blue, and violet, placed in 

certain corners; on the walls were large mirrors, so that when I slept with a woman it was 

as if I slept with a whole harem simultaneously. The room was heavy with the smell 

of burning sandalwood and incense, and in the bathroom were pungent Eastern perfumes, 

lotions, unguents, powders, and pills. My bedroom was like an operating theatre in a 

hospital. There is a still pool in the depths of every woman that I knew how to stir. 

One day they found her dead. She had gassed herself. They also found a small piece of 

paper with my name on it. It contained nothing but the words: “Mr Sa’eed, may God 

damn you” (Salih, p. 20). 

As can vividly be seen in the extract above, Mustafa uses his “exotic” identity in London to 

seduce and destroy several English women. So as to amplify the Orientalist projections of his 

lovers, he has saturated his bedroom with “burning sandalwood and incense.” To entice the 

women, the room was also decorated with “Persian carpets, pink curtains, large mirrors on the 

walls, and coloured lights in the corners” (p. 87). The deliberate arrangement of coloured lights 

and mirrors signifies a conscious self-Orientalizaton of strategic performance of the ‘Oriental 

lover’ that aligns with Said’s (1978) concept of the Orient as a European creation. As Mustafa 

observes Ann Hammond, his first girlfriend in Britain, “She entered his bedroom a chaste virgin 

and when she left it, she was carrying the germs of self-destruction within her” (p. 22). Mustafa’s 

strategic use of his erotic power is also evident in his seduction of a waitress in a Soho 

restaurant. He recounts this moment as follows: 

 I seduced her with gifts and honeyed words, and an unfaltering way of seeing things as 

they really are. It was my world, so novel to her, that attracted her. The smell of burning 

sandalwood and incense made her dizzy; she stood for a long time laughing at her image 

in the mirror as she fondled the ivory necklace I had placed like a noose round her 
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beautiful neck. She entered my bedroom a chaste virgin and when she left it she was 

carrying the germs of self-destruction within her. She died without a single word passing 

her lips — my storehouse of hackneyed phrases is inexhaustible. For every occasion I 

possess the appropriate garb (Salih, p. 22). 

In reconstructing his imposed identity, Mustafa uses desire as a tool of domination, turning the 

seduction into an act of power exercised against the colonial other. The exotic setting he 

constructs (incense, sandalwood, and ivory) caters to Orientalist fantasies, but he weaponizes 

them to entrap the woman. Her transformation from innocence to destruction symbolizes how his 

erotic power becomes both a performance of control and an act of anti-colonial retaliation. 

Nevertheless, the novel also emphasizes the fact that Mustafa's eroticism is artificial. Mustafa 

himself admits this and shouts at the court, "This Mustafa Sa’eed does not exist. He’s an illusion, 

a lie (p. 21). This admission makes it clear that his sexual power is rooted in the deliberate and 

conscious act of self-creation. His identity becomes a mask designed to exploit Orientalist desire, 

reinforcing the claim that his sexual power is a strategy and not a natural one. This way, the text 

shows that sexuality is not a personal badness but a political weapon that reveals the weaknesses 

and inconsistencies of the imperial discourse. 

Generally, the novel presents erotic/sexual power as both a personal assertion of masculinity and 

a symbolic form of anti-colonial retaliation. This act of liberation through sex functions as a 

challenge to the asymmetric power relation of empire, exposing the colonial desire for the exotic 

“Other” and revealing how the imperial subject becomes invested in self-constructed myths 

about Africa. By contrast, the colonial subject actively seeks to subvert these mythical narratives, 

turning them against the very discourse that produces them. This brings into line with Edward 

Said’s (1978) argument that while the colonial subject is shaped by imperial discourse, it also 

possesses the capacity to resist, refuse, and ultimately reverse it.   

    6.2.2. Articulating African Talents as Rebuttal to Colonial Denigrations 

As Ngũgĩ (1986) stresses, epistemological decolonization entails defying the colonial knowledge 

system that stereotypically constructed Africans as intellectually and culturally poor. To 

legitimize its domination, colonial ideology often denies the capacities, talents, and systems of 

knowledge of the colonized people while privileging the Western knowledge system as superior. 

In response, various postcolonial African texts often foreground the recovery, validation, and 



160 
 

articulation of African intellectual, linguistic, and cultural competences as important strategies 

for deconstructing such hegemonic constructions. These features are reflected in the story of the 

Season of Migration to the North and are analyzed as follows. 

In the narrative, Mustafa Sa’eed is portrayed as a gifted poet, writer, lecturer in both literature 

and economics, and skilled painter. His intellectual versatility directly contradicts colonial 

representations of Africans as intellectually limited or culturally deficient. Importantly, 

Mustafa’s talents are not framed as accidental or miraculous but as intrinsic capacities that 

flourish despite the constraints imposed by colonial educational structures. His advanced intellect 

is introduced early in the narrative, recalling his rapid intellectual advancement within the 

colonial schooling system. He recounts this to the narrator as: 

I devoted myself with the whole of my being to that new life. Soon I discovered in my 

brain a wonderful ability to learn by heart, to grasp and comprehend…I learnt to write in 

two weeks, after which I surged forward, nothing stopping me. My mind was like a sharp 

knife, cutting with cold effectiveness… I paid no attention to the astonishment of the 

teachers, the admiration or envy of my schoolmates. The teachers regarded me as a 

prodigy and the pupils began seeking my friendship, but I was busy with this wonderful 

machine with which I had been endowed. After three years the headmaster — who was 

an Englishman — said to me, "This country hasn’t got the scope for that brain of yours, 

so take yourself off. Go to Egypt or Lebanon or England. We have nothing further to 

give you."  (Salih, p. 15). 

This metaphor of the “sharp knife” not only conveys intellectual sharpness but also suggests a 

penetrating engagement with knowledge that cuts through the epistemological boundaries 

imposed by empire. Significantly, the acknowledgement of this intellectual excess comes from 

the colonial institution itself. Mr. Stockwell, the British headmaster in Khartoum, admits the 

inadequacy of the local system when he tells Mustafa, “This country hasn’t got the scope for that 

brain of yours, so take yourself off. Go to Egypt or Lebanon or England. We have nothing 

further to give you” (p. 15). While intended as guidance in a colonial framework, this admission 

inadvertently exposes the limitations of the colonial education system and validates African 

intellectual potential as exceeding the very institutions designed to contain it. In doing so, the 

novel repositions African talent as a force that destabilizes colonial authority from within, 
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offering a powerful rebuttal to narratives of African inferiority.  

In a similar vein, the narrative portrays Mustafa’s intellectual brilliance not as a fleeting gift but 

as a sustained and cumulative force that intensifies with each stage of his education. His own 

reflection proves this persistent intellectual expansion: 

I covered the first stage in two years and in the intermediate school, I discovered other 

mysteries, amongst which was the English language. My brain continued on, biting and 

cutting like the teeth of a plough. Words and sentences formed themselves before me as 

though they were mathematical equations; algebra and geometry as though they were 

verses of poetry. I viewed the vast world in the geography lessons as though it were a 

chess board (Salih, pp. 15-6). 

Here, Mustafa demonstrates his exceptional intellect because he sees everything as easy to 

achieve. His “brain… biting and cutting” signifies an African intellectual agency that disproves 

colonial claim of African intellectual inferiority, aligning with Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o’s insistence 

on re-centering African capabilities within colonial languages and institutions. His errorless 

command of disciplines form mathematics to geography thus function as a postcolonial 

refutation or disproof to the imperial view that African people possess no intelligence. The 

comparison between his "mind and the teeth of a plough" signifies Mustafa's intellect to both 

rural Sudanese roots and a hidden weapon of power, suggesting that his mastery of thought 

remains grounded in his own culture. Furthermore, Mustafa’s mastery of the English language 

operates as a powerful symbol of epistemic agency in the diaspora context. The retired Mamur’s 

recollection illustrates this point: 

We used to articulate English words as though they were Arabic and were unable to 

pronounce two consonants together without putting a vowel in between, whereas Mustafa 

Sa’eed would contort his mouth and thrust out his lips and the words would issue forth as 

though from the mouth of one whose mother tongue it was (Salih, P. 32). 

This linguistic fluency extends beyond mere performance. It actively subverts the assumed 

linguistic hierarchy that positioned the colonizers as the sole legitimate custodians of knowledge 

and refinement. By speaking English almost like that of natives, Mustafa appropriates the 

colonizer’s linguistic capital and turns it into a marker of African intellectual distinction, thereby 

exposing the arbitrariness of colonial claims to cultural supremacy. 
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Still, Mustafa's scholarly written works serve as a direct intellectual rebuttal to colonial ideology. 

The narrator finds in Mustafa's personal library revealing titles such as The Economics of 

Colonialism, Colonialism and Monopoly, The Cross and Gunpowder, The Rape of Africa, and 

others, all of which are written by Mustafa Sa'eed himself (p. 82). These works position him not 

as a passive consumer of Western thought but rather as an active critic who deploys European 

theoretical frameworks to expose the exploitative logic of empire. In so doing, Mustafa enacts 

what Ngũgĩ (1986) would later describe as “Decolonizing the mind.” This is using the 

colonizer’s tools to dismantle the myths that advocate subjugation. Thus, his scholarship 

transforms into an epistemic act of resistance, articulating African agency through the very 

discourse that previously suppressed it. 

It is also worth noting that Mustafa’s intellectual legacy continues to prevail even after his death. 

At an international conference in Khartoum, an African minister remembers Mustafa as his 

former teacher and describes him as “one of the greatest Africans I’ve known” (p. 72). This 

public recognition in an international and postcolonial setting affirms African excellence on 

African terms rather than through colonial validation. Mustafa is remembered not only as a 

gifted individual but also as an influential intellectual whose knowledge empowered others. In 

this way, the novel presents Africans’ academic talent as a refutation of the Western view that 

considers African intellect as merely imitative of and dependent on them. In general, the novel, 

through its cunning and ingenious protagonist, Mustafa Sa’eed, dismantles the colonial 

knowledge systems which were designed to justify European dominance while suppressing 

African intellectual heritage. It specifically decolonizes the epistemological constructs that 

depicted African societies as academically inferior.  

    6.2.3. Refusing to be Read as a Colonial and Oriental Text  

Edward Said (1978) consciously asserts that colonial and Orientalist discourses historically 

constructed the non-Western world as a textual object to be interpreted, categorized, and 

controlled through systems of knowledge. Such representations labelled Africa and the Arab 

world as exotic, backward, irrational, and fundamentally “Other” in contrast to a supposedly 

rational and advanced West. This in turn reduces the colonial subjects to be fixed textual 

identities by rendering them readable only through colonial systems of meaning. As a result, it 

becomes more common to find postcolonial African texts whose narratives overtly refuse to be 
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read in these imposed interpretive frameworks. This is explicitly visible in the narrative of 

Salih’s Season of Migration to the North. 

In the narrative, Mustafa’s multiple identities (names) as Hassan, Charles, Amin, Richard, and 

Mustafa itself (p. 22), for instance, destabilize the notion of a fixed, knowable “native” subject. 

When interrogated in the court about his simultaneous relationships with five women, each under 

a different name, he confirms, “Yes… That you were Hassan and Charles and Amin and Mustafa 

and Richard?” “Yes” (p. 23). This multiplication of identities functions as a direct disproof of the 

colonial demand for authenticity and legibility. Mustafa’s adjustable identity resists such 

restriction; he is not one thing but many, not a stable referent but a shifting signifier. In doing so, 

he exposes the epistemological violence inherent in the colonial project: the insistence on fixing 

the Other in a narrative that serves imperial self-definition. 

Most importantly, Mustafa explicitly resists a seemingly exculpatory approach imposed upon 

him during trials. His defence attorney, Professor Maxwell Foster-Keen, tries to frame and 

portray him as a tragic figure, saying, “Mustafa Sa’eed, gentlemen of the jury; is a noble person 

whose mind was able to absorb Western civilization, but it broke his heart” (p. 21). This 

narrative, though seemingly sympathetic, places him (Mustafa) back in a binary logic that 

positions the West as the site of reason and modernity and the East as the world of emotion and 

fatalism. Mustafa, however, repudiates this interpretation. Internally, he scoffs at the court’s 

attempt to “turn the trial into a conflict between two worlds, a struggle of which he was one of 

the victims” (p. 21). He insists instead, “I am no Othello. I am a lie. Why don’t you sentence me 

to be hanged and so kill the lie?” (p. 21). This declaration is pivotal, as it rejects not only the 

Shakespearean archetype but also the entire system of representation that reduces postcolonial 

subjectivity to a mere symbolic construct. In doing so, Mustafa refuses to be a mere symbol of 

civilizational conflict and instead insists on being seen as an autonomous agent. 

The narrator’s reversal account of his journey is still another quintessential moment that 

powerfully underscores the novel’s refusal to be interpreted through a colonial and Orientalist 

lens, as he declares, “The Nile flows from south to north, from the heart of Africa to the 

Mediterranean; but I have chosen to return to the source” (p. 49). This inversion of the typical 

colonial trajectory (North→South) places the Sudanese homeland as the “origin,” re-centering 
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African geography and agency instead of treating Europe as the inevitable destination or 

standard for every interpretation. 

Apart from refusing to be read as a colonial and oriental text, the novel also engages in a 

profound epistemological struggle against the colonial mechanisms of silencing and 

representational violence that have historically made the African and Arab subject either 

invisible or readable only through the distorting lens of imperial discourse. Its dual narrative 

structure, mediated by the unnamed narrator and Mustafa Sa’eed, creates a space of dialogue and 

tension in which identity reconstruction takes place. Rather than seeking a pure or original 

essence, the text presents identity as something formed through critical awareness and deliberate 

resistance to narratives imposed from outside. Mustafa’s careful construction of a private 

archive, his “rectangular room of red brick with green windows” (p. 9), functions as a 

symbolic counter-institution to the colonial silencing. The room, described as being filled “from 

floor to ceiling with treasures: gold, jewels, pearls”  ( p . 6 5 )  as well as “ photographs, books, 

and manuscripts, including his own works such as The Economics of Colonialism and The Rape 

of Africa” (p. 82), is not merely a store of objects or knowledge but a space where Mustafa 

Sa’eed asserts authorship over his own life and history. Significantly, the absence of “a single 

Arabic book” (p. 82) indicates the complexity of his strategy. He appropriates the colonizer’s 

language and intellectual tools not for assimilation, but for critique. Through his writings, 

Mustafa directly challenges the economic and ideological foundations of the colonial empire, 

turning the language of domination into a means of resistance of decolonial thought. In doing so, 

he reclaims the right to define his own experience, a right that the colonial discourse had long 

denied to the colonized subject. It can therefore be concluded that in the novel, authenticity is not 

portrayed as passive acceptance of inherited meanings but as an active refusal to 

misrepresentation and a determined effort to reclaim control over one’s narrative. 

Overall, the novel challenges colonial and Orientalist interpretations that have been imposed on 

the third world countries, especially Africa and the Arab world, through which these regions 

have been seen, exoticized, and textualized. Rather than submissively playing the role placed 

upon him by imperial discourse, such as the primitive, exotic Other or the grateful native, 

Mustafa consciously re-appropriates, subverts, and finally dismantles these representations. His 

narrative account, as recounted to the narrator, serves not as a confession but as a counter-

discourse: a deliberate refusal to be interpreted within the limits of the colonial and Orientalist 



165 
 

paradigms. This refusal is articulated through irony, performance, and an extreme self-

consciousness that reveals the artificiality of both Western fantasies and the identities that they 

have imposed upon Africans. 

6.3. Postcolonial Concepts as Sites of Identity Reconstruction in the Narrative 

It has been discussed in the theoretical framework that, in postcolonial African literature, 

concepts such as hybridity, othering, mimicry, and ambivalence operate not merely as thematic 

concerns but as critical tools through which writers challenge colonial dominations and engage 

in the reconstruction of identity. Season of Migration to the North exemplifies this dynamic. The 

forthcoming sections thus examine how the novel assembles these constructs to interrogate the 

distorted narratives about Africans and to strategically reconfigure fractured African identities. 

     6.3.1. Hybridity as an Epistemic Disruption and Identity Reconfiguration 

As discussed in section 4.4.2.2, the novel portrays Mustafa Sa’eed not as a submissive product of 

colonial education but as a figure whose intellect is sharpened by that system, which in turn 

enables him to disrupt the colonial binary system and ultimately reconstruct his fragmented 

identity. His extraordinary scaling through colonial institutions in Khartoum, Cairo, and later in 

Oxford is accompanied by a marked emotional detachment, while he reinforces when he admits, 

“I was cold as a field of ice, and nothing in the world could shake me” (p. 15). Mustafa’s early 

assertion, “My mind was like a sharp knife... Words and sentences formed themselves before me 

as though they were mathematical equations” (p. 15), indicates how the colonial education 

system produces a hybrid intellectual apparatus. Mustafa internalizes Western epistemology but 

uses it to intellectually empower himself and reconstruct a self that ultimately undermines 

colonial authority. Hybridity here does not result in cultural integration but in a division. 

