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Abstract:  

This paper explores the complex negotiation of representation and identity in Chimamanda Ngozi 

Adichie’s Half of a Yellow Sun, situating the novel within postcolonial literary discourse and the 

cultural memory of the Nigerian-Biafran War. Adichie constructs a narrative that challenges 

colonial historiographies while foregrounding the lived experiences of ordinary individuals 

navigating fractured identities. Through characters such as Ugwu, Olanna, Odenigbo, Richard, and 

Kainene, the novel interrogates the layered formations of selfhood shaped by ethnicity, class, 

gender, language, and national belonging. Each character’s identity is ruptured and redefined by 

the shifting socio-political landscape of 1960s Nigeria, demonstrating that identity is never fixed 

but rather fluid and contingent on external pressures and internal desires. The novel further 

dismantles simplistic binaries of representation by questioning how African stories have 

historically been told—and who possesses the authority to tell them. By juxtaposing local 

perspectives against Western academic and journalistic narratives, Adichie resists hegemonic 

frameworks that have dominated portrayals of African conflict. The text also exposes the traumatic 

effects of war on personal and collective identity, revealing how memory, silence, and loss shape 

the reconstruction of the postcolonial psyche. Ultimately, this research argues that Half of a Yellow 

Sun is a site of cultural reclamation, where identity becomes an act of resistance, remembrance, 

and narrative empowerment.  

Keywords: Representation, Identity, Postcolonialism, Biafran War, Trauma, Memory, 

Narrative Authority, Ethnicity, Cultural Belonging, Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie. 
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Introduction 

The Nigerian Civil War, also known as the Biafran War (1967–1970), remains one of the 

most defining historical ruptures in West African memory. Born from ethnic tensions, colonial 

interference, and failed political negotiations, the war resulted in the loss of over a million lives, 

widespread famine, and a deep crisis of national identity (Madiebo 42). The British colonial 

government’s indirect rule and the exploitation of ethnic divisions left Nigeria struggling to 

imagine nationhood beyond imposed borders, leading to the Eastern Region’s attempt to secede 

and form Biafra. The trauma of this war, however, has rarely been narrated from the inside. For 

decades, the conflict was predominantly framed through external voices—Western journalists, 

colonial documents, and political propaganda—leaving personal narratives, women’s 

perspectives, and ordinary Biafran voices marginalised. It is into this silence that Chimamanda 

Ngozi Adichie writes Half of a Yellow Sun (2006), resurrecting memory through fiction to restore 

agency to the people of Biafra. 

Adichie is a major contributor to twenty-first-century African literature, often positioned 

as a successor to Chinua Achebe, whose collection Girls at War and Other Stories provided one 

of the earliest literary representations of the conflict. Adichie’s work stands as a contemporary 

extension of Achebe’s nationalist vision, while revisiting unresolved questions about identity, 

representation, and the ethics of narration (Achebe x). Through a multilayered narrative structure, 

Adichie returns the war to cultural consciousness, offering both historical testimony and emotional 

truth. Her novel is not only a literary document of survival; it is also a rewriting of history against 

colonial distortions, granting visibility to African voices and positioning the Biafran story within 

global memory. The research problem addressed in this paper lies within representation: Half of a 

1104



Deena Nath/Prof. Deepak Kumar Singh/Representation and Identity…   Vol. 17, Issue-I, February 2026  

 
 

Yellow Sun confronts larger questions of identity formation in a multicultural, postcolonial nation 

fractured by war. Nigerian identity, shaped by multiple ethnicities—Igbo, Yoruba, Hausa-Fulani—

and further influenced by class, gender, and colonial education, becomes unstable during wartime. 

The novel questions how individuals understand themselves when cultural boundaries shift, 

languages collide, and the state violently collapses. Characters such as Olanna, Odenigbo, Ugwu, 

and Richard embody these tensions, revealing the ways identity is negotiated between personal 

experience and broader national narratives. As Homi Bhabha argues, cultural identity is never 

singular; it is produced through hybridity and constant negotiation (Bhabha 55). Adichie’s 

characters exemplify this theory, occupying multiple cultural spaces and resisting fixed 

definitions—moreover, the novel challenges who has the authority to speak for Africa. Western 

discourse historically framed the continent as a site of barbarism, tribal violence, or humanitarian 

tragedy, leaving Africans dependent upon outsiders for representation. Edward Said’s concept of 

Orientalism explains how Western knowledge systems construct the non-Western world to 

maintain cultural dominance (Said 11). In Half of a Yellow Sun, Adichie disrupts this narrative by 

constructing a Nigerian-centred version of the war. Through the parallel perspectives of Olanna 

and Ugwu—both Biafran witnesses—Adichie suggests that storytelling is an act of identity 

reclamation. Nigeria speaks for itself. The novel, therefore, becomes a political intervention that 

corrects history while exposing the limits of external representation. 

The novel also uses memory as a cultural tool to reconstruct identity. Nigeria, after 

independence, suffered from collective amnesia, in part because the trauma of war was too painful 

for public remembrance. In the decades following 1970, Biafra was erased from public discourse, 

school curriculum, and national narratives. Adichie challenges this silence by asserting that 

remembering is necessary for healing and identity formation. Marianne Hirsch’s theory of 
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postmemory explains how traumatic histories are transferred to later generations who did not 

experience the events directly, yet inherit their emotional weight (Hirsch 5). Adichie, born seven 

years after the war ended, belongs to this generation. Her narrative becomes an act of postmemory, 

reconstructing identity not through lived experience but through inherited trauma and communal 

storytelling—memory, therefore, functions as a form of resistance to national erasure. 

The novel’s narrative structure further strengthens the negotiation of identity. Employing 

a split timeline—early 1960s pre-war Nigeria and the late civil-war period—Adichie highlights 

how identity is not static but shaped by historical transformation. Before the war, characters 

imagine themselves secure within academic privilege or cosmopolitan social circles. Olanna 

navigates between London modernity and Igbo tradition, embodying a hybrid cultural existence 

(Adichie 36). Odenigbo articulates revolutionary nationalism that seeks to build an African 

intellectual identity independent from Western validation. However, war exposes the fragility of 

these dreams. Once violence erupts, personal identities collapse into survival identity; class 

distinctions fade, and ethnic belonging becomes the primary marker of selfhood. As Frantz Fanon 

writes, decolonisation is a violent process because it dismantles old identities and forces new ones 

to emerge (Fanon 27). Through this war, the characters discover transformed identities shaped by 

displacement, hunger, and grief. 

Adichie also resists colonial discourse by subverting the role of the Western observer through the 

character of Richard. As a British writer who falls in love with Biafra, Richard initially appears to 

embody the colonial gaze, longing to write an “authentic” African narrative. However, Adichie 

denies him narrative control. Instead, Ugwu—the uneducated houseboy—becomes the true author 

of the war chronicle, rewriting the hierarchy of literary authority. Critics have identified this move 
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as deeply political: it places historical representation into the hands of the formerly marginalised 

(Nwakanma 114). Ugwu’s authorship symbolises how identity is reclaimed by those who 

experienced war directly rather than by those who merely observed it. 

Gender is another dimension through which identity is contested. Nigerian women during the civil 

war were positioned on the margins of historical documentation, though they suffered 

disproportionate violence. Adichie foregrounds women not as passive victims but as fearless 

agents of survival. Olanna and Kainene defy patriarchal expectations, challenging the assumption 

that national identity is solely male-constructed. Scholars argue that Adichie’s fiction reframes 

gender identity as integral to African nationalism (Eze 92). Through them, the novel insists that 

nationhood must include women’s narratives, emotional labour, and intellectual contribution. 

Therefore, this research argues that Half of a Yellow Sun reconstructs Nigerian identity 

through memory, multi-voiced narration, and resistance to colonial discourse. The novel not only 

recounts events of the Nigerian Civil War but also redefines what it means to be Nigerian in a 

country divided by history. Identity becomes fluid, not predetermined—shaped by personal 

memory, communal trauma, and cultural resistance. Adichie’s narrative refuses the erasure of 

Biafra, using literature as an archive that preserves voices long forgotten. 

In conclusion, Half of a Yellow Sun is not simply a war novel; it is a cultural document that 

interrogates how identity survives conflict. By giving voice to ordinary Biafrans, dismantling 

colonial narratives, and rejecting singular identity frameworks, Adichie expands the boundaries of 

postcolonial storytelling. Her contribution ensures that Nigeria’s past remains visible and that 

future generations inherit a narrative grounded in dignity rather than silence. This research, 
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therefore, examines how Adichie’s narrative strategies reveal identity as a living, negotiable, and 

multi-layered construct shaped by historical memory and self-representation. 