Mustafa’s consciousness is sharpened by Western epistemologies while he remains detached 

from both Sudanese communal belonging and European emotional intimacy. By the same token, 

his explicit articulation of linguistic alienation, “But the language is not my language; I had 

learnt to be eloquent in it through perseverance” (p. 19), shows how hybridity functions as both 

alienation and empowerment, reinforcing its role as critical as a site of identity reconfiguration.  

In the narrative, hybridity, particularly in its linguistic and discursive dimensions, functions not 

simply as a condition of cultural blends but as a strategy of epistemic disruption and identity 

reconstruction. Mustafa Sa’eed’s assertion, “I learned their language, their ways of thought, their 
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history, until I became their image, but inside me was something that refused to yield” (p. 18), 

foregrounds hybridity as an intentional engagement with colonial epistemology. His mastery of 

European language produces superficial resemblance rather than genuine belonging. However, 

his persistent inner resistance disturbs the presumed entirety of colonial assimilation, exposing 

the limits of Western epistemic power. Furthermore, Mustafa’s remark, “ I would read 

poetry….talk of religion and philosophy, discuss paintings… and say things about the 

spirituality of the East” (P. 19), reframes hybridity as a performative and discursive strategy. 

Mustafa performs a seemingly hybridity to manipulate Western expectations, showcasing 

hybridity as a deliberate decolonizing strategy. Here, Mustafa uses his dual heritage to create an 

oriental identity which both satisfies Western imperial dreams and disrupts their expectations. 

This performativity transforms hybridity into a tool to fight against colonial powers because 

colonized people can move between their controlled identity systems. In this sense, identity 

reconstruction occurs through selective appropriation rather than total absorption, making 

hybridity a contested process that allows the colonized subject to engage colonial discourse 

while refusing complete submission to its authority. Thus, in the novel, hybridity does not just 

operate as passive cultural blending; it rather functions as an active process of disrupting colonial 

binaries and rearticulating identity.   

In the novel, different features of colonial modernity that have been internalized and adapted in 

Africa have strategically been appropriated into opportunities for the reconstruction of identity. 

This transformation of from a condition of imposed cultural blend in to sources of agency is 

subtly articulated in narrator’s assertion:  

The railways, ships, hospitals, factories and schools will be ours and we’ll speak their 

language without either a sense of guilt or a sense of gratitude. Once again we shall be as 

we were — ordinary people — and if we are lies we shall be lies of our own making 

(Salih,  p. 30). 

This statement indicates a decisive shift from passive hybridity/internalization to active 

reconfiguration. The narrator’s asserts a vision in which the tools of colonial modernity such as 

education, language, and infrastructures are no longer perceived as mechanisms of domination 

but rather reclaimed and reconfigured in an African-centred framework. By claiming ownership 

over the colonizers’ colonizing instruments, the speaker turns the imposed hybridity into a 
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deliberate strategy for reclaiming epistemic autonomy and re-centres African identity. The 

expression “we shall be lies of our own making” accentuates a critical transformation of 

hybridity into a self-conscious and self- determined construct, rather an imposed condition of 

intermingling. In this context, hybridity does not simply function as a source of alienation but 

becomes an important technique for reclaiming identity. This of course, aligns with Asante’s 

(1998) Afrocentric perspective that emphasizes the re-centering of African agency. In this way, 

hybridity becomes central to the novel’s project of narrative decolonization and its effort to 

reconstruct African identities shaped and fractured by the colonial experience. In short, Season of 

Migration to the North, through its subversive characters, such as Mustafa Sa'eed and the 

unnamed narrator, presents hybridity not merely as a condition of postcolonial existence but as a 

locus of racial resistance and identity reclamation. 

    6.3.2. Othering as a Racial Resistance and Identity Reassertion   

Through Mustafa Sa’eed’s deliberate portrayal of himself as an exotic being, the novel 

interrogates the deep-rooted racial discrimination and reasserts the authenticity the colonized 

subjects’ identity. This is particularly evident in Mustafa’s self-reflective statement: “To those 

who see with one eye, speak with one tongue and see things as either Black or White, either 

Eastern or Western. I saw that I am lie, yet I am also the truth of myself, formed not by your 

categories (p. 89). This assertion reveals the senselessness of rigid binaries that underpin colonial 

discourse. By labeling himself as both a “lie” and a “truth,” Mustafa reveals the constructed 

nature of colonial identities, while asserting an identity that transcends and resists such imposed 

categorizations. In this sense, Othering becomes a site of epistemic resistance, enabling him to 

reclaim the authority to define his identity beyond Western framework. A further illustration of 

this strategic presentation of Othering in the novel emerges in the conversation between Mustafa 

Sa’eed and Isabella Seymour, one of his paramours:  

 “What race are you?” she asked me. ‘Are you African or Asian?” 

"‘I’m like Othello — Arab—African," I said to her. 

"Yes,” she said, looking into my face. “Your nose is like the noses of Arabs in 

pictures, but your hair isn’t soft and jet black like that of Arabs.” 

‘Yes, that’s me. My face is Arab like the desert of the Empty Quarter, while my head is 

African and teems with a mischievous childishness” (Salih, P. 24). 
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When asked about his racial identity and pressed to select between African and Asian 

classifications, Mustafa refers to "Othello" and describes himself as “Arab African”. His playful 

but very intentional self-description of a face that is Arab and a head that is African disrupts the 

racial classifications which were imposed by colonial thinking. He does not allow himself to be 

classified into one racial category but instead takes on an authentic identity that challenges the 

rigid binaries of European racial categories. His engagement with Othering is neither passive nor 

imposed; rather, it is consciously deployed as a form of resistance. By exposing the limitations of 

colonial binaries and rearticulating his identity on his own terms, Mustafa transforms Othering 

into a strategic tool for challenging racial division and reasserting African identity. Therefore, it 

can be concluded that the novel strategically presents Othering as a crucial narrative technique 

by which dominant discourses are contested and alternative modes identity formation are 

articulated. 

Mustafa’s speech in the courtroom is also another illustrative moment that vividly shows his 

attempt to subvert the deep-rooted colonial archetype of the tragic Other, positioning himself as 

the agent of retribution, and at the same time,  exposes the civilizing mission narrative in that 

particular moment: 

Yes, my dear sirs, I came as an invader into your very homes: a drop of the poison which 

you have injected into the veins of history ‘I am no Othello. Othello was a lie.’ The 

jurors... would rise above themselves for the first time in their lives, while I had a sort of 

feeling of superiority towards them...I am a colonizer, I am the intruder whose fate must 

be decided… The schools were started so as to teach us how to say “Yes” in their 

language. They imported to us the germ of the greatest European violence, as seen on the 

Somme and at Verdun, the like of which the world has never previously known, the germ 

of a deadly disease that struck them more than a thousand years ago (Salih, p. 58-9). 

By allowing the "Other" (Mustafa) to question the moral and intellectual authority of the 

colonizers, the text subverts colonial epistemic hierarchies. In the process of reversing the 

colonial script, Mustafa symbolically becomes the colonizer of the colonizer’s domestic and 

psychological spaces. Through this subversive performance, he exposes the epistemic violence 

of Western knowledge systems and values as well as the sexual fantasies by the very stereotypes 

imposed on him by them, particularly the exotic and hypersexual Oriental. His assertion, “I am 
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no Othello,” challenges the colonial myth of the idealized but tragically fated native and reveals 

it as a lie or fabricated narrative that sustains imperial domination. At the same time, in this 

excerpt, Mustafa is apparently critiquing the Western education system and its eventual 

influences upon African identity. He challenges it as a tool of domination that forced Africans to 

internalize foreign values and say “Yes” to colonial authority. His metaphor of ‘germ’ uncovers 

how colonial schooling spread Europeans’ moral and ideological corruption. This aligns with 

Ngũg’s (1986) idea that “education has become a site of cultural alienation and identity 

fragmentation rather than enlightenment” (p. 104). In short, this courtroom episode shows how 

Othering is not merely internalized but strategically re-appropriated by Mustafa as a means of 

contesting racial hierarchies and reasserting subjectivity. Through discursive inversion, 

preformative resistance, and critical-self positioning, he exposes the entranced racial 

discrimination while reclaiming authority to define his identity outside the limits of imperial 

discourse. In such ways, the novel presents Othering as a dynamic site of confrontation, by 

which the colonial subject both challenges racial segregation and rearticulates a self-defined 

identity. 

As a result of Mustafa’s sustained opposition to Western education disguised by civilizing 

mission, Professor Maxwell Foster-Keen, one of the founders of the Moral Rearmament 

movement in Oxford, a Mason, and a member of the Supreme Committee for the Protestant 

Missionary Societies in Africa is unable to conceal his hatred hostility towards him. This 

hostility is expressed with open irritation when he declares as: 

You, Mr Sa’eed, are the best example of the fact that our civilizing mission in Africa is of 

no avail. After all the efforts we’ve made to educate you, it’s as if you’d come out of the 

jungle for the first time (Salih, p. 58). 

This statement discloses the racial arrogance of colonial education (civilizing mission), in which 

Africans like Mustafa Sa’eed are still regarded as inferior despite their intellectual 

accomplishments. Foster-Keen’s remark unveils the civilizing mission not as genuine project 

enlightenment but as ideological cover for domination. His words clearly reflect colonizers’ gaze 

that constructs the Africans as ‘Other’, who are incapable of full civilization. Mustafa’s defiance 

undermines the colonial power, thereby transforming education into a tool for resistance. In this 

case, Othering is not passively imposed upon Mustafa but is strategically engaged and 
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destabilized through his resistance. The professor’s attempt to re-inscribe Mustafa in Western 

arrogant framework ultimately fails because of Mustafa’s firm stand to reconfigure this imposed 

identity into a means of challenging and reasserting an independent selfhood. This dynamics 

reflect Ngũg’s (1986) argument that colonial education functions both as a mechanism of 

alienation and as a potential tool of resistance when appropriated critically by the colonized 

subject. This encounter exemplifies how Othering, when confronted and subverted, becomes a 

strategic weapon to expose colonial hierarchies and reassert African identity. Thus, the novel 

employs Othering not simply as a passive reflection of binaries between the colonizers and 

colonized but as an active, deliberate, and submissive strategy that exposes and challenges racial 

violence embedded in colonial discourse. 

    6.3.3. Strategic Mimicry and Ambivalence in Disrupting Colonial Binaries  

In postcolonial contexts, mimicry and ambivalence are understood as crucial mechanisms by 

which colonial power is mimicked, and at the very same time, destabilized.  As Homi K. Bhabha 

(1994) concisely puts it, mimicry occurs as the colonized subject adopts the colonizers’ behavior, 

language, or cultural codes, becoming “almost the same, but not quite.”  Such imitations produce 

compliant subjects who become inherently ambivalent to completely adopt the colonial or 

Western cultural norms. This partial imitation enables the colonized subject to re-appropriate 

dominant cultural forms and subtly expose the ideological foundation of colonial authority. 

A compelling illustration of this dynamic is evident in Mustafa Sa’eed's deliberate self-

presentation in London, where he deliberately plays the part to meet and at the same time subtly 

mock European notions of the fascinating “Other”. As he admits, “I would do everything 

possible to entice a woman to my bed. Then I would go after some new prey… I am South that 

yearns for the north and the ice” (pp. 19-20). This declaration illustrates Mustafa’s self-conscious 

and deliberate deployment of the Orientalist tropes presenting himself as the exotic and the 

eroticized Other to seduce European women. Nevertheless, it is important to note that his 

mimicry is not a simple copy but a sophisticated tactic: he performs the role expected of him by 

the colonial fantasy, captured in the image of the “South that yearns for the North”, while at the 

same time weaponizing this discourse. The statement “I would go after some new prey” signifies 

his agency, reversing the power dynamic where the colonized is usually viewed as the object. 

Hence, mimicry has an ambiguous role here as it satisfies the colonial desire while exposing its 
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artificial nature, thereby unsettling the binary that positions the European as the active subject 

and the African as the passive object. 

Mustafa’s linguistic and intellectual mastery further complicates the colonial hierarchy of 

knowledge. His command of English is so remarkable that a priest he meets on the train to Cairo 

exclaims, “You speak English with astonishing fluency” (p. 17), a reaction that places Mustafa 

simultaneously as both an insider in the imperial culture and an outsider marked by difference. 

However, this mastery is deeply ambivalent. On the one hand, it enables him to access to elite 

academic and social circles; he becomes a lecturer in economics at London University. On the 

other, it makes him an eternal foreigner, as he acknowledges, “The language is not my language; 

I had learnt to be eloquent in it through perseverance” (p. 19). This tension culminates in the 

narrator’s own experiences with greatness of Mustafa’s intellect. When Mustafa, in a drunken 

state, recites English war poetry, the narrator experiences a moment of deep shock feeling “as 

though the ground suddenly split open and revealed an afreet” (p. 10). The astonishment does not 

come from Mustafa’s knowledge in itself, but from the dissonance between such intellectual and 

linguistic sophistication and the narrator’s assumption of Mustafa as a simple farmer living in a 

village in Sudan. Thus, mimicry here operates on two levels: in London it becomes a weapon for 

seduction and subversion; in the village, it is a source of mystery and alienation. In both 

contexts, however, it destabilizes the binary that characterizes the colonized subject as 

intellectually inferior and linguistically deficient. 

Most importantly, Mustafa's mimicry is not a mere act of imitation but a retaliatory strategy. His 

declaration, "I came as an invader into your very homes: a drop of the poison which you have 

injected into the veins of history" (pp. 58-9), explicitly reverses the colonial narrative of the so 

called “civilizing mission”. Whereas the empire justifies itself as a force that brings order, 

reason, and progress, Mustafa reframes his presence in Europe as an act of counter-invasion, one 

that returns the “poison” of violence, moral contradictions, and sexual exploitation that 

colonialism exported to the Global South. Through this reframing, the colonial binary of 

center/periphery gets disrupted. The “North” is no longer represented as the unquestioned site of 

civilization but rather as a place of moral and cultural contamination, while the “South” emerges 

as the agent of confrontation. This rhetorical reversal reflects Bhabha's (1986) notion that 

mimicry emerges as the sign of a “double articulation” in which colonial discourse is repeated 

but with a marked difference that threatens its authority.  
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Furthermore, Mustafa Sa’eed’s intentional exclusion of “African and Arabic books” from his 

private library (p. 82) is obviously an act of strategic mimicry that showcases his ambivalent 

position in the colonial epistemic order. By filling his personal library exclusively with European 

texts, Mustafa consciously plays the role of the assimilated colonial subject, mimicking the 

intellectual posture of the colonizer for the purpose of gaining recognition in Western cultural 

paradigms. Nevertheless, this deliberate exclusion is not mere imitation but a kind of subversion: 

it reveals the artificiality of the colonial knowledge systems that define value solely through 

Eurocentric lenses. His choice to ignore African and Arabic works thus becomes an ironic 

critique, which is an embodiment of ambivalence that simultaneously exposes and undermines 

the colonial binary of civilization versus primitivism. In this sense, Mustafa’s selective 

arrangement of his library becomes a metaphorical battlefield where mimicry evolves into a 

weapon of epistemic resistance. This tactical mimicry, which Bhabha might term as “sly 

civility,” enables Mustafa to familiarize himself with the language of the empire and to subvert 

its logic from within. His library turns into a grave not of compliance but of critique, a place 

where colonial knowledge is archived, interrogated, and finally transformed. It can therefore be 

concluded that the novel Season of Migration to the North presents mimicry and ambivalence as 

subversive modes of resistance that unsettle colonial binaries. While mimicry operates as a tactic 

of disruption, ambivalence sustains its critical force, enabling characters to rearticulate their 

identities outside colonial structures.  