A postcolonial framework is essential for analysing Adichie’s Half of a Yellow Sun, as the 

novel examines identity formation, political rupture, cultural memory, and representational power 

in the aftermath of colonial rule in Nigeria. Postcolonial theory provides interpretive tools for 

understanding the tensions between colonial domination and emergent national consciousness, as 

well as the psychological effects of oppression and cultural fragmentation. Three foundational 

thinkers—Homi K. Bhabha, Frantz Fanon, and Edward Said—offer central concepts that 

illuminate the novel’s construction of identity, hybridity, trauma, and narrative authority. These 

theorists, though writing in different geopolitical contexts, collectively articulate the conditions of 

identity instability produced by colonisation. Their concepts help clarify how Adichie reconstructs 

Biafran identity, challenges Western misrepresentations, and exposes the deep wounds left by 

colonial structures. 

Homi Bhabha: Hybridity and Cultural In-Betweenness: Homi K. Bhabha’s theory of 

hybridity is a core analytical tool for interpreting identity in Half of a Yellow Sun. Bhabha argues 

that identity is not fixed or pure; rather, it exists in an “interstitial space” between cultures where 

new forms of selfhood emerge (Bhabha 2). This hybridity results from colonial encounters that 

destabilise essentialist identities and produce cultural negotiation. In Adichie’s novel, identity is 

constantly reshaped by movement, migration, multilingualism, and conflict—a pattern that aligns 

closely with Bhabha’s argument that postcolonial subjects inhabit uncertain spaces of belonging. 

Characters such as Olanna embody this hybridity. Educated in London yet deeply rooted in Igbo 

familial traditions, she navigates her identity between Western modernity and indigenous cultural 
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belonging. Richard, a British expatriate who attempts to immerse himself in Igbo identity, further 

represents Bhabha’s ideas: he is never wholly Western nor fully African. His struggle to write 

authentically about Biafra captures Bhabha’s assertion that colonial identity is built in mimicry—

an ambiguous imitation of the coloniser that is “almost the same but not quite” (Bhabha 86). 

Richard can learn the Igbo language and engage with Igbo culture, yet he remains visibly marked 

as an outsider; his presence exposes the limits of inclusion. 

Similarly, Ugwu develops a hybrid consciousness through literacy. His transformation 

from village boy to intellectual writer demonstrates that hybridity is not merely cultural mixing; it 

is empowerment through narrative creation. Ugwu becomes the author of the war chronicle within 

the text, destabilising colonial assumptions that literary authority belongs to Western subjects. 

Bhabha argues that hybrid identity disrupts colonial binaries such as coloniser/colonised or 

centre/margin (Bhabha 102). Ugwu’s authorship reconstructs postcolonial literary power from 

within Biafra. Thus, Bhabha’s theoretical lens helps explain how the novel rejects rigid ethnic and 

national identity categories and embraces cultural multiplicity as a condition of postcolonial 

existence. 

Frantz Fanon: Colonial Violence, Trauma, and Revolutionary Identity: Frantz Fanon’s 

work provides a psychological and political lens for interpreting the trauma represented in Half of 

a Yellow Sun. Fanon argues that colonialism damages both the mind and the social fabric of the 

colonised subject, producing alienation, inferiority, and internalised violence (Fanon 12). His 

emphasis on the psychological aftershocks of colonial domination resonates strongly within 

Adichie’s narrative, which portrays characters suffering emotional instability, displacement, and 

loss of identity within the war-torn Nigerian state. The war in the novel can be read as a Fanonian 
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cycle of violence: one imposed by colonial borders and then reenacted through internal conflict. 

Nigeria’s struggle for nationhood arises from what Fanon calls the “pitfalls of national 

consciousness,” in which post-independence identity fractures because colonial hierarchies were 

never dismantled (Fanon 119). Adichie demonstrates this failure through the political elite who 

inherit colonial structures but remain unable to unify a multicultural nation. 

Trauma emerges as a marker of postcolonial identity. Ugwu’s forced participation in wartime 

sexual violence illustrates how violence corrupts innocence and produces guilt—a Fanonian 

symptom of colonial brutality reshaping the psyche. Olanna’s encounter with wartime massacres 

induces what Fanon terms “collective trauma,” creating fractured memory and silence among 

survivors. The hunger, displacement, and death throughout Biafra reflect Fanon’s argument that 

colonialism produces material and emotional starvation long after direct rule ends (Fanon 42). 

Fanon also helps interpret how the novel depicts resistance. Odenigbo’s revolutionary nationalism 

reflects Fanon’s assertion that liberation requires intellectual decolonisation. His university 

debates encourage Africans to reclaim cultural identity from Western academic frameworks. 

Although the war leads to disillusionment, the desire for self-definition remains central. Fanon 

insists that violence, though tragic, can awaken political agency (Fanon 94). In the novel, Biafran 

identity is forged not only through suffering but through collective unity, storytelling, and cultural 

pride. Fanon’s theory thus clarifies how the text portrays identity as wounded, yet striving for 

empowerment and transformation beyond colonial trauma. 

Edward Said: Representation, Orientalism, and Narrative Power: Edward Said’s theory of 

Orientalism illuminates how Half of a Yellow Sun challenges Western constructions of Africa as 

primitive, chaotic, or war-torn. Said argues that cultural representation is never neutral; Western 
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discourse historically portrays the non-Western world through stereotypes that maintain imperial 

authority (Said 6). Adichie responds directly to this problem by placing narrative power into 

African voices. In doing so, the novel counters centuries of European domination over African 

storytelling. Richard’s struggle as a Western writer exemplifies Said’s critique. His desire to write 

African history reflects an Orientalist impulse—an outsider claiming authority over another 

culture. However, Adichie denies him that position. Richard rarely completes his war manuscript; 

instead, Ugwu becomes the true author. This reversal enacts Said’s call for postcolonial cultures 

to reclaim narrative ownership (Said 272). It symbolically removes power from Western hands 

and grants representation to African subjects themselves. 

The novel also resists Western media depictions of the Biafran War. Newspapers shown within 

the narrative treat Nigerian suffering as distant tragedy, reinforcing Said’s argument that “the 

Orient” becomes spectacle for Western consumption (Said 84). Adichie, however, refuses 

sensationalism. She details emotional intimacy—love, jealousy, friendship, teaching—and 

humanises Biafrans beyond their status as victims. Through this, the novel demonstrates Said’s 

concept that representation shapes identity: how Africa is written influences how Africa is 

perceived, externally and internally. 

Said also emphasises cultural resistance. Olanna and Kainene’s humanitarian efforts illustrate that 

self-representation is a method of reclaiming dignity from imperial narratives. Their voices 

construct a counter-history against dominant Western archival records. Said’s theory, therefore, 

underscores the novel’s role as a political act of rewriting history, validating African knowledge 

systems, and exposing Eurocentric distortions. 
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Together, Bhabha, Fanon, and Said illuminate the intricate identity politics at the centre of 

Half of a Yellow Sun: Bhabha’s hybridity explains the fluidity of characters, cultural negotiation, 

and the collapse of rigid identity boundaries. Fanon’s trauma theory reveals how war reshapes 

consciousness and exposes the colonial roots of violence. Said’s representation theory clarifies 

how Adichie challenges Western authority and reclaims narrative voice. 

Using these theorists, the novel can be read not just as historical fiction, but as postcolonial 

resistance: a text that rewrites Africa’s story from within. Postcolonial theory, therefore, deepens 

understanding of character behaviour, narrative structure, and thematic intention. It shows that the 

Nigerian Civil War is not a local tragedy; it is the product of global colonial systems that continue 

to shape national reality. 

Ultimately, applying these theoretical lenses reveals that Half of a Yellow Sun demands a 

rethinking of what it means to be Nigerian, to tell history, and to survive trauma. The text 

exemplifies postcolonial literature’s role in dismantling inherited oppression, restoring identity, 

and giving voice to silenced communities. Through this multilayered theoretical framework, the 

novel emerges as both testimony and resistance—an artistic reclaiming of cultural truth from 

colonial silence. 

Critical attention to Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s Half of a Yellow Sun has been 

substantial and multifaceted: scholars have examined diaspora and exile, memory and 

postmemory, narrative technique (polyvocality/focalisation), gendered experience, and questions 

of authorship and representation. Although the literature is rich in close readings of individual 

thematic strands, few studies have brought together representation, identity, and postcolonial 

theory into a single, sustained analysis of how Adichie’s narrative strategies reconstruct Nigerian 
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identity. The following review summarises the major lines of scholarship and highlights the gap 

that this study addresses. Scholars working on diaspora and displacement argue that Adichie stages 

a diasporic vision that links wartime rupture to longer histories of movement, exile, and 

transnational belonging. Susan Strehle’s influential essay reads Adichie’s novel as producing a 

diasporic consciousness: the novel’s focal characters and their dislocations enact both losses and 

emergent, mobile identities that persist beyond the immediate conflict. Strehle shows how Adichie 

deliberately fragments historical omniscience in favour of uncertain, observer-subject positions 

that model diasporic modes of perception and memory (Strehle 650–52). This line of work usefully 

foregrounds how migration and exile reshape personal and collective senses of who “we” are after 

colonialism and war. 