   6.3.4. Gendered Subalternity as a Decolonizing Strategy  

In postcolonial feminist discourse, the issue of subalternity is not confined just to colonial 

contact alone but is further complicated by the entrenched patriarchal hierarchies that shape and 

limit female subjectivity and their social roles. As Gayatri Spivak (1988) convincingly contends, 

in many postcolonial contexts, women experience a double form of colonization; they are placed 

at the intersection of colonial bequests and patriarchal control, which structurally silences and 

excludes them from dominant systems of representation, agency, and decision-making. In 

response to such structural subjugation, postcolonial writers often produce counter-narratives 

that interrogate and challenge patriarchal hierarchies by presenting women (subaltern) not 

merely as passive recipients of oppression but as active subjects who challenge and resist the 

structures that seek to marginalize them. Salih’s Season of Migration to the North stands as a 

significant postcolonial text in this regard. 
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To begin with the novel’s depiction of the perpetuated patriarchal system, the narrative 

foregrounds gendered subalternity as a structurally embedded condition continued through male-

controlled norms that construct and relegate women as subordinate “Others.” This is explicitly 

articulated in Mahjoub’s assertion that, “Women belong to men, and a man’s a man even if he’s 

decrepit” (p. 60). This declaration reflects the ideological foundation of gendered othering within 

the village (Wad Hamid), where women are reduced to be subservient and objects of men. The 

expression “a man’s a man even if he’s decrepit” apparently suggests the normalization of 

masculinity and male authority as characteristically valid regardless of a man’s physical 

condition, age, or weakness. Whatever his age or physical capability is, a man can retain his 

social position simply because he is male. The pervasive nature of patriarchal domination is 

further reinforced through the communal claims that, “In this village the men are guardians of 

the women” (p. 61). Such assertions reveal the deep-rooted patriarchal logic through which 

women are reduced to subservient possessions, mirroring how gendered subalternity operates in 

the postcolonial Sudanese context. 

However, the narrative does not simply portray female characters as uncritically conforming to 

these prescribed positions; rather, it foregrounds their capacity to disapprovingly interrogate and 

actively challenge the oppressive structures that attempt to silence and exclude them all. Hosona 

Bint Mahmoud, Mustafa Sa’eed’ widow, is a typical character in this respect. She emerges as a 

critical and insubordinate figure through whom subaltern resistance is articulated. Her explicit 

declaration, for example, when the narrator urges her to accept one of the many suitors who want 

to marry her, “After Mustafa Sa’eed, I shall go to no man” (p. 59), highlights a deliberate 

rejection of the social structures that seek to relegate her body and identity. This act of refusal is 

intensified in her subsequent assertion: “If they force me to marry, I’ll kill him and kill myself” 

(p. 60), which transforms her marginal position into a site of active defiance. This declaration 

implies not a passive stance but rather a strong assertion of the woman's right to choose what to 

do in a society that often denies that right to women. In this context, subalternity is not a mere 

condition of silence but become as strategic position from which suppressive norms are 

interrogated. Thus, the text presents gendered subalternity as vital decolonizing strategy by 

which localized structures of domination are challenged and alternate potentials of female 

agency are reasserted. 
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More importantly, the narrative demonstrates how acts of female confrontation are delegitimized 

and treated as something deviated from the community’s norm. Hosna’s final act is dismissed as 

“not the act of human being; it was the act of devil” (p. 63), indicating how patriarchal system 

seeks to undermine subversive resistance by dehumanizing Hosna, for she challenges it. In doing 

so, the novel demonstrates how her attempt to reassert her autonomy is reframed as abnormal, 

thereby reinforcing her position as “Other” and emphasizing the restrictions placed on females 

within the dominant social order. 

Finally, Honsna felt nervous, as she knew that Wad Rayyes, a lifelong womanizer and a socially 

powerful man in Wad Hamid, had proposed to her. Her nervousness culminates in her final act, 

in which she kills both herself and Wad Rayyes, a tragic but decisive refusal of a system that 

seeks to deny her autonomy. The narrator later recounts the incident as: 

We found her lying on her back with the knife plunged into her heart… Wad Rayyes had 

his tongue lolling out from between his jaws and his arms were raised in the air.’ He 

had been stabbed more than ten times (Salih, p. 77). 

Hosna’s rising anxiety in response to Wad Rayyes’s question reflects the forcible pressure 

exerted by a patriarchal system which controls women by taking away their right to make 

personal decisions. Her final act of killing both herself and Wad Rayyes, albeit tragic, constitutes 

an extreme yet deliberate refusal of this imposed subaltern position. By turning her silenced 

condition into decisive action, she disrupts the structure that seeks to objectify and control her. In 

this context, her action exemplifies how gendered subalternity functions as a decolonizing 

strategy which uses resistance from marginalized groups to combat both patriarchal power and 

its connection to remaining colonial systems. This aligns with Spivak’s (1988) notion that the 

subaltern, though lacking power to speak out, can assert resistance through disruptive but non-

discursive forms to fight against existing power systems. Such ways, the novel thus presents 

gendered subalternity not simply as a condition of victimhood but as an important technique of 

decolonizing resistance that fights against oppressive patriarchal systems and remaining colonial 

systems of control. It reveals how females who face marginalization use their imposed silence to 

create important moments of power and reassert their identity. 

On the whole, in Season of Migration to the North, the complex interplay between hybridity, 

othering, ambivalence, mimicry, and subalternity does more than represent the colonial 
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encounter in Africa. These constructs function as narrative devices through which the text 

decolonizes the distorted narratives about Africans and reimagine their identities. The novel 

deploys the concepts to expose the psychological and cultural rifts that imperialism has caused, 

but at the same time, they offer spaces for resistance, self-definition, and identity reconstruction. 

Through its highly conflicted protagonist, Mustafa Sa’eed, the text interrogates the legacies of 

colonial discourse and challenges the rigid assumptions about both Western and African 

identities. 

6.4. Memory, History, and Ancestral Consciousness in Reconstructing African Identity 

Edward Said (1978) firmly claims that colonialism did not just impose political and economic 

control over Africans but also disrupted indigenous historical steadiness, distorted collective 

memory, and estranged colonized people from their cultural and ancestral foundations. In 

response, postcolonial writers produce literary works that seek to recover suppressed histories, 

reactivate communal memory, and re-establish connections with ancestral knowledge systems as 

strategies for resisting colonial erasure. In such narratives, memory functions as a means of 

cultural reclamation; history offers an alternative framework for challenging colonial 

historiography, while ancestral consciousness allows colonial or diasporic subjects to reposition 

themselves in an intergenerational and communal identity. The following sections thus examine 

how Season of Migration to the North presents these elements as liberating mechanisms for 

reconstructing African identity and restoring cultural authenticity in an Afrocentric 

framework. 

   6.4.1. Return to the Village as Site of Cultural Memory and Mnemonic Reconnection 

In a postcolonial and Afrocentric discourse, returning to one’s place of origin does not merely 

function as relocational movement but as a symbolic reconnection to cultural memory, 

indigenous value systems, and collective history fractured by colonial contact and diasporic 

dislocation. Thus, a return to culturally significant places such as a village may be interpreted as 

a vital mechanism of identity reconstruction by which alienated subjects reconnect to their 

indigenous epistemologies and have a sense of rootedness (Hall, 1990; Asante, 1998). This 

theoretical proposition is clearly illustrated in Season of Migration to the North. Among the very 

notable ways the text restores African cultural memory and indigenous value systems is through 

sensory reconnection and belonging, in which the narrator’s physical and emotional engagement 
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with the land and the community reveals his struggle to restore and reconstruct African identity. 

The following extract best captures his effort to reconstruct his African identity through such 

engagement: 

I returned with a great yearning for my people in that small village at the bend of the 

Nile…I listened intently to the wind: that indeed was a sound well known to me, a sound 

which in our village possessed a merry whispering—the sound of the wind passing 

through palm trees is different from when it passes through fields of corn. I heard the 

cooing of the turtle-dove, and I looked through the window at the palm tree standing 

in the courtyard of our house and I knew that all was still well with life… I felt not like 

a storm-swept feather but like that palm tree, a being with a background, with roots, with 

a purpose (Salih, p. 3). 

Here, the narrator’s return to his Sudanese village, Wad Hamid, suggests not simply a physical 

homecoming but a profound act of mnemonic reconnection with the communal, cultural, and 

sensory markers that shape his identity. Right from the very beginning, the narrator’s return to 

his village after seven years in Europe is marked by a desire to re-embed himself in what he 

describes as the “life warmth of the tribe” (p. 3). The yearning signifies an open longing and 

reconnection to one’s topographical root. His assertion that he felt not like a storm-swept feather 

but like that palm tree with a background, roots, and purpose, articulates a powerful claim to 

continuity, stability, and historical depth. This sense of rootedness is not an abstract or a 

romantic notion; it is rather firmly established in the sensory and communal layers that make up 

the everyday life in the community, such as the cooing of the turtle-dove, the sound of the wind 

passing through palm trees, the visual reassurance of the courtyard, and the shared rituals of 

family life, including tea drinking (p. 3). These elements give evidence to the fact that people's 

identity is based on their lived experience and collective memory. Through such vivid sensory 

and communal re-rooting, the novel presents returning to one’s homeland not as regression but 

as a necessary act of remembering and cultural affirmation in the project of reconstructing 

African identity. 

Another illustrative scene of this theme is the narrator's deep feeling of being rooted again when 

he reflects on the agricultural rhythms of village life in Sudan. The image of men working with 

their hoes, the river's constant movement, and the fields stretching to the desert arouse a memory 
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of a landscape whose main features are continuity, work, and shared goals. He recounts this 

sentiment as: 

I looked at the river—its waters had begun to take on a cloudy look with the alluvial mud 

brought down by the rains that must have poured in torrents on the hills of Ethiopia—and 

at the men with their bodies learning against the ploughs or bent over their hoes, and 

my eyes take in fields flat as the palm of a hand, right up to the edge of the desert where 

the houses stand. I hear a bird sing or a dog bark or the sound of an axe on wood—and I 

feel a sense of stability; I feel that I am important, that I am continuous and integral. No, 

I am not a stone thrown into the water but seed sown in a field (Salih, p. 5). 

This passage powerfully illustrates the narrator’s reconnection to his village, Wad Hamid, which 

is a small village near the Nile in the northern Sudan, as a site of cultural memory. The 

agricultural cycle consisting of “men with their bodies leaning against the ploughs or bent 

over their hoes” and “men tilling the land” not just bring back memories of the past but also a 

sense of rootedness and mnemonic reconnection to a cultural identity grounded in place, 

continuity, and belonging, thereby contrasting with his alienation in Europe, England. He does 

not identify himself as a “stone thrown into the water” but rather as a “seed sown in a field”. This 

way, the narrator reclaims the right to belong through the ancestral ties of place, labor, and 

cyclical time, which are the foundations of Sudanese collective memory. Here, the narrator, 

through agricultural labor and cyclical temporality, reclaims his African identity, rejecting the 

alienation that comes with European modernity. The field turns out to be a metaphor for 

belonging and memory continuity. 

Furthermore, Mustafa Sa’eed’s statement, “Life in this village is simple and gracious. The 

people are good and easy to get along with” (p. 7) is also good textual evidence that illustrates 

the novel’s attempt to reaffirm the African value system through cultural memory and mnemonic 

rejoining. Mustafa’s observation foregrounds the village (Wad Hamid) as a place where 

communal harmony and shared values are preserved and lived. His emphasis on the people’s 

graciousness reflects a renewed connection with collective modes of living together that blatantly 

contrasts the alienation caused by his diasporic experience. In this case, the village becomes a 

space of cultural reminiscence by which he reconnects to his indigenous and authentic African 

values. In other words, his statement implies a process of mnemonic reconnection that facilitates 
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the reorientation of identity towards African communal belonging. Thus, in the novel, returning 

to one’s home is not a mere physical homecoming but a moral and cultural reclamation of the 

African value system (identity) grounded in simplicity, relational, and socially synchronized. 

In the narrative, the village also serves as a place where African moral responsibility and 

communal values are actually practiced regardless of the individuals’ achievement or social 

status. The grandfather’s appraisal of Mustafa Sa’eed captures this ethical framework with 

particular clarity. He recognizes that Mustafa “regularly attended the mosque for Friday 

prayers, and that he was ‘always ready to give of his labour and his means in glad times 

and sad’—this was the way in which my grandfather expressed himself” (p. 6). Asante (1998) 

posits that African identity is affirmed through active participation in the shared cultural 

practices and moral systems that prioritizes interconnectedness than individualism. The 

grandfather's recognition of Mustafa reflects a shared system of values in the village, where 

social worth is not measured by personal success or material accumulation, but by one’s 

commitment to communal participation, mutuality, and moral responsibility. These values 

foreground a relational mode of existence that stands in contrast individualistic orientation 

associated with Western modernity. In this context, Mustafa's eventual integration into the 

village’s moral order signifies not only a withdrawal from Western form competitive subjectivity 

but also a process of cultural reorientation grounded in collective memory and deep connection 

to the community. Here, the village functions as an Afrocentric space where identity is fastened 

through lived ethical practice, enabling the character (Mustafa) to reclaim his African identity 

that resists dislocating effects of colonial and Western epistemologies. 

     6.4.2. Ancestral Presence as a Source of Spiritual and Cultural Guidance  

As discussed in the theoretical framework, in postcolonial and Afrocentric discourses, 

intergenerational responsibility plays a vital role in preserving ancestral wisdom and ensuring 

cultural continuity. In Season of Migration to the North, there are repeated instances that depict 

how ancestral presence serves as an important source of moral orientation, spiritual guidance, 

and cultural stability, enabling characters to maintain continuity with indigenous values despite 

the disruption caused by colonial modernity. Through ancestral symbolism, the narrative 

reaffirms the connection between the dead and the living, reflecting the Afrocentric notions of 

spiritual wholeness and collective identity. The narrator’s relationship with his grandfather, in 
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particular, best captures this intergenerational responsibility and the transmission of wisdom and 

identity. The narrator recounts this as: 

I go to my grandfather and he talks to me of life forty years ago, fifty years ago, even 

eighty; and my feeling of security is strengthened. I loved my grandfather and it 

seems that he was fond of me. Perhaps one of the reasons for my friendship with him 

was that ever since I was small stories of the past used to intrigue me, and my 

grandfather loved to reminisce (Salih, p. 5). 

The above excerpt foregrounds the narrator’s connection with his grandfather, who serves as a 

living archive and an intergenerational bridge, ensuring that the ancestral wisdom and history do 

not perish but instead remain alive. The grandfather, through his oral recollection, becomes a 

custodian of cultural memory, resonating with what Ngũgĩ (1986) describes as the “living 

repertoire of pre-colonial African consciousness” (p. 89), where storytelling preserves the moral 

and historical essence of the community. The narrator’s heightened “feeling of security” 

indicates the crucial role of remembrance in establishing one’s identity, providing the sense 

continuity essential in the postcolonial world fractured by colonial displacement. From 

Afrocentric point of view that strongly argues that preserving wisdom and moral order of African 

elders ensures the survival of communal identity, this moment reaffirms ancestral consciousness 

as both as an ethical and existential responsibility.  

In the narrative, the ethics of remembering is also manifested through collective moral 

responsibility, where memory is intricately linked to social duty. The narrator’s grandfather’s 

recollection of Mustafa Sa’eed about his grandfather reinforces this moral framework: 

My grandfather shook his head and said that he knew nothing about him except that he 

was from the vicinity of Khartoum and that about five years ago he had come to the 

village and had bought some land… he was ‘always ready to give of his labour and 

his means in glad times and sad’—this was the way in which my grandfather 

expressed himself (P. 6). 

Here, the grandfather's perspective places Mustafa Sa'eed in the moral framework of village 

ethics, emphasizing key tenets of African humanism such as generosity, humbleness, humility, 

modesty, communal work, and responsibility. The phrase “glad times and sad” communicates 

the continuity of the intergenerational moral with the past and the present, which is based on the 
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idea of mutuality and sharing as the means of survival. Furthermore, this passage highlights the 

tension between the remembered moral order of the elders and the modernity coming through 

Sa’eed’s estrangement. Through the grandfather’s voice, the text thus enacts a form of ethical 

remembrance, which is the transmission of indigenous values that defy the individualism of the 

colonial regime and by contrast restore the moral unity of the African identity. 

This intergenerational moral continuity extends beyond oral transmission to acts of ethical 

inheritance, where remembrance becomes not only retrospective but also a living duty passed 

from one generation to the next, as evidenced in Mustafa Sa'eed’s final testament: 

I leave my wife, two sons, and all my worldly goods in your care…to be a help, a 

counsellor and an adviser to my two sons and to do your best to spare them the pangs 

of wanderlust… I leave it to you to judge the proper time for giving my sons the key of 

the room and for helping them to understand the truth about me. It is important to me that 

they should know what sort of person their father was—if that is at all possible (Salih, 

pp. 41-2).  

Mustafa Sa’eed’s testament introduces the ethical dilemma of memory that the narrator inherits 

not material wealth but the moral burden of remembrance. Sa’eed’s directive transmits memory 

into an intergenerational duty; protecting his sons from repeating the same diasporic alienation as 

their father, “the pangs of wanderlust”, while making them eventually confront the truth about 

their father. This represents the ethics of remembering as a delicate balance between silence and 

revelation and it is also the mirror of the postcolonial struggle to reconcile the traumatic colonial 

past without allowing it to destroy the present. The “key of the room” turns out to be a powerful 

metaphor of knowledge transmission and the timing of the moral issue, aligning with Asante’s 

(1998) Afrocentric view that the ancestral wisdom must be revealed responsibly to sustain 

cultural regeneration.  