Complementary work treats Half of a Yellow Sun as a text of cultural memory and postmemory. 

Sakiru Adebayo demonstrates that Adichie—born after the war—writes as a postmemory author, 

using inherited traumatic legacies and intertextual references to reconstitute a communal past that 

official histories have suppressed (Adebayo 84–86). Postmemory readings emphasise the novel’s 

ethical project of preserving emotional truths and restoring the dignity of those whose suffering 

official discourse marginalised. These studies show how remembering (and the narrative forms 

that enable remembering) is central to identity reconstruction. 

A second cluster of criticism analyses narrative technique and polyvocality. Aghogho 

Akpome and others examine Adichie’s use of multiple focalisers and temporal disjunctions to 

decentre authoritative histories and to stage competing perspectives on nationhood and belonging 

(Akpome 25–35). Focalisation studies underscore how Adichie’s formal choices—split timelines, 
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rotating points of view—enable the novel to represent identity as plural and negotiated rather than 

singular and fixed. 

Critical interrogations of representation and exoticism form a distinct strand. Madhu Krishnan’s 

work problematises how exoticising rhetoric and the politics of abjection operate in postcolonial 

literary reception and in the text itself; Krishnan reads Adichie against metonymic constructions 

of the “postcolonial exotic,” attending to the ethical stakes of representing suffering and otherness 

(Krishnan 26–38). Krishnan’s analysis is valuable for showing that representation is never neutral: 

literary strategies participate in making and unmaking the categories through which identities are 

apprehended. 

Questions of authorship and embodied identity are explored by Matthew Lecznar and others. 

Lecznar examines material culture (dress) and narrative authority to argue that Adichie both 

inherits and rewrites the Biafran literary legacy—especially by recentring female subjectivities 

and by reassigning narrative power to formerly marginalised voices (Lecznar 112–14). Studies 

focused on gender and violence (for example, work by Norridge and others) examine how 

women’s experiences shape and contest national narratives, showing that gender must be part of 

any credible account of identity in wartime (Norridge; Umarani and Kumaran). 

Taken together, these studies map a robust critical field: Half of a Yellow Sun has been read 

productively as diasporic testimony, postmemory archive, polyvocal narrative, and ethical 

intervention in representational politics. However, a recurring pattern in the bibliography is 

methodological compartmentalisation. Many researchers focus on a single interpretive frame—

memory, focalisation, gender, exoticism, or material culture—without fully integrating these 

findings into a single, theory-driven account of how representation and identity interact in the 
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novel under explicit postcolonial scrutiny. For instance, Strehle’s diasporic reading powerfully 

treats identity as mobile and relational but does not systematically deploy postcolonial theorists 

(Bhabha, Fanon, Said) to trace how hybridity, colonial trauma, and representational authority 

operate together in the text; Krishnan exposes exoticism and abjection but does not synthesise 

those insights with memory studies; Lecznar recovers authorship and material culture while 

leaving questions of trauma and representational power only partially explored (Strehle 650–52; 

Krishnan 26–38; Lecznar 112–14). 

This compartmentalisation creates a tangible gap: there is comparatively little sustained 

scholarship that brackets the novel within a tripartite frame—representation (who tells and who is 

allowed to tell?), identity (how characters and communities negotiate belonging), and postcolonial 

theory (concepts such as hybridity, colonial trauma, and Orientalist representation)—and then 

traces how Adichie’s narrative techniques (polyvocality, temporal fragmentation, metatextuality) 

perform a coherent politics of identity reconstruction. A study that explicitly integrates Bhabha’s 

hybridity, Fanon’s insights on colonial trauma, and Said’s account of representational power and 

that maps those theories onto the major critical findings about diaspora, postmemory, and 

authorship will therefore fill an important methodological and interpretive lacuna. 