In the same way, the assertion from Bakri’s grandfather, “The whole village knows that 

Mustafa Sa’eed made you guardian of his wife and children…She listens to what you say,’ said 

my grandfather. ‘If you were to talk to her she might agree” (p. 54), underscores the importance 

of intergenerational ethics in the governance of community-based decisions, The grandfather, 

acting as moral advisor, invokes the narrator’s social duty towards Sa’eed’s family—a duty that 

transcends bloodline and extends even further to the whole community. The ethical appeal, “She 
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listens to what you say”, highlights the collective responsibility that prevails in African societies, 

where moral authority is inherited and exercised collectively. The narrator's hesitation here in the 

quote reflects the postcolonial tension between modern autonomy and the inherited 

responsibility, according with the Afrocentric reclamation of communal identity against the 

Western individualism. 

In the narrative, the ancestors' presence is presented as an indispensable source of a spiritual and 

cultural archive, guiding the characters towards the reclamation and reaffirmation of African 

identity. A good illustrative evidence for this point would be the narrator’s grandfather’s remark 

“The Nile has been flowing since the beginning of creation; people come and go, but the river 

remains” (p. 56). Here, the grandfather’s words transform the river Nile into a metaphor that 

symbolizes ancestral fortitude and spiritual continuity. In Afrocentric and indigenous views, 

water often symbolizes life, purity, and the eternal flow of memory. Hence, the Nile here carries 

the idea of the enduring thread of African civilization that persists despite the disruptions of 

colonial history. Through the grandfather’s reverence tone, the river becomes a moral guider, 

reminding the narrator that while individual identity is transient, the collective essence rooted in 

ancestry and land remains enduring. This articulation aligns with Achille Mbembe's (2007) 

notion of the “ethics of earthliness,” where memory and belonging are seen as inseparable from 

the spiritual ecology of the place. Therefore, the Nile is a physical and a biological means, a 

symbolic representation of Africans’ resilience that sheds light on the narrator's journey to the 

Afrocentric view of self. 

Equally, the grandfather's house becomes a holy locus of ancestral presence and continuity. As 

the narrator recounts, “I stood at the door of my grandfather’s house in the morning, a vast and 

ancient door made of harraz…It has remained standing by some miracle, despite its frailty” (p. 

45), the grandfather’s house serves as a symbolic shrine of the ancestor's presence and the 

spiritual continuity. Its survival “by some miracle” indicates the durability of African cultural 

structures/institutions that withstand the erosion of colonial modernity. The harraz wood that is 

associated with strength and holiness in Sudanese culture, symbolizes the spiritual strength 

embedded with African heritage. Standing before this house makes the narrator a ritually 

connected to his ancestral roots. This symbolic continuity between the physical and the spiritual 

aligns with Asante’s concept of Afrocentric continuity, which mainly discuses about the African 

belief that life is a continuum of spirit, culture and land.  
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Eventually, it is the narrator who represents the actualization of a more sustainable type of 

identity reconstruction. Unlike Mustafa, who oscillates between the complete rejection of the 

West and total acceptance of its standards, the narrator is the one who struggles for integration 

without erasure. His final decision to survive by crying, “Help! Help!” (p. 100) while he is 

sinking in the Nile signifies a clear detachment from Mustafa’s pessimism. This shout is not a 

sign of weakness but is a manifestation of connection to others. It reflects his recognition of 

responsibility, community, and continuity as essential to survive. His duty as a protector of 

Mustafa’s children further reinforces his moral position that he will not allow the next generation 

to get only trauma and silence as their inheritance. Through these actions, the narrator affirms 

life, responsibility, and relational belonging as the foundation for reconstructing African identity. 

    6.4.3. Reconnecting with Indigenous Heritage as Resistance and Identity Reaffirmation   

One of the most prevailing aspects in Season of Migration to the North lies in its depiction of the 

return to African heritage as an act of decolonial resistance and cultural restoration. The novel 

illustrates how memory, communal ethics, and ancestral consciousness become enduring 

foundations through which people confront and counter the negative and lasting effects of 

colonial domination. The narrative emphasizes that genuine liberation emerges through the 

recovery and reaffirmation of indigenous cultural frameworks. For example, the narrator’s 

returning from Europe marks a crucial moment of personal and cultural reclamation, signalling 

liberation from colonial alienation. He reflects this feeling, saying:  

When I returned from Europe, I felt as though I had come back to my people, to my 

rightful place. I looked at the palm trees, the river, and the fields and I said: here I am, 

where I should be (Salih, p. 58).  

This articulation highlights a deep sense of belongingness rooted in homeland, community, and 

shared history. The narrator’s return repositions history as a lived and continuous presence, 

rather than a static construct shaped by colonial narratives, thereby affirming African agency in 

the reinterpretation of their past. The narrator's renewed attachment to the natural setting is a 

stark contrast to the dislocation he went through in Europe, suggesting that decolonization begins 

with a conscious return to one's roots (a reconnection to the land, language, and the community). 

In the excerpt, symbolic landscape elements such as palm trees, the river, and the fields of Sudan 

serve not merely as geographical markers but as representations of memory and continuity. This 
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process of reconnection aligns with Asante’s (1998) Afrocentric framework, which emphasizes 

the importance of cultural rootedness, collective identity, and historical continuity in the 

reconstruction of African subjectivity. Thus, in the text, the reconnection with African heritage 

operates both as a personal awakening and as a strategy of resistance through which African 

identity is reaffirmed against the pressure of colonial dominance. 

Another significant moment that reinforces this idea is the novel’s portrayal of communal life, 

where African values of solidarity and collective participation function as a counterforce to 

colonial individualism. The narrator describes the villagers of his homeland saying, “In our 

village, people still come together under the acacia tree to hear stories, to laugh, to cry, and to tell 

the world’s news. No one is alone here; we live each other’s lives” (p. 61). This scene 

foregrounds the acacia tree as central place of communal gathering, symbolizing the continuity 

of African oral tradition and shared cultural memory. The tree functions as a metaphorical 

archive in which storytelling keeps the culture and the community active. Through such 

representations, the novel advances the idea that history written by Europeans is good only in the 

European sense. By honoring communal heritage and oral knowledge systems, the text affirms 

indigenous ways of knowing and living as legitimate and enduring. In this regard, the narrative 

presents these practices as decolonizing forms of knowledge that resist the fragmenting logic of 

colonial modernity and reaffirm the coherence of African cultural identity. 

Equally noteworthy is Mustafa Sa’eed’s assertion, “A tree grows simply and your grandfather 

has lived and will die simply. That is the secret” (p. 26), which can be read as a clear rejection of 

colonial epistemologies in favour of local wisdom. This reflection underscores the novel’s 

affirmation of indigenous simplicity over Western intellectual abstraction. The “secret” does not 

reside in imported theories or foreign ideologies but in the quiet continuity of agrarian life and 

ancestral practice. In this case, the grandfather’s life, which was not affected by colonial 

education, represents an African moral system based on honesty, humility, and living in harmony 

with nature. In short, in its narrative, the novel presents reconnecting African characters with 

their roots and heritages as essential strategies for reconstructing African identities fractured by 

colonialism. It transforms the remembrance of one’s ancestors into an act of decolonial 

restoration, through which cultural integrity, moral order, and collective identity are reaffirmed 

against the forces of historical displacement. 
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All in all, Season of Migration to the North weaves memory, history, and ancestral 

consciousness together as important sources for reclaiming African indigenous heritage and 

reconstructing African identity fragmented by colonial modernity. The narrative presents these 

elements as interconnected mechanisms through which cultural continuity is restored, communal 

memory is revitalized, and African subjectivity is re-centered. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

COMPARATIVE DISCUSSION: THEMATIC CONVERGENCES AND 

DIVERGENCES AMONG THE NOVELS 

This chapter deals with the major thematic parallels and differences that emerge from the 

foregoing analyses of identity reconstruction through decolonizing narratives in the selected 

postcolonial African novels. The chapter aims, on the one hand, to identify the shared thematic 

concerns and recurring motifs that unify the texts under a common postcolonial and Afrocentric 

vision and, on the other hand, to highlight the thematic distinctions that differentiate each novel’s 

engagement with narrative decolonization and identity reconstruction. Accordingly, the 

discussion begins with drawing a thread of commonalities and ends with revealing some points 

of difference across these literary texts. 

7.1. Shared Thematic Concerns (Thematic Similarities) among the Selected Novels 

Although the novels under examination are selected from different African countries with 

distinct socio-cultural realities, they exhibit significant thematic convergences in their portrayal 

of identity reconstruction in the aftermath of colonialism. This section thus explores the major 

thematic commonalities that prevail among these novels. The themes that the novels have in 

common in underpinning their depiction of identity reconstruction are therefore discussed in the 

subsequent sub-sections.  

    7.1.1. Critique of Colonial, Neo-Colonial Legacies and Misrepresentation of Africa 

As Ngũgĩ (1986) highlights, neo-colonial and Eurocentric representation has continued to shape, 

the mentalities of African societies as well as global construction of Africa’s image. In this light, 

each of the novels analyzed so far exposes and challenges these enduring distortions, thereby 

reclaiming African identity through Afrocentric consciousness and narrative re-centering in their 

respective countries. To begin with, Adichie’s Americanah offers a sharp critique of both 

colonial and neo-colonial ideologies that continue to define Africa through Western frameworks. 

Through the experiences of the protagonist, Ifemelu, the narrative challenges the colonial 

stereotypes and racial hierarchies that persist in postcolonial and diasporic spaces. Ifemelu's 

encounters in America reveal the enduring power of Eurocentric discourses that position the 
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West as the ultimate locus of civilization and Africa as the inferior, monolithic, backward, and 

pity-worthy continent. However, through her blog posts such as, “The Non-American Black” (p. 

86), she expresses a counter-discourse to that misrepresentation and challenge the exoticization 

and relegation of African identities in the diaspora, exposing the subtle ways by which neo-

colonial attitudes manifest in daily interactions, media, and institutional structures. The text 

blatantly uncovers how neo-colonial perceptions sustain the same ideological binaries that Fanon 

(1963) described as the psychological residues of colonial domination. 

In addition, Ifemelu's decision to start her blog, “Raceteenth: or Various Observations About 

American Blacks (Those Formerly Known as Negroes) by a Non-American Black” (p. 266), 

becomes an act of Afrocentric resistance and intellectual decolonization. Through this platform, 

she articulates the lived realities of Blackness from an African-centered perspective, thereby 

interrogating Western racial categories and resisting essentialist representations of Black idenity. 

This explicitly answers Asante’s (1998) call for Afrocentricity as a mode of reclaiming African 

agency by placing African thought and experience in the center once more. The blog, as a 

narrative technique, helps Ifemelu challenge the dominant racial narratives and assert epistemic 

autonomy, countering the neo-colonial control of knowledge production. Her critical reflections 

on how Africa is perceived in American media as “a continent of hungry children and wars” (p. 

77) exemplifies her direct confrontation to the homogenizing misrepresentations propagated by 

colonial discourse. 

Americanah also critiques neo-colonial structures even within Nigeria itself, where Western 

modernity and consumerism have created a new class of cultural dependency. Through 

characters like Aunty Uju and Obinze, it highlights how postcolonial Nigerian elites internalize 

Western ideals as markers of success and identity. Aunty Uju’s struggle to match with American 

lifestyles and Obinze’s dissatisfying experience as an undocumented immigrant in England 

reveal how the neo-colonial psyche continues to equate worth with Western validation. This 

internalized inferiority complex reflects what Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o (1986) terms the “cultural 

bomb” of colonialism, referring to the destruction of people’s belief in their names, languages, 

and environment. The novel, however, reconstructs this narrative by showing how the characters, 

particularly Ifemelu and Obinze, eventually reject these false hierarchies and rediscover dignity 

in their Nigerian identity. 
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In the end, Ifemelu's return to Lagos, Nigeria, signifies the culmination of the journey of 

decolonization and identity reclamation. Her decision to leave America, despite its material 

comfort, suggests that she consciously refused to accept the Western ideals and was re-rooted in 

her African consciousness. Upon her return, Ifemelu abandoned her “Americanah” identity—a 

term used to refer to Nigerians who have spent some time abroad and come back claiming to be 

superior (p. 53). It shows reclamation of one's true self, a refusal of the labels imposed upon one, 

and a claiming of an Afrocentric subjectivity that is rooted in one's location, past, and super 

critical self-awareness. Through this course, the text critiques not only the lingering effects of 

colonial representation but also the new kinds of dependency sustained by globalization and 

Western media dominance, thereby exposing the structures that distort African self-perception 

and, in turn enabling the characters to consciously resist these influences and actively reconstruct 

their African identity. 

Similarly, Bulawayo’s We Need New Names delicately challenges colonial and neo-colonial 

dominations by divulging how post-independent Zimbabwe continues to bear the marks of 

colonial rule and neo-colonial exploitation. Its narrative portrays a nation caught in the shadows 

of imperial domination and the disillusioning realities of post-colonial governance. The novel 

critiques how the promise of liberation has been undermined by neo-colonial dependency, 

corruption, and the imposition of Western global hierarchies that perpetuate both economic and 

cultural domination. Through the eyes of a ten-year-old child protagonist, Darling, We Need New 

Names vividly shows the effects of the colonial legacies and the perpetuation of the Western 

media in defining and misrepresenting African realities. The children in Paradise (a shantytown 

in Zimbabwe) are fed pictures of America as the land of hope and perfection, inculcating the 

colonial mentality inside them that equates Western lifestyle with progress and joy. Their interest 

in Western popular culture and imitation of American language and brands, as seen when they 

play a country game called “Find Bin Laden” (p. 29) or the dreams of “Gucci shoes and 

McDonald’s” (p. 27), disclose the widespread neo-colonial consumerism mentality. Ngũgĩ’s 

(1986) notion of the “cultural bomb” is particularly applicable here, as it discusses the 

psychological oppression that leads the colonized to devalue their own realities and aspire to 

Western. 

As Darling moves to America, the novel goes on with its critique of the misrepresentation 

through her confrontation with Western ignorance about Africa. Darling is expected to act out 
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her difference for the consumption of Americans whose perception of Africa is shaped by images 

of poverty, war, and disease. In scenes where Darling's classmates in America ask whether she 

has seen lions or has lived in a hut (p. 116), the text reveals how such misrepresentations serve as 

disguised forms of neo-colonial control that perpetuate Western superiority and deny Africans of 

being the cradle of all human creatures. We Need New Names further condemns how the neo-

colonial power is not only sustained from outside through Western media and economic 

domination but also from inside through the failures of postcolonial leadership. The depiction of 

Zimbabwe's political decay, corruption, and social inequality is a reflection of Fanon’s (1963) 

observation that the native bourgeoisie often plays colonial exploitation under a nationalist 

cover.  

Despite the harsh realities of postcolonial and neo-colonial Africa, the novel remains committed 

to reclaiming African subjectivity through the art of narrative decolonization. Through first-

person perspective of Darling, the narrative gives rise to an Afrocentric counter-narrative that 

reclaims voice from the margin and puts it right in the center by focusing on the lived 

experiences, languages, and emotions of African children that suffered the most from the 

controlling powers. Its strategic use of hybrid language and child perspective resists the linguistic 

and epistemic dominance that colonialism had imposed upon Africans. This obviously mirrors 

Asante's (1998) demand for Africans to re-center their own histories and consciousness. Such a 

narrative technique enacts decolonization through storytelling, allowing Africans to articulate 

and express their realities in their own voices and from the viewpoints of the spaces that they 

inhabit. Darling's evolving consciousness and her oscillation between disillusionment and 

awareness shows the novel’s effort to promote the Afrocentric project of bringing back dignity, 

visibility, and agency to African identity in postcolonial and diasporic contexts. In short, We 

Need New Names not only challenges colonial misrepresentations of Africa but also articulates 

alternative Afrocentric values. In such ways, it contributes to African identity reconstruction by 

transforming representation into a site of recovery and redefinition. It moves African identity 

away from externally imposed definitions to a self-grounded and internally valid understanding 

of what it means to be African both in local and global environments. 

Likewise, Salih’s Season of Migration to the North unveils the enduring psychological and 

cultural consequences of colonialism on postcolonial African identity. Through its protagonist, 

Mustafa Sa’eed, the novel divulges the persisted colonial and neo-colonial legacies and 
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misrepresentation of Africa. Its portrayal of Mustafa’s exploitation by English women like Jean 

Morris and Ann Hammond symbolically reveals the brutality of the colonial master-slave 

relationship. Its critique also extends to the broader neo-colonial structures that still influence 

post-independence Sudanese society. The unnamed narrator’s initial fascination with Mustafa 

Sa’eed and his gradual disappointment indicates the collective struggle of postcolonial elite who 

are still mentally connected to the colonial paradigms. This situation aligns with Ngũgĩ’s (1986) 

argument that colonial education alienates Africans from their culture and instils an inferiority 

complex which persists even after independence. Through the narrator’s spiritual and moral 

crisis, the novel uncovers and brings to light how neo-colonial dependency operates not only 

through the economy but also through the internalization of Western values and the dominance 

of epistemic power. 

The novel also challenges Western misconceptions about Africa and the Arab world through 

Mustafa’s life in London, where Western exoticism and racialized sexual objectification are 

vividly revealed. The English women’s perception of Mustafa as the embodiment of the “dark 

continent” is a reflection of the colonial imagination of Africa/ns as mysterious and dangerous. 

This mirrors Edward Said’s (1978) notion of Orientalism, which mainly discusses how the West 

creates the East as irrational and inferior to keep its power. 

Eventually, however, by portraying the African man (Mustafa Sa’eed) in a dominant position in 

England, the novel tries to subvert and question the very logic of superiority and otherness. Its 

narrative anticipates an Afrocentric interpretation and restoration of African subjectivity through 

the rejection of the imposition of Western epistemology and the acknowledgment of Africa as a 

place of meaning and knowledge. The narrator’s final moral awakening, illustrated by his 

desperate call for help, “Help! Help!” (p. 99), as he struggles against the current of the Nile, 

signifies the entire African’s crying and demands for freedom from both colonial memory and 

neo-colonial oppression. In the narrative, the Nile, which symbolizes both the unspoken line of 

African history and the opportunity of renewal, becomes a metaphorical baptism that purifies the 

colonial intermingling by washing it away. Therefore, Season of Migration to the North does not 

merely defy colonial misrepresentations of Africa but also articulates Afrocentric values rooted 

in communal belonging, cultural continuity, and indigenous knowledge systems. Through this 

dual engagement of critique and reclamation, the text contributes to the reconstruction of African 
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identity by re-centring African agency and facilitating the restoration of a self-defined, culturally 

rooted, and critically conscious African subjectivity. 

    7.1.2. Migration, Cultural Hybridity, Ambivalence, and the Quest for Home/Belonging 

Another thematic commonality among the novels under consideration is their exploration of 

migration and its implications for belonging, cultural hybridity, and ultimately for identity 

reconstruction. In all these novels, migration is portrayed not simply as an act of moving from 

one place to another but as a deep psychological and cultural experience that makes people face 

competing value systems, identities, and worldviews. The characters are repeatedly observed 

finding themselves in between home and the Western world. They are neither fully part of their 

motherland nor complete citizens of the West. They become culturally hybridity. However, 

viewed from an Afrocentric perspective, this hybridity brought about by migration, becomes 

both a source of alienation and an opportunity for the protagonists to redefine themselves, as they 

struggle to reconstruct their identities within a transnational context while remaining tied to their 

African roots. 

Americanah, for instance, presents migration as a central theme allowing characters challenging 

the complexities of race, identity, and belonging in the West. Ifemelu’s relocation from Nigeria 

to America exposes her to the politics of racial division and the necessity of cultural adaptation, 

compelling her to confront the conflict between her African identity and the imposed label of 

“Black.” Her experience reflects the ambivalence of the immigrant's situation, where one has to 

continually sort out the matter of belonging and be tested for authenticity. However, the novel 

transforms Ifemelu's migration from a narrative of loss into an opportunity of self-awareness and 

reclamation. Through her journey and eventually going back to her home, Nigeria, the text 

transforms the concept of home from a mere location on the map to a mental and cultural space 

where one’s identity is affirmed and accepted on its own terms. In this way, Americanah presents 

migration/diaspora as an opportunity for self-awareness, transformation, and an intensified sense 

of Africanness even though it might initially appear alienating. 

Americanah also makes use of the themes of hybrid cultures and their ambivalence as crucial 

strategies to reconstruct African identity in the globalized world. Through Ifemelu, who migrates 

from Nigeria to America, the novel shows how encounters with the Western way of life can 

cause both dislocation and self-awareness at the same time. Ifemelu’s experience in America is 
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full of ambivalence; she adapts and at the same time resists Western cultural norms, revealing the 

tension between assimilation and authenticity. However, this cultural hybridity has become a 

productive site for self-definition instead of a loss. By negotiating between Nigerian and 

American cultures, Ifemelu gets back the power of choosing who she is and how she appears to 

be. Hence, the novel presents hybridity as a power that allows the protagonist not only to 

criticize but also to admit her African consciousness, thereby turning it from a mere indicator of 

postcolonial fragmentation. This aligns with Hall’s (1990) assertion that hybridity enables 

diasporic subject to reinterpret their past and present, thereby constructing identities that are 

fluid, multiple, and contextually grounded. Thus, in the novel hybridity, which is brought about 

by dislocation, functions as a site of agency, where identity is reconstructed rather than lost. 

In a similar fashion, We Need New Names presents migration as both an estrangement and an 

opportunity for identity reconstruction. Darling’s journey from Zimbabwe to America reveals the 

psychological tensions of being displaced and the ambivalent process of cultural adaptation. In 

America, she lives in a hybrid space where her African identity is constantly negotiated against 

the pressure of Western assimilation. The novel represents this hybridity not as a sign of 

confusion but rather as a dynamic process of becoming, through which Darling reaffirms her 

identity beyond the borders of race and nationality imposed upon her. Its narrative shows the 

loneliness and disintegration that migration entails, but it also foregrounds how much African 

subjects are resilient to live and work in-between cultures that ultimately help them reclaim their 

identity. It is through such an ambivalent experience that the text conveys the message that 

belonging is not a matter of geographical location but of self-acceptance and narrative 

reclamation. In this sense, We Need New Names can be seen as being in line with Adichie’s 

Americana in the sense that they both turn migration into a site of artistic negotiation and 

Afrocentric self-renewal, where identity is reconstructed through continuous interaction between 

the home and the diaspora. 

In fact, We Need New Names explores even deeper themes of cultural hybridity and ambivalence 

through Darling’s fragmented sense of belongingness in the diaspora.  Caught between her good 

old Zimbabwe memories and the harsh American realities, Darling inhabits an in-between space 

where her identity turns into a site of tension and negotiation. She feels alienated from her 

ancestral land, which she views through the lens of nostalgia, but she also struggles to fully 

belong to the country where she has to fight against race, language, and culture. Nevertheless, 
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the text transforms this very ambivalence into a space of self-awareness: through her 

experiences, Darling comes to the conclusion that belonging is not about being assimilated into a 

prevailing culture but about integrating her manifold identities. For the purpose of embracing 

hybrid consciousness, Darling begins to reconstruct a sense of self that acknowledges both 

African origins and diasporic experiences. Therefore, We Need New Names conveys the message 

that hybridity and ambivalence are not obstacles but rather strategic tools through which the 

migrant can eventually get to the point of self-definition and acceptance. 

Concomitantly, Season of Migration to the North explores migration and cultural hybridity 

through the precarious experiences of both Mustafa Sa’eed and the unnamed narrator, whose 

encounters with the West cause their belonging and identity to be more complicated. It presents 

migration as a confrontation between the African and the European worldviews rather than just a 

simple and easy journey of discovering the other. By assimilating into the Western culture, 

which is indicated by intellectual success and sexual conquests, Mustafa ultimately reveals the 

emptiness of colonial imitation and the destructive effects of hybrid existence disconnected from 

cultural roots. Besides, the narrator’s eventual return to Sudan after his studies in England 

reveals his struggle between Western modernity and African communal values. This 

ambivalence resonates with Bhabha’s concept of the “unhomely” condition, where the migrant 

feels alienated from both the host culture and the homeland. However, with his final moral 

awakening and bonding with the Nile and the village community, the narrator strategically 

transforms hybridity from a condition of alienation into a means of reconciliation and self-

realization. This way, Season of Migration to the North takes migration as a journey back to 

Africanness, where the feeling of belonging is rediscovered through cultural memory, moral 

responsibility, and spiritual rootedness in the African landscape, and he shows that the East has 

not lost its roots in the West. 

    7.1.3. Resistance, Voice, and the Assertion of Agency 

Still, another most prevailing thematic similarity among the novels analyzed in the preceding 

chapter lies in their portrayal of resistance as a pathway toward reclaiming African identity. The 

protagonists in these texts are repeatedly observed resisting both external and internal colonial 

structures. In Americanah, Ifemelu’s decision to reject the Eurocentric beauty standards, for 

instance, saying, “I stopped straightening my hair. I like my hair the way God made it” (p. 9), 
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and her critical blog writings serve as symbolic resistance tools through which she critiques 

Western racial hierarchies, deconstructs stereotypes about Africa,  express her pride in African 

beauty ideals, and reconstructs her identity through a distinctly Afrocentric lens. In a similar 

manner, We Need New Names illustrates resistance through Darling's transformation from a 

passive observer into an active narrator who confronts both the disillusionments of post 

colonialism and the alienation in the diaspora. Her narration becomes a subversive and rebellious 

act that uncovers the fractures brought about by globalization and the enduring inequalities it 

continues to inflict. Through her growing awareness of the deceiving promises of the West, 

Darling embodies the African subject's struggle to balance belonging and dislocation. In the 

same way, Season of Migration to the North presents resistance in a more psychological and 

historical manner. Mustafa Sa’eed’s complicated relationship with the West illustrates the 

struggle between the colonial power and postcolonial agency. However, his intellectual mastery 

and over calculated seductions of English women symbolize an inversion of colonial domination, 

thereby turning the colonizers’ weapon for attacking them back. 

Equally important in the process of identity reconstruction is the reclamation of voice and 

assertion of agency. The protagonists in all the three novels reclaim narrative power by 

articulating their experiences in their own terms and through the medium they prefer.  Ifemelu's 

blog in Americanah, for example, turns out to be a digital platform for self-definition, 

transforming her into both the author and the authority on the subject of the African diasporic 

identity. In the same way, We Need New Names, reconstructs African fragmented identity by 

turning individual and collective sufferings into a source of empowerment. Comparably, in 

Season of Migration to the North, the unnamed narrator’s retelling of Mustafa Sa’eed’s story and 

his final cry for help symbolize an awakening of voice that connects the personal and collective 

struggle for postcolonial agency and liberation. In short, across these novels, voice serves as 

resistance, and agency emerges through the act of self-narration. In these ways, the selected texts 

with their provocative and symbolic narratives, foreground the reclamation of African 

subjectivity through active self-expression, where speaking and writing become acts of narrative 

decolonization and reconstruction of African identity. 

     7.1.4. Memory, History, and the Reclamation of Cultural Continuity 

Another point of commonality among the novels is their shared engagement with memory and 

history as vital tools for reclaiming African cultural continuity in the aftermath of colonial 
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distortions. Each of the three novels interrogates how colonialism and migration disrupted 

Africans' collective memory and imposed historical amnesia through the Eurocentric narratives. 

In response, however, these literary works, through their respective African protagonists, 

foreground acts of remembering as deliberate and strategic modes of resistance to the erasure and 

marginalization of indigenous knowledge systems, histories, and cultural practices. Memory thus 

emerges not simply as recollection but reconstructive act by which suppressed histories are 

revitalized and re-centered. In this regard, the novels reflect Ngũgĩ’s (1986) articulation that 

cultural decolonization requires the recovery of indigenous memory and consciousness, which 

serve as foundational elements for authentic self-definition. 

In Americanah, Ifemelu's reminiscences of Nigeria, including its smells, languages, and social 

rhythms, for example, are powerful acts of remembrance against the imperialistic pressure 

exerted by the Western modernity. To a large extent, she is able to do so through her blog and 

reflections; she reconnects with her African cultural roots, for she even goes as far as saying, “I 

realized that my identity was not something I had to negotiate—it was already mine” (p. 266). 

Such moments obviously indicate the novel’s project of reconstructing African identity through 

the revitalization of historical and cultural memory, which resonates with the African-centered 

perspective, which argues that the Afrocentric consciousness begins with the return to the 

ancestral source of being. 

A comparable theme emerges in We Need New Names, where memory is reconfigured as both a 

burden and a survival tool for Africans in the diaspora struggling with cultural dislocation. 

Through Darling’s fragmented recollections of her childhood in homeland, the narrative 

foregrounds the ambivalent function of memory in the diaspora context. Particularly, her 

remembrance of stealing guava fruits with her companions in the neighboring shantytown 

ironically named Paradise, “We ate guavas until our bellies hurt, pretending they were real food” 

(p. 9), captures the tension between deprivation and belonging. This act of remembering turns 

nostalgia into a strategy of preservation. Her memories of life in Zimbabwe, though painful, help 

her to keep her identity alive in the overwhelming and unwelcoming environment of America. 

This portrayal aligns with Paul Gilroy’s (1993) notion of diasporic identity, which views 

diasporic memory as a transnational link between the past and the present. For Darling, 

remembering becomes a weapon for resisting erasure, enabling displaced subjects to reconstruct 

identity through reminiscence and cultural continuity. Moreover, the narrative demonstrates what 
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Achille Mbembe (2001) describes as the “politics of memory,” where the act of recalling 

colonial and postcolonial trauma becomes an essential process for re-humanization and cultural 

restoration. For Darling, remembrance becomes a mode of resistance against diasporic erasure 

and a device for reconstructing her African identity through preserving historical and cultural 

memory. 

In a similar vein, Salih’s Season of Migration to the North presents memory as a crucial tool for 

confronting the lingering effects of colonialism and re-establishing cultural balance. The 

narrator's return to his Sudanese village becomes a symbolic journey into a collective memory, 

where the ancestral wisdom and traditional practices serve as custodians and repositories of 

historical truth. This continuity is embodied in the novel mainly by the patriarch village elder, 

Mahjoub, who reminds the unnamed narrator, "We’ve been here since the beginning of time; 

people like us have endured floods and droughts, colonizers and kings" (p. 45). Such recollection 

resists the very colonial urge to consider African history as a non-existing or inferior and instead 

acknowledges the continuity of native culture. In this sense, the narrative aligns with Bhabha’s 

(1994) conception of cultural hybridity, where the tension between memory and modernity 

creates a productive ground for postcolonial identity reconstruction. The narrator’s final struggle 

with his colonial education and his effort to reconnect with the village reflect a decolonial 

mindset that seeks to reunite the fractured histories and reclaim an authentic sense of self 

anchored in African memory. 

Collectively, these novels show that the reclamation of cultural continuity is closely linked with 

acts of remembering and re-narrating history. Through their respective protagonists’ memories, 

the texts engage in what Asante (2003) calls “Afrocentric relocation” (p. 67), that is, a deliberate 

reposition of African subjects to their historical and cultural center of African identity. Their 

narrative techniques, be it through blogs, oral storytelling, or reminiscing with a hint of nostalgia, 

serve as counter-discourses that defy the colonial distortion of African histories. Across their 

narratives, the novels have tried to reconstruct African identity by foregrounding acts of 

remembrance that enable their respective protagonists to reconnect with ancestral wisdom and 

get better historical consciousness.  
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     7.1.5. Race, Representation, and the Politics of Blackness 

A further unifying thread across the three novels lies in their shared critical interrogation of race, 

representation, and the politics of Blackness, especially as reflected through transnational 

mobility and colonial legacies. Each of these texts prudently explores how racial identity is 

constructed, contested, and performed both in colonial and postcolonial contexts, revealing the 

haunting effects of racial hierarchies imposed through Western discourse. They foreground race 

as a socio-political construct rather than an innate reality. In Americanah, for example, Ifemelu’s 

experience as a Black African woman in America epitomizes the discordance between being 

“Nigerian” at home and becoming “Black” abroad, a racial identity that she acquires only 

through Western categorization.  

Such experiences in America compelled Ifemelu to confront a racial identity that she did not 

possess in her homeland, Nigeria: “I came from a country where race was not an issue; I did not 

think of myself as black and I only became black when I came to America. In America, you’re 

Black… You’re not just yourself; you’re a symbol” (p. 246).  Here, Ifemelu boldly challenges 

the racial division that black people encounter in America. Through Ifemelu’s experience and 

awareness, the novel exposes the psychological dissonance of diasporic black identity in a 

racialized American society. On the other hand, her blog posts, such as “Understanding America 

for the Non-American Black: What Do You Mean by ‘Racism’?” (p. 174) serve as racial 

counter-discourses that challenge stereotypes and interrogate America’s superficial 

multiculturalism. Through such reflections, Americanah demonstrates that racial awareness can 

function as a powerful means of liberation and consciousness-raising, a position that resonates 

with Asante’s (2003) Afrocentric assertion that identifying and exercising control over one’s 

image is an indispensable part of self-definition. 

Just as Americanah interrogates race, representation, and the politics of Blackness as central to 

postcolonial identity reconstruction, We Need New Names, similarly explores these concerns 

through the lens of a diaspora, in which the politics of Blackness are constantly re-negotiated 

across borders and cultures. In America, Darling has to confront the intricacies of being a 

racialized immigrant, who is trapped between the invisibility of African identity and the over-

visibility of Blackness shaped by the Western media. Her observation, “They do not know that 

I’m from Africa; they think I’m just black” (p. 140) underlines the tension between her self-

perception as an African and the racialized identity imposed upon her. This experience highlights 
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how representation in the Western space or in the diaspora often reduces African identity into a 

single, monolithic racial category of “Black” identity, which is in a way similar to what Stuart 

Hall (1990) terms the “politics of representation,” where identity is endlessly produced within 

systems of power and meaning. The narrative shows how Darling navigates this imposed racial 

identity by keeping her memories and doing the cultural references to Zimbabwe, thereby re-

asserting her individuality against homogenizing racial discourses.  

In a comparable fashion, in Season of Migration to the North, race, representation, and the 

politics of Blackness are represented as central issues in the attempt of reclaiming African 

identity, dramatized through the character of Mustafa Sa’eed. Mustafa’s relationships with 

European women, particularly Jean Morris, Ann Hammond, and Isabella Seymour, symbolize 

the racialized dynamics of colonial discourse, where Blackness and African masculinity are 

fetishized as primitive, exotic, and dangerous. Put differently, the women he encounters view 

him not as a man with individuality but as a symbol of primitive, raw sexuality and mystery. 

Their attraction to him is not based on genuine understanding and emotional connection but 

rather on racial stereotypes created by colonial discourse. In recounting how English women saw 

him as “a naked, primitive creature, a spear in one hand and arrows in the other” (pp. 24-25), 

Mustafa exposes the Orientalist and racial hierarchies embedded in colonial representation These 

depictions recall Edward Said’s (1978) concept of Orientalism, according to which the West 

constructs the East as its racial and moral “Other” to affirm its own superiority. However, the 

narrative subverts this situation by letting Mustafa to appropriate and play with these stereotypes, 

turning the colonizers’ racial gaze into a field of revenge and criticism.  His sexual conquests of 

the European women become acts of symbolic resistance, serving as an attempt to overthrow the 

colonial relationship of domination. Ultimately, through Mustafa’s tragic downfall, the novel 

criticizes how racial and cultural binaries perpetuate alienation, suggesting liberation lies not in 

assimilation but in the recovery of African identity that goes beyond Western representations. 

Taken together, these three literary texts demonstrate that the politics of Blackness in 

postcolonial contexts transcend skin colour to encompass struggles over visibility, power, and 

self-definition. Through the acts of narration, memory, and finally self-awareness, the texts, 

through their respective protagonists, confront and resist the deep-rooted racism, othering, and 

cultural displacement, turning racial subordination into sites of redefinition and empowerment. 

They also expose the psychological and representational dimensions of racial domination and 
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reposition Black identity as an active, self-authored reality rather than a passive construction of 

colonial hierarchy. This is clearly the reflection of Ngũgĩ’s (1986) concept of Decolonizing the 

Mind and Asante’s (2003) Afrocentricity, both of which stress that reclaiming the power to 

name, define, and narrate oneself is fundamental to reconstruct African identity.  

    7.1.6. The Duality of Education: Intellectual Reawakening in Decolonization 

Exploration of education as both a source of alienation and enlightenment in the postcolonial 

quest for self-definition is still another thematic convergence observed across the novels. In all 

the three texts, education emerges as both a tool of colonial indoctrination and a potential means 

of liberation. The respective African protagonists’ access to Western educational systems 

facilitates intellectual empowerment but at the same time alienates, distancing them from their 

respective indigenous epistemologies and communal affiliations. This duality reflects the 

complex legacies of colonial education: it offers mobility and critical awareness but often at the 

cost of indigenous knowledge and social bonds. In Americanah, for instance, education operates 

first as a means of epistemic colonization. Ifemelu's migration to America for higher education 

subjects her to the Western's view of success, beauty, and intellect that initially estranges her 

from her Nigerian identity. Her academic and social experiences in the host country (America) 

expose her to the very subtle racial and class hierarchies embedded in the Western university 

space, where assimilation is valued over authenticity. 

However, as the narrative progresses, education is reconfigured as an instrument of intellectual 

enlightenment. Through her critical engagement with the American society, mainly via her blog 

Raceteenth, Ifemelu interrogates and ultimately unlearns the internalized assumptions of colonial 

discourse. By turning her academic exposure into a platform for racial critique and self-

expression, she redefines education as a means of mental decolonization and self-reclamation.  

Likewise, in We Need New Names, education embodies both aspiration and alienation. Initially, 

Darling hopes that the Western education would be the only way out both for herself and her 

country (Zimbabwe) from postcolonial material deprivation. However, her schooling in the 

diaspora turns very soon into alienation, thereby eroding her connection to cultural roots and 

native language. What she learns in America does not acknowledge the lived realities of her 

African past, compelling her to live in between two worlds that are not only different but also 

incompatible. Yet, education becomes a site of awakening that equips her with critical tools to 
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interrogate systems of inequality and to be cognizant of the cost of cultural dislocation. Darling's 

reflections indicate that true learning does not mean passively adopting Western values but 

sensitively cultivating consciousness of the erasure of one’s cultures. Through her evolving 

awareness, the novel illustrates the importance of education that validates African experience 

and language as legitimate sources of knowledge. 

In much the same way, Season of Migration to the North, presents Western education as an 

enduring colonial legacy that both perpetuates the Eurocentric epistemologies and causes a 

profound disconnection from indigenous identity. Mustafa’s elite schooling in England, for 

example, makes him a subject who internalizes the intellectual and cultural framework of the 

West to such an extent that he ultimately describes himself as “a lie,” indicating the 

inauthenticity and fragmentation of his constructed identity (p. 21).  His remarkable success in 

the Western academia which culminates in being a lecturer at London University signifies 

intellectual empowerment he gained in the West. However, it simultaneously takes away all his 

spiritual power, leading to his eventual psychological disintegration. In this context, the novel 

highlights the alienating effects of colonial education. Nevertheless, the novel also reconfigures 

education as a potential site of critical awareness and epistemic resistance. Through the unnamed 

narrator’s unearthing of Mustafa’s history, education becomes a means of understanding the 

mental effects of imperial indoctrination and a call to re-center knowledge within African 

experience. Thus, the novel dramatizes the double-faced nature of education in the context of 

postcolonial Africa: it functions, on the one hand, as a powerful vehicle for the 

reproduction/perpetuation of colonial ideology, and, on the other, as transformative tool for 

liberating the mind (intellectual emancipation). 

To put it succinctly, the protagonists’ intellectual journeys across the selected novels 

demonstrate that true decolonization is not merely rejecting Western educational systems but 

turning them into means of reclaiming African epistemological agency. In this regard, the texts 

collectively advocate for an Afrocentric educational model that regards African experiences, 

histories, and values as the core of intellectual life, considering this as a necessary action in the 

process of identity reconstruction.  

     5.1.7. Gender, Patriarchy, and the Reconfiguration of Womanhood 

One more thread of thematic commonality among the three novels is their interrogation of 

gendered oppression and patriarchy as critical sites in their broader project of decolonizing 
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narratives and reconstructing African identity in postcolonial contexts. As discussed in the 

theoretical framework, a meaningful decolonization must necessarily entail the dismantling of 

the deep-rooted gender hierarches and the reconstitution of women’s identities as a source of 

power. Across the selected novels, gender emerges as a central spot where structures of 

oppression and modes of resistance intersect, revealing how colonial legacies intensified the 

patriarchal structures and shaped the lived experiences of African women. In this regard, the 

texts critically expose the ways in which women's bodies, identities, and choices are regulated by 

intersecting forces of tradition, colonial modernity, and global racial hierarchies. At the same 

time, these literary works foreground women's acts of refusal, resilience, and self-articulation as 

transformative acts that challenge both colonial and patriarchal impositions. Through such 

portrayals, the novels show how the struggle against patriarchy becomes integral to the broader 

project of identity reconstruction and narrative decolonization.  

In Americanah, for instance, gender intersects with race, class, and migration to shape Ifemelu’s 

journey to self-realization. The narrative illustrates how gendered social norms restrict her from 

participating in different social affairs. She goes through the pressures of beauty, marriage, and 

domestic roles that the Nigerian culture imposes upon women, as well as the racial and sexual 

attitudes in America that she has to face. Nevertheless, Ifemelu actively resists these restrictions 

through her firm insistence on intellectual freedom and emotional autonomy, particularly in her 

relationships with Curt and Obinze. Her decision to leave Curt despite the comfort he offers her, 

and later to reject the patriarchal pressures imposed upon her in Nigeria, proves her refusal to be 

defined by male-centered narratives. Moreover, through her blog posts and personal choices, 

Ifemelu reconfigures womanhood as a site of freedom, intelligence, and self-determined identity, 

embodying a distinctly African feminist consciousness that challenges both Western stereotypes 

and patriarchal expectations in Nigerian society. 

Correspondingly, in We Need New Names, gender is presented through the precarious lives of 

girls growing up under economic collapse, migration, and cultural rupture. Characters such as 

Darling and her companions are exposed early to sexual vulnerability, as exemplified Chipo’s 

early pregnancy resulting from sexual abuse, as well as forms of social marginalization and 

gendered expectations of maturity. The novel thus depicts how girlhood in Zimbabwe is shaped 

by the male-dominating system that narrowly confines young women to roles like housewives, 

brides, or survival-driven choices. However, the narrative subsequently reorients this depiction 
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by positioning Darling’s voice as a subversive tool through which the silenced African girlhood 

is actively contested. Her reflections, both in Zimbabwe and in the diaspora reveal the strength, 

creativity, and emotional intelligence of African girls. In this context, the novel configures 

African womanhood as a dynamic and evolving construct, constituted through both structural 

restrictions and acts of self-definition. 

In Season of Migration to the North, on the other hand, the themes of gender and patriarchy are 

explored through the unfortunate character of Hosna Bint Mahmoud, whose forced marriage to 

Wad Rayyes against her will is a clear indication of the village's social hierarchy that still largely 

suppresses women’s autonomy. However, her refusal to become a second wife to Wad Rayyes 

and her resistance to patriarchal order obviously reveal a powerful act of defiance against the 

deep-seated gender hierarchies. Moreover, her eventual murder of both Wad Rayyes and herself 

highlights the deadly consequences of confronting the deeply rooted gender norms. Hosna’s fate 

(suicide) as recounted by the narrator, “We found her lying on her back with the knife plunged 

into her heart… They had both died minutes beforehand. The blood was still warm and dripped 

from Bint Mahmoud’s heart and from between Wad Rayyes’s thighs” (p. 76) is symbolic act of 

condemnation of a social system that fails to provide protection for its women, suggesting that 

the true reconstruction of the African identity would, in fact, involve the change of gender 

relations and the acknowledgment of women's power. 

7.2 Thematic Divergences among the Novels  

Although, all the selected novels, as discussed above, engage with the decolonization of distorted 

African narratives and the broader project of reconstructing fragmented African identity, they 

exhibit slight divergences in their thematic emphases. One noticeable thematic difference among 

the novels lies in the motivations and trajectories of migration. In Americanah, Ifemelu's 

migration to America is framed primarily as a journey of searching for opportunity, self-

discovery, and racial awakening; her identity is reshaped not only by her Nigerian roots but also 

by her confrontation with the American racial politics. Her return to Nigeria is voluntary and 

filled with a feeling of empowerment and agency. She comes back not defeated, but transformed. 

In contrast, in We Need New Names migration is presented as forced and traumatic displacement 

shaped by childhood vulnerability. Through Darling (the protagonist), the novel highlights 

dislocation as a break rather than a chosen adventure, thereby shedding light on the emotional 
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toll of leaving one's country. Season of Migration to the North, on the other hand, reverses the 

typical postcolonial migration narrative. Mustafa Sa'eed's journey to England is not an attempt to 

find a new life but rather a calculated, almost retaliatory and penetration of the colonial center. 

His education and nice look allowed him to seduce English ladies and strategically decolonize 

the colonial narrative. In essence, while Adichie and Bulawayo explore migration as a pathway 

to new identities, Salih presents it as a quest for dominance rather than self-discovery. 

A second point of divergence among the novels is their treatment of gender roles in negotiating 

postcolonial identity. In this respect, Americanah presents gender as a site of negotiation, self-

assertion against both Western and Nigerian patriarchal expectations. Ifemelu’s love affairs with 

Curt and Blanie highlight her refusal to be defined by the racialized and gendered expectations 

imposed upon Black women in America. Conversely, We Need New Names explores gender 

through the vulnerability experiences of childhood, where Daring and her friends confront the 

regulation of female bodies, domestic instability, and the threat of violence in a collapsing 

Zimbabwean social structure. Besides, by portraying Chipo’s rape by her grandfather and the 

consequent pregnancy at her early age, the novel reveals how young girls often bear the heaviest 

burdens of national crisis. Meanwhile, in Season of Migration to the North, female characters, 

both European and Sudanese, are reduced to symbols: the English women become objects of 

colonial revenge, while the Sudanese women like Hosna Bint Mahmoud represent tradition, 

honor, and ultimately tragic resistance. The novel’s male-centered perspective contrasts sharply 

with the female protagonists of the other two novels, revealing different priorities in the 

exploration of gendered experiences of displacement. 

Another aspect of divergence among the novels lies in their treatment of narrative tone and moral 

orientation. Americanah adopts a reflective, yet often humorous tone that critiques racism and 

diasporic identity. We Need New Names, by contrast, blends innocence with absolute brutality, 

employing a child perspective; Darling’s naive voice allows the narrative to expose political 

decay and diasporic alienation with emotional immediacy. Season of Migration to the North, on 

the other hand, adopts a deep, disturbing, and psychologically intense tone. Its narrative is 

submerged in moral ambiguity, violence, and psychological fragmentation, thereby exploring the 

darker consequences of colonial encounters instead of offering the restorative potentials found in 

the other two novels. 
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There is also a slight difference among the novels in their utilization of assimilation, hybridity, 

mimicry, and ambivalence. In this regard, Young (1995) observes that, although the degree of 

explicitness may vary, African writers often employ postcolonial concepts such as hybridity in 

subtle and strategic ways as they seek to reconstruct identities distorted by colonialism. In this 

sense, while Americanah employs hybridity and ambivalence to illuminate the fluid and 

transnational identity negotiation of characters like Ifemelu, We Need New Names foregrounds 

the dissonances and fragmentations experienced by Darling as she navigates assimilation in the 

diaspora. Its narrative employs mimicry far less explicitly than Americanah. Conversely, Salih’s 

Season of Migration to the North deploys mimicry and ambivalence as far more subversive, 

using Mustafa Sa’eed’s experiences to expose the psychological violence embedded within 

colonial hierarchies.  

Finally, the novels demonstrate varying degrees in their articulation of identity reconstruction 

and narrative decolonization. In Americanah, identity reconstruction is empowering, as can be 

evident in that Ifemelu emerges with a more holistic sense of self. Whereas, We Need New 

Names depicts identity as ongoing and unsolved, reflecting the fragmented lived experiences of 

contemporary African migrants as seen in Darling’s struggles to negotiate belonging across 

shifting cultural landscapes. Season of Migration to the North, on the other hand, offers the most 

cynical vision: identity reconstruction collapses under the weight of inherited colonial trauma. 

Mustafa Sa’eed’s death and the narrator’s existential crisis symbolize the psychological impasse 

and deadlock that can result when identity is caught in between the colonial memory and 

postcolonial reality. 

Generally speaking, although the novels selected for the present study are from different African 

countries with distinct socio-cultural contexts, they do share similar themes to a large extent in 

their portrayals of narrative decolonization and identity reconstruction. However, they also 

diverge (differ) in some ways. While their convergences (similarities) illuminate shared 

postcolonial struggles, their divergences underscore the varied cultural, historical, and 

psychological factors that shape African identity reconstruction. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

This chapter, as the final chapter of the dissertation, presents the conclusion drawn from the 

theoretical and analytical discussions made in the preceding chapters, which dealt with analyzing 

the selected novels and comparing them for their efforts of reconstructing African identities 

through decolonizing distorted narratives. It recapitulates the major findings and insights driven 

from these discussions and reflects on the implications of these findings. This chapter also offers 

recommendations for future research directions based on the findings and limitations of the 

present study. 

8.1. Conclusion 

The main objective of this study is to investigate how the selected postcolonial African novels, 

namely Americanah, We Need New Names, and Season of Migration to the North, deploy 

decolonizing narrative techniques to reconstruct African identity fractured by colonialism and 

diasporic dislocation. Undergirded mainly by postcolonial theory with its strand, Afrocentric 

theory and deconstruction, the study specifically aims at: (1) probing how the novels challenge 

colonial misrepresentations of Africa(ns) and articulate alternative Afrocentric values, (2) 

examining how these literary texts employ postcolonial concepts such as hybridity and exotic 

othering in dismantling colonial binaries, (3) analyzing the role of memory, history, and ancestral 

consciousness in reclaiming African identity, and finally (4) comparing the texts for their 

explorations of identity reconstruction through decolonizing colonial narratives. To put it 

differently, the findings obtained from the analysis lie on the four specific objectives and/or basic 

research questions. Therefore, the major findings on how the novels challenge colonial 

misrepresentations and articulate alternative Afrocentric values, how they present core 

postcolonial concepts, the role of memory, history, and ancestral consciousness within them, as 

well as comparisons among the novels for their efforts of reconstructing African identity through 

decolonizing narratives, are briefly recapitulated as follows: 

    8.1.1. Challenging Colonial Misrepresentations and Articulating Afrocentric Values 

Based on the analysis, here is a concise summary of the findings from the study regarding how 

the novels challenge colonial distortions and foreground alternative Afrocentric values. 
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Accordingly, the novels selected for this study have been found offering powerful counter-

narratives that “write back” to colonial epistemologies and binaries. Even though the main 

concern of each novel varies from one theme to the other, each novel, in its own way, exposes 

how colonialism and its enduring cultural legacies continue to shape racialized perceptions of 

Africa(ns), both within the continent and in the diaspora. However, beyond critiquing the 

historical misrepresentation of Africa, the texts attempt to reconstruct African identity by 

incorporating narratives that reclaim agency, voice, and Afrocentric cultural grounding. They 

foreground African epistemologies, values, and aesthetics as sites of resistance.  

Americanah, for instance, does not only critique historical misrepresentation of Africa but also 

actively re-centres African subjectivity by foregrounding African voices, perspectives, and lived 

experiences over the Western gaze. Through Ifemelu, the novel critiques the Western beauty 

ideals and reclaims the African ones. In a sense, the novel reconstructs African identity through 

Ifemelu’s racial awakening and her deliberate reclamation of African beauty, history, and self-

definition. It challenges the epistemological arrogance inherited from colonial thinking, where 

the Western worldview is positioned as universal, delegitimizing other perspectives. It also 

critiques the Western media for its propagation of single, often distorted narratives about Africa 

and celebrates the richness and diversity of African experiences. Americanah also deconstructs 

the idealized images of the West perpetuated through media, migration narratives, and 

postcolonial imagination. Through its assertive diasporic characters, particularly Ifemelu and 

Obinze, the novel reclaims African identity by emphasizing their refusal of victimhood.                 

Similarly, We Need New Names defies colonial narratives that have long misrepresented African 

realities. It does not only dismantle Afro-pessimist depictions of Africa as chaotic, lacking, and 

inferior but also foregrounds Afrocentric values that celebrate cultural pride, communal 

resilience, and indigenous knowledge systems. Through this interplay of critique and affirmation, 

the novel transforms the narrative into a platform for reimagining African identity. Through the 

perspective of children, particularly Darling, the novel exposes the reductive portrayals of Africa 

circulated through the Western media, NGO culture, and the white savior complex, revealing that 

these discourses often commodify African sufferings for Western audiences while erasing local 

agency. At the same time, the novel actively confronts Western exoticization by reframing the 

characters’ homeland (Africa) as a place of humanity rather than an object of captivation. We 

Need New Names is not just a narrative of displacement and disillusionment but also a profound 
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act of identity reclamation. It reasserts African values, insisting on the resilience, voice, and 

agency of African subjects. More importantly, its Africanization of colonial languages such as 

English through code switching, vernacular expressions, approximation, and linguistic 

appropriation further reinforces this project of identity reclamation by asserting the presence of 

African epistemologies within a colonial language.    

As well, Season of Migration to the North powerfully challenges colonial misrepresentations by 

subverting stereotypes and discursive images given for Africa(ns), while articulating Afrocentric 

viewpoints and reasserting cultural values as the sole ground for authentic self-definition. 

Through Mustafa Sa’eed’s weaponization of erotic power, the novel exposes and destabilizes 

Orientalist fantasies, demonstrating how colonial discourses of domination can be turned into 

instruments of critique rather than assimilation. At the same time, the novel foregrounds African 

intellectual brilliance, as symbolized by Mustafa’s linguistic mastery and academic prodigy, as a 

rebuttal to imperial denigrations of African intelligence. By refusing to be confined in colonial or 

Orientalist view, the novel constructs a counter-discourse that reclaims African agency and 

centers African epistemologies, ultimately presenting identity reconstruction as a process rooted 

in resisting imposed narratives and reaffirming Africa’s cultural and intellectual autonomy.                   

     8.1.2. Strategic Employment of Postcolonial Concepts in the Novels 

The findings from the analysis also confirmed that the novels, albeit to varying degrees, all have 

employed postcolonial concepts such as hybridity, othering, mimicry, ambivalence, and 

subalternity as strategic narrative techniques for disrupting colonial binaries and reconstructing 

African identity. Americanah, for example, exposes and destabilizes racialized hierarchies 

through the protagonist, Ifemelu, whose journey throughout the novel is marked by sustained 

struggle to find her true sense of self and reclaim an authentic African identity. She deliberately 

adopts an American accent and dressing style to negotiate a hybrid diasporic identity that allows 

her to critique racial othering in America from within. Through Ifemelu, the novel also portrays 

ambivalence as a productive in-between space where decolonization begins to reconstruct 

African identity. Furthermore, the analysis of the novel proves that the subaltern (migrants) can 

tell their own story, in their own voice, from the very margin that colonial powers tried to 

silence. 
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We Need New Names, on the other hand, employs these postcolonial concepts as narrative 

techniques to interrogate Eurocentric narratives and reclaim African subjectivity. Through 

children characters, such as Darling, the novel presents these notions not merely as thematic 

motifs but as lived realities that shape the characters’ transnational or diasporic experiences. By 

tracing how these concepts operate throughout the narrative, it also becomes evident that the 

novel effectively destabilizes the entrenched Eurocentric binaries and exposes the fractures 

within dominant colonial discourses. Ultimately, the novel advances an African-centred vision 

that reclaims agency and fosters the reconstruction of authentic African identity. 

The case is also true in the novel Season of Migration to the North. Its analysis clearly shows 

that the novel presents postcolonial notions primarily to decolonize the distorted narratives about 

Africa and to destabilize the psychological and cultural cracks that imperialism has caused to 

sustain the Occident/Western superiority over the Orient/non-Western. In this sense, the novel, 

for example, subverts Orientalist fantasies and colonial epistemologies through Mustafa Sa’eed’s 

deliberate mimicry and ironic performances that reveal the instability of imperial discourse. But, 

at the same time, the novel deploys the concepts as the very calculated narrative devices that 

could offer spaces for resistance, self-definition, and reclaiming one’s fragmented identity. In 

due course, the novel enacts a powerful decolonizing narrative that reimagines African 

subjectivity on its own terms.  

In a nutshell, the findings show that the novels employ these postcolonial literary tools not 

simply to depict colonial trauma but to reclaim and reconstruct African identities by 

decolonizing narratives distorted by colonialism and diasporic dislocation. While hybridity 

allows characters to negotiate multiple identities without losing their African core, othering 

offers them an impetus to expose the racial violence that they experienced as diasporic subjects 

who migrated from a colonized continent. Ambivalence and mimicry, on the other hand, enable 

them to reveal and subvert power dynamics by turning colonial mimicry into a mirror of colonial 

absurdities. Meanwhile, subalternity becomes a means through which the imposed silence is 

transformed into a site of agency. 

   8.1.3. Memory, History, and Ancestral Consciousness in Reconstructing African Identity 

The findings have further proven that, in all the three texts, memory, history, and ancestral 

consciousness play crucial roles in decolonizing Eurocentric narratives and reconstructing 
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African identity. The memory of pre-colonial traditional practices, the recollection of the past 

injustices, and the renewed reattachments to ancestral lines altogether seat the characters in a 

wider African cosmology. This seating helps them combat colonial erasures and alienations in 

the diaspora, thereby fostering a sense of rootedness that empowers them to reconstruct their 

identities in their own terms. In Americanah, Ifemelu’s recollections of home (its language, 

humour, and traditional food) are, for instance, used not only to counter cultural erasure but also 

to reconnect her to African (Nigerian) cultural roots and authentic Afrocentric values. The novel 

also draws on the historical differences between Nigerian and American racial experiences, 

revealing how colonial legacies shape the global hierarchy of blackness. Ancestral consciousness 

emerges through cultural rootedness rather than overt spirituality; African characters reconnect 

with their traditions, family bonds, and African aesthetics, especially through their natural hair. 

In We Need New Names, memory serves as Darling’s emotional and cultural lifeline, which helps 

her to preserve the richness of life in Paradise (a neighbourhood in her native land), even after 

moving to America. These memories challenge Afro-pessimist narratives, which portray Africa 

only as a continent of poverty and wars, by highlighting the communal bonds. The novel also 

integrates Zimbabwe’s chaotic history (land reform, political violence, and economic collapse) 

into personal experiences of its characters, thereby showing how the colonial past still influences 

both national and individual identities. In addition, ancestral consciousness is made visible 

through the characters’ attachment to home, expressed through burial rituals, collective 

mourning, and an endless yearning for the land and the people they left behind. This ancestral 

connection anchors Darling’s identity, enabling her to overcome diasporic dislocation without 

losing her sense of origin. 

In Season of Migration to the North, on the other hand, memory, history, and ancestral 

consciousness function as key tools for resisting Eurocentric narratives and reclaiming Sudanese 

identity back. The communal memory preserves indigenous values, countering colonial 

distortions. The novel’s deep rootedness in Mustafa Sa’eed’s reminiscences of Sudan’s colonial 

history, for example, reveals the brutality of the British “civilizing mission” and its long-lasting 

impact on African identity. Ancestral consciousness is explored through the village’s rituals, oral 

traditions, and their deep connection to the Nile. Indeed, the narrator’s eventual return to the 

village and his symbolic reconnection with the river obviously signify reclamation of indigenous 

cosmology and a reaffirmation of an African-centred identity. 
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    8.1.4. Comparisons among the Novels for their Efforts to Reconstruct African Identity   

In the fifth chapter of this study, a comparative discussion has been made mainly to identify the 

thematic convergences and divergences among the novels for their endeavours to contribute to 

the reconstruction of African identity through decolonizing narratives. Accordingly, the findings 

of the analysis reveal that although each novel, selected for the study, addresses narrative 

decolonization and identity reconstruction in its own way, they are ultimately unified by several 

shared thematic concerns. One among the very recurring common themes across the texts is the 

portrayal of migration as both a source of disillusionment and an impetus for renewed 

Afrocentric consciousness, suggesting that diasporic alienation can be turned into a 

transformative force rather than merely a fragmenting one. Moreover, the critique of colonial 

misrepresentations, the quest for home and belonging, the reclamation of cultural continuity, and 

acts of racial defiance, among others, emerge as common thematic threads across the novels.  

However, despite all these thematic commonalities, the novels also exhibit notable points of 

divergence. For instance, the role gendered experience of in decolonizing distorted narratives and 

reconstructing African identity is articulated and manifested far more explicitly in Americanah 

and We Need New Names than in Season of Migration to the North. On the other hand, in its 

engagement with narrative decolonization and identity reconstruction, We Need New Names 

employs those postcolonial concepts, such as hybridity, othering, mimicry, and ambivalence to a 

significantly lesser extent than the more prominent applications found in Americanah and Season 

of Migration to the North.  

Generally, the findings of the study have important and considerable implications. Theoretically, 

they reinforce the importance of incorporating Afrocentric perspectives in postcolonial literary 

studies. Practically, the results imply that educators and policymakers in African contexts could 

utilize these novels as tools for cultural education, using them to maintain and foster collective 

memory and identity among younger generations. From a methodological perspective, the results 

obviously suggest that comparative literary analysis is really an effective approach to trace 

shared narrative decolonizing strategies across diverse texts.  

8.2. Future Directions/Recommendations 

In undertaking any research project, it is inevitable that certain limitations could emerge during 

the course of scholarly inquiry that shape the scope and depth of a study. In this sense, the 
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present study, though it provides valuable insights into how the selected postcolonial African 

novels reconstruct African identities through decolonizing narratives, it has left with some areas 

untouched and open for further explorations. One key limitation and important consideration for 

future research lies particularly in the fact that the current study analyzed only Anglophone 

African novels due to the researcher’s limited proficiency in other linguistic mediums such as 

Francophone or Lusophone. This study therefore highly recommends future research into 

identity reconstruction through decolonizing narratives in non-Anglophone African literature, 

including Francophone, Lusophone, and even African indigenous languages such as Swahili and 

Hausa.  

Another limitation of the present study that needs future consideration is the issue of sample size. 

For the sake of manageability, this study analyzed only three postcolonial African novels, which 

are very few as compared to the very abundant number of contemporary novels in English in the 

continent. This could potentially narrow the scope of textual diversity and restrict the 

generalizability of the findings across the wider field of African literature. Future studies could 

thus consider a broader range of contemporary African novels, particularly those from 

underrepresented geographical or diasporic backgrounds to determine if similar patterns of 

identity reconstruction and Afrocentric consciousness emerge across different contexts. 

Furthermore, the analysis of the present study was guided only by postcolonial, along with its 

strand, Afrocentric, and deconstruction theories. This exclusive theoretical focus again tends to 

inevitably restrict the scope of critical perspective that could enrich the analysis, which other 

theoretical frameworks might have offered. Further scholars could therefore integrate 

complementary frameworks such as Postcolonial African Feminist Perspective, Diaspora 

Studies, Critical Race Theory, or Memory Studies to deepen the understanding of how African 

identity is reconstructed. 

The current study is also limited by its focus on a single literary genre, namely the novel. By 

focusing exclusively on prose fiction, the study does not capture the full range of how identity 

reconstruction is articulated across diverse African artistic and cultural forms. Future 

investigations could go beyond prose fiction to examine drama, poetry, film, and other visual 

arts. Engaging with these varied modes of creative expressions would offer a more 
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comprehensive understanding of narrative decolonization and provide a fuller, multidimensional 

picture of how African identities are reconstructed across the continent’s literary production. 

What is more, the findings of the present study reveal that Americanah’s use of blog posts serves 

as a transformative narrative device. Future research could thus analyze how social media 

platforms, digital storytelling, online diasporic networks, and virtual communities contribute to 

the reconstruction and negotiation of African identities in contemporary literature and real-life 

contexts. 

As a final point, the finding of this study confirmed that postcolonial African novels remain 

powerful weapons for reconstructing the African identity by confronting the enduring impacts of 

colonialism and offering alternative Afrocentric perspectives. This is particularly true for the 

selected novels that, in their explorations of migration, race, hybridity, mimicry, and memory, 

they employ narrative decolonization techniques that reclaim African subjectivity and uplift 

African voices. Hence, this study strongly recommends educational policymakers to integrate 

these literary texts into the curricula of the educational programs in African universities to 

advance discussions about identity, memory, and cultural reclamation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



212 
 

References 

        Primary Sources 

Adichie, C. N. (2013). Americanah.  Alfred A. Knopf, a division of Random House, Inc. 

Bulawayo, N. (2013). We Need New Names: New York: Alfred. A Knopf (Random House). 

Salih, T. (2009). Season of Migration to the North (D. Johnson-Davies, Trans.). New York 

Review of Books, Inc. 

      Secondary Sources 

Abel, J. (2017). Colonial Perception and Re-imaging the African Identity in Chinua Achebe's 

Things Fall Apart. Ansu Journal of Language and Literary Studies, 1(2). 

Achebe, C. (1975). Morning yet on creation day: Essays. Heinemann. 

Achebe, C. (1977). An image of Africa: Racism in Conrad’s Heart of Darkness. Massachusetts 

Review. 

Aker, H. (2022). Deconstruction in film analyses: Poststructuralism, Derrida and cinema. Kaygı. 

Bursa Uludağ Üniversitesi Fen-Edebiyat Fakültesi Felsefe Dergisi, 21(1), 333-353. 

https://doi.org/10.20981/kaygi.1051530 

Allimadi, M. (2021). Manufacturing hate: How Africa was demonized in Western media. 

Kendall Hunt Publishing Company. 

Amirouche, N. (2021). Counter-discourse in Postcolonial African Novel. El Omda Review in 

Linguistics and Discourse Analysis, 5(2), 520-532. 

Aprilia, C., & Arianto, T. (2021). Binary oppositions as the result of deconstruction analysis in 

the Goldfinch novel by Donna Tartt. Jurnal Basis, 8(1), 65-74. 

https://doi.org/10.33884/basisupb.v8i1.2812 

Asante, M. K. (1998). The Afrocentric Idea. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications. 

Asante, M. K. (2003). Afrocentricity: The Theory of Social Change. African American Images. 

Asante, M. K. (2007). An Afrocentric manifesto: Toward an African renaissance. Polity. 

Asante, M. K. (2009). Erasing Racism: The Survival of the American Nation. Thousand Oaks, 

CA: Sage Publications. 

https://doi.org/10.20981/kaygi.1051530
https://doi.org/10.33884/basisupb.v8i1.2812


213 
 

Asante, M. K. (2014). Key Concepts in Intercultural Dialogue: Center for Intercultural 

Dialogue. No. 23. 

Ashcroft, B., & Kadhim, H. (2001). Edward Said and the Post-colonial. Huntington, New York: 

Nova Science Publishers, Inc. 

Ashcroft, B., Griffiths, G., & Tiffin, H. (1989). The Empire Writes Back: Theory and Practice in 

Post-Colonial Literatures.  London: Routledge. 

Ashcroft, B., Griffiths, G., & Tiffin, H. (2007). Post-colonial studies: The key concepts (2nd 

ed.). London and New York: Routledge. 

Asma, C. (2015). Postcolonial African Literature and the Identity Question: A special reference 

to Ngugi wa Thiong’o’s Ideological Pronouncements [Master’s thesis, Mohamed Khider 

University, Biskra]. Mohamed Khider University Repository. http://archives.univ-

biskra.dz/handle/123456789/23250 

Bakhtin, M. (1981). Discourse in the Novel. In M. Holquist (Ed.), The Dialogic Imagination (pp. 

259-422). Austin: University of Texas Press. 

Baldwin, J. A. (1986). Psychological aspects of African-American culture. In R. L. Jones (Ed.), 

Black Psychology (3rd ed., pp. 95–124). Cobb & Henry. 

Balogun, J. (2011). Approaches to modern literary theories. Modern Edebiyat Teorilerine 

Yaklaşımlar), Journal of Critical Perspectives on English Language & Literature, 197-

206. 

Bartlett, F. C. (1932). Remembering: A study in experimental and social psychology. Cambridge 

University Press. 

Bertens, H. (2001). Literary Theory: The Basics. London and New York: Routledge. 

Bhabha, H.K. (1994). The Location of Culture. London and New York: Routledge.  

Bhandari, N. B. (2020). The politics of race and beauty: A study of Alternative Aesthetics in 

Adichie’s Americanah. Prithvi Journal of Research and Innovation, 2, 36-48. 

https://doi.org/10.3126/pjri.v2i0.33433. 

Boehmer, E. (2005). Colonial and Postcolonial Literature: Migrant Metaphors (2nd Ed.). New 

York: Oxford University Press. 

http://archives.univ-biskra.dz/handle/123456789/23250
http://archives.univ-biskra.dz/handle/123456789/23250
https://doi.org/10.3126/pjri.v2i0.33433


214 
 

Boym, S. (2001). The Future of Nostalgia. Basic Books. 

Brah, A. (2005). Cartographies of Diaspora: Contesting Identities. London: Routledge. 

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative research in 

psychology, 3(2), 77-101. 

Burney, S. (2012). Chapter Two: Edward Said and postcolonial theory: Disjunctured identities 

and the subaltern voice. Counterpoints, 417, 41-60. 

Cambridge Advanced Learner’s Dictionary (2003). Cambridge University Press. Retrieved 

January 7, 2023, from https://dictionary.cambridge.org/ 

Creswell. J.W. (2003). Research design; qualitative, quantitative and mixed methods approaches 

Thousand  Oaks, CA; Sage Publications. 

Culler, J. (1982). On Deconstruction: Theory and Criticism after Structuralism. Cornell 

University Press. 

Dasi, E. A. (2019). The intersection of race, beauty and identity: The migrant experience in 

Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s Americanah. Studies in Linguistics and Literature, 3(2), 

140-154. https://doi.org/10.22158/sll.v3n2p140. 

Derrida, J. (1967). Of grammatology. Jhu Press. 

Du Bois, W. E. B. (1903). The Souls of Black Folks. Toronto Metropolitan University. 

Dukor, M. (2010). African Freedom of Philosophy. Germany: LAP Lambert. 

Ezebuilo, C. H. (2020). African Identity and the Quest for Decolonization [Unpublished 

manuscript]. Nnamdi Azikiwe University. https://www.researchgate 

Fanon, F. (1963). The Wretched of the Earth. New York: Groove Press. 

Fanon, F. (1967).  Black Skin, White Masks. New York: Grove Press. 

Gandhi, L. (1998). Postcolonial Theory: A critical introduction. Allen & Unwin. 

Getnet, T. (2020). Post-colonial Resistance in Selected Anglophone African Novels (1980–1990) 

[Doctoral dissertation, Addis Ababa University, Ethiopia]. Addis Ababa University 

Repository. https://etd.aau.edu.et/handle/123456789/30140 

Gikandi, S. (1987). Reading the African Novel. James Currey. 

https://dictionary.cambridge.org/
https://www.researchgate/
https://etd.aau.edu.et/handle/123456789/30140


215 
 

Gikandi, S. (2007). African literature and the colonial factor. In T. Olaniyan & A. Quayson 

(Eds.), African literature: An anthology of criticism and theory (pp. 54–59). Blackwell 

Publishing. 

Gilroy, P. (1993). The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness. Harvard University 

Press. 

Gramsci, A. (1971). Selections from the Prison Notebooks of Antonio Gramsci (Q. Hoare & G. 

Nowell Smith, Eds. and Trans.). London: Lawrence & Wishart. 

Gyekye, K. (1996). African cultural values: An introduction. Sankofa Publishing. 

Halbwachs, M. (1980). The Collective Memory. Harper & Row. 

Hall, S. (1990). Cultural identity and diaspora. In J. Rutherford (Ed.), Identity: Community, 

Culture, Difference (p. 222–237). London: Lawrence & Wishart Limited. 

Harafi, M. (2024, January). Postcolonial African literature: Healing from colonialism. Merken 

Magazine. https://merkenmagazine.com/postcolonial-african-literature?utm. 

Haryana, S. (2021). Identity and the Language in NoViolet Bulawayo’s We Need New 

Names. The Creative launcher, 6(1), 27-32. 

Herman, D. (2009). Basic elements of narrative. John Wiley & Sons. 

hooks, b. (1992). Black Looks: Race and Representation. South End Press. 

Idir, L. (2019). Hybridity and the Quest for Identity in Tayeb Salih’s Season of Migration to the 

North (1969). Athens Journal of Philology, 6(1), 23-34. http://dx.doi.org/10.30958/ajp. 

Ilo, I. (2014). African Literatures as World Literatures. In Tötösy de Zepetnek, S., & Mukherjee, 

T. (Ed.), Companion to Comparative Literature, World Literatures, and Comparative 

Cultural Studies (pp. 219-230). Cambridge University Press. Cultural  

Isife, E. E., & Agbanusi, A. (2022). Decolonization of the African Mind through Indigenous 

Education: A Philosophical Proposal. Nnamdi Azikiwe Journal of Philosophy, 13(1), 109-

118. 

JanMohamed, A. R., & Lloyd, D. (Eds.). (1990). The Nature and Context of Minority Discourse. 

Oxford University Press. 

https://merkenmagazine.com/postcolonial-african-literature?utm
http://dx.doi.org/10.30958/ajp


216 
 

Karenga, M. (2002). Introduction to Black Studies (3rd ed.). University of Sankore Press. 

Kehinde, A. (2010). Postcolonial African literature as counter discourse: JM Coetzee's  foe and 

the reworking of the canon. Ufahamu: Journal of African Studies, 32(3). 

https://doi.org/10.5070/F7323016508. 

Ladele, O. (2009). Reconstructing Identities through Resistance in Postcolonial Women’s 

Writing: A Reading of Ezeigbo’s The Last of the Strong Ones. Nebula, 6(3), 70-84. 

Killam, G. D. (2004). Literature of Africa. Greenwood Press.  

Linda. Y. (2012). A Postcolonial Look at African Literature: Case study of Chimamanda Ngozi 

Adichie’s Works [Master’s thesis, Addis Ababa University, Ethiopia]. Addis Ababa 

University Repository. http://etd.aau.edu.et/handle/123456789/2202 

Loomba, A. (2005). Colonialism/Postcolonialism. London and New York: Routledge. 

Mazrui, A. A. (1993). Africa Since 1935. UNESCO. 

Mbembe, A.  (2007). Africa remix: Contemporary Art of a continent. SA, Johannesburg: Jacana 

Media. 

Mbembe, A. (2001). On the Postcolony. University of California Press. 

Mbembé, J. A., & Rendall, S. (2002). African modes of self-writing. Public culture, 14(1), 239- 

273. 

Mbiti, J. S. (1990). African Religions and Philosophy. London; Heinemann. 

McKee, A. (2003).Textual Analysis: A Beginner’s Guide. New York: SAGE Publications Ltd. 

Melo, N. (2024). Contestation of Colonial Knowledge and the Emergence of Epistemological 

Decoloniality in Early Pan-African Thought (1910s-1950s).  

Memmi, A. (2000). The Colonizer and the Colonized. Beacon Press.  

Mezaache Asma, S. L. (2020). Displacement and Identity in Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s 

Americanah [Master’s thesis, University of 8 Mai 1945 / Guelma]. 

Monteiro-Ferreira, A. (2014). The Demise of the Inhuman: Afrocentricity, Modernism, and 

Postmodernism. SUNY Press.  

https://doi.org/10.5070/F7323016508
http://etd.aau.edu.et/handle/123456789/2202


217 
 

Montle, M. E. (2018). Reconstructing identity in post-colonial black South African literature 

from selected novels of Sindiwe Magona and Kopano Matlwa [Doctoral dissertation, 

University of Limpopo]. 

Montle, M. E. (2020). Who is African? Reconceptualizing identity-crisis as a threat to African 

unity: a postcolonial analysis approach. Journal of African Union Studies, 9(1), 83-99.  

Montle, M. E.  (2021). The Genesis African-Identity-Crisis through Wole Soyinka’s Death and 

King’s Horseman. NOBEL: Journal of Literature and Language Teaching, 12(2), 158-

167. https://doi.org/10.15642/NOBEL.2021.12.2.158-167 

Montle, M. E.  (2022). Scrutinising Eurocentric stereotypes against Afrocentric underpinnings of 

beauty through Kopano Matlwa’s Coconut. Rainbow: Journal of Literature, Linguistics 

and Culture Studies, 11(1), 34-41. https://doi.org/10.15294/rainbow.v11i1.53318 

Myers Scotton, C. (1993). Duelling Languages: Grammatical Structure in Code Switching. 

Oxford University Press. 

Naik, S. A. (2016). Negotiating Identity in Postcolonial Space: A Critical Study of Selected 

South Asian Diasporic Fiction [Doctoral dissertation, Central University of Punjab].  

Nayar, P. K. (2015). The Postcolonial Studies Dictionary. John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.  

Ngom, M. A. B. (2020). Migration and its discontents: a postcolonial rendering of NoViolet 

Bulawayo’s We Need New Names. Journal of Critical Studies in Language and 

Literature, 1(2), 10-19. 

Ngũgĩ, W. (1986). Decolonising the Mind: The Politics of Language in African Literature. 

Heinemann. 

Ngũgĩ, W. (1993). Moving the Center: The Struggle for Cultural Freedoms. London: James 

Currey.  

Nkrumah, K. (1965). Neocolonialism: The Last Stage of Imperialism. Thomas Nelson and Sons. 

Nobles, W. W. (1991). African Philosophy: Foundations of Black Psychology. In R. L. Jones 

(Ed.), Black Psychology (3rd ed., pp. 37–54). Cobb & Henry. 

https://doi.org/10.15642/NOBEL.2021.12.2.158-167


218 
 

Noman, A. S. M. (2018). Africological Reconceptualization of the Epistemological Crises in 

Postcolonial Studies [Doctoral dissertation, Temple University]. Temple University 

Libraries. http://dx.doi.org/10.34944/dspace/3324 

Nweke, C. C. (2018). African Identity: the Nature-Culture Perspective. Philosophia: 

International Journal of Philosophy, 19(1), 66–75. 

Nyerere, J.K. (1968).  Socialism and Rural Development. In J.K. Nyerere (ed,) Ujamaa: Essays 

on Socialism. Dar es Salaam: Oxford University Press. 

Odimegwu, I. (2008). Integrative Personhood; A Communalist Metaphysical Anthropology. New 

Brunswick, USA: Transaction Publishers. 

Ogundipe-Leslie, M. (1994). Re-creating ourselves: African women and critical transformations. 

Africa World Press. 

Ojuola, T. D. (2024). Migration and memory: Intersections of Black diasporic identities in 

African and Caribbean literature. World Journal of Advanced Research and 

Reviews, 24(3), 501-515. 

Okolie, M. J. (2024). Adichie’s Americanah, Transnational Border and the Prospects for Identity 

Reformation. Journal of Borderlands Studies, 39(1), 59-73. 

Panda, A. (2024). Colonial resistance and cultural revival: Insights from African postcolonial 

writings. International Journal of English Language, Education and Literature Studies 

(IJEEL), 3(2), 45–52. https://dx.doi.org/10.22161/ijeel.3.2.6 

Quayson, A. (2000). Postcolonoalism: Theory, Practice or Process? Cambridge: Polity. 

Rashmi, G. H. (2024). Reclaiming narratives in postcolonial literature: The role of Black writers 

in challenging colonial myths and constructing new histories. IRE Journal, 7(9), 420–

425. 

Rodney, W. (1972). How Europe underdeveloped Africa. London: Bogle-L’Ouverture. 

Said, E. (1978). Orientalism. New York: Vintage Books. 

Said, E. (1993). Culture and Imperialism. London: Chana and Windus. 

Said, E. (2000). Reflections on Exile and Other Essays. Harvard University Press. 

Schneider, L. (2004). Government of Development. Bloomington: Indian University Press. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.34944/dspace/3324
https://dx.doi.org/10.22161/ijeel.3.2.6


219 
 

Schreiber, J., & Asner-Self, K. (2011). Educational research: The interrelationship of questions, 

sampling, design, and analysis. Wiley. 

Schwartz, S. J., Zamboanga, B. L., Meca, A., & Ritchie, R. A. (2012). Identity around the world: 

An overview. In New Directions for Child and Adolescent Development, 38(4), 1-78. 

Wiley.  https://doi.org/10.1002/cad.20019 

Sihag, S. (2025). The Role of Literature in Shaping National Identity in Post-Colonial Societies. 

Siddhanta’s International Journal of Humanities & Social Science Studies, 1(1), 1-16. 

Sintayehu, G. (2019). Dislocation and the Quest for Identity in Selected Postcolonial Caribbean 

Novels in English [Doctoral dissertation, Addis Ababa University, Ethiopia]. Addis 

Ababa University Repository. https://etd.aau.edu.et/handle/123456789/2963 

Smith, J. (2020). Reclaiming narratives: gender, race, and postcolonial theory. Cambridge 

University press. 

Smith, L. T. (1999). Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples. Zed 

Books. 

Spivak, G. C. (1988). Can the Subaltern Speak? In C. Nelson & L. Grossberg (Ed.), Marxism 

and the Interpretation of Culture (pp.271-313). University of Illinois Press. 

Spivak, G. C. (1999). A critique of postcolonial reason: Toward a history of the vanishing 

present. Harvard UP. 

Tandon, N. (2018).The Influence of Colonialism in African Literature.  Journal of Humanities 

and Social Science (IOSR-JHSS), 23(9), 86-91. 

Thieme, J. (2001). Postcolonial Contexts: Writing back to the canon. London: Continuum. 

Tyson, L. (2006). Critical Theory Today: A User Friendly Guide. New York: Rutledge. 

Umar, M. (2024). The Theory of Deconstruction and Its Significance in Developing the Reading 

Skills. International Journal of Science and Research (IJSR), 13(5), 1465-1471. 

https://doi.org/10.21275/SR24526003427 

Williams, P., & Chrisman, L. (1994). Colonial discourse and post-colonial theory: A reader. 

Columbia University Press. 

Wolf, N. (1991). The Beauty Myth: How Images of Beauty Are Used against Women. 

HarperCollins. 

https://doi.org/10.1002/cad.20019
https://etd.aau.edu.et/handle/123456789/2963
https://doi.org/10.21275/SR24526003427


220 
 

Young, R. C. (1995). Colonial Desire: Hybridity in Theory, Culture and Race. London: 

Routledge. 

Young, R. C. (2001). Postcolonialism: An historical introduction. Blackwell. Publishing Ltd. 

Yumnam, V., & Laishram, S. (2023). The Black Woman in America: The Search for Identity in 

Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s Americanah. IIS Univ.J.A., 12(4), 368-381. 