The present project aims to close that gap by offering a synthetic reading that places representation 

and identity at the centre of a postcolonial theoretical lens. Building on the diaspora, memory, and 

focalisation scholarship summarised above, this chapter shows how Adichie’s formal choices—

narrative voice, focalisation shifts, and metatextual disruptions—function together as a 

postcolonial strategy to reclaim narrative authority, repair wounded identities, and contest 

Eurocentric representations of the Biafran past. 
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Historical Background: To understand the representation of identity in Half of a Yellow 

Sun, it is necessary to situate the novel within the larger history of Nigeria’s political formation 

and the Biafran War. The roots of the conflict lie in British colonial governance and the artificial 

amalgamation of ethnic groups into a single state structure. Long before the creation of Nigeria in 

1914, the region consisted of multiple independent ethnic, linguistic, and cultural communities—

including the Hausa-Fulani in the north, the Yoruba in the west, and the Igbo in the east—each 

governing itself through local economic, religious, and political systems. The colonial state 

forcibly united these distinct societies under one administration for the convenience of British 

economic and imperial interests, rather than indigenous cohesion (Falola and Heaton 108). The 

result was a nation without organic cultural unity, held together through external force and 

administrative necessity rather than shared national identity. 

The British colonial policy of indirect rule deepened divisions between ethnic groups. In the 

northern region, the British worked through preexisting Muslim emirates; in the west, they 

engaged traditional Yoruba chieftaincy structures; and in the east, where political systems were 

decentralised and republican, they imposed invented chieftaincies (Coleman 347). These uneven 

systems created structural inequalities and encouraged ethnic rivalries. Colonial education also 

played a significant role: the south gained access to Western schooling, Christianity, and new 

economic opportunities, while the north remained largely excluded. By the mid-twentieth century, 

this imbalance shaped political participation, economic development, and ideological vision for 

the emerging nation (Falola 52). 

When independence arrived in 1960, Nigeria inherited these colonial fractures. Instead of 

a unified identity, Nigerians identified strongly with their regional ethnic groups. Elections, 
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education, economic networks, and political parties largely followed ethnic lines. The country’s 

first major crisis—the 1966 coups—was not purely ideological but deeply ethnic. Conflict began 

with a military coup led predominantly by Igbo officers, widely perceived as an attempt to secure 

Igbo political dominance. A counter-coup led largely by northern officers followed, and it resulted 

in the assassination of prominent Igbo military and political leaders (Madiebo 73). What followed 

was a targeted massacre of Igbo civilians living across the north, forcing many to flee eastward 

under the assumption that the federal government could no longer protect them. 

These events intensified existing mistrust between the Igbo and northern Hausa-Fulani 

populations. In May 1967, Chukwuemeka Odumegwu Ojukwu, military governor of Eastern 

Nigeria, declared the independence of the Republic of Biafra. His declaration drew upon 

widespread Igbo belief that secession was necessary for ethnic survival. Many survivors later 

argued that Biafra was not simply a political rebellion but a response to genocidal violence and a 

desperate attempt to preserve identity (Ojukwu 24). 

The Nigerian federal government responded with military force to restore unity. The 

ensuing conflict—from 1967 to 1970—was catastrophic. More than one million civilians died, 

primarily from starvation caused by economic blockade and military destruction (Stevenson 205). 

International media broadcast images of starving Biafran children, which later came to symbolise 

African suffering globally. However, ironically, the depth of Biafran trauma remained localised 

and largely absent from official Nigerian histories. Scholars note that post-war memory was 

actively suppressed because the federal government sought to promote national reconciliation 

through silence rather than acknowledgement (Forsyth 314). This erasure of memory produced a 
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generational rupture: many Nigerians born after 1970 knew little about the conflict beyond 

fragmented family stories. 

The cultural significance of the war explains why Adichie, born after the conflict, refers to the 

Biafran War as “the story of my family” and argues that national silence made her feel the event 

as both intimate and distant (Adichie 11). Her novel reconstructs this forgotten history by 

presenting characters who embody the ideological and emotional experiences of Biafra. Through 

Olanna, Odenigbo, Ugwu, and Kainene, the narrative personalises political trauma and reveals 

how identity cannot be separated from history. 

The roots of ethnic tension in Nigeria go beyond wartime grievances. Scholars argue that British 

colonial rule institutionalised cultural hierarchy by privileging European norms, Christianity, 

capitalist production, and certain ethnic groups (Osaghae 32). These imposed values shaped 

identity formation long after independence. The Westernised education system produced English-

speaking African elites who often internalised colonial ideologies, setting them apart from rural 

populations. This dynamic is strongly evident in Half of a Yellow Sun: Olanna’s identity emerges 

through Western education and a cosmopolitan lifestyle, while Ugwu’s early identity develops 

from village traditions. War brings their lives into a shared struggle, demonstrating the fragility of 

class and ethnic identity under crisis. 

The Biafran War itself became foundational to Igbo identity. Igbo nationalism, once 

centred on trade networks and cultural autonomy, took on new urgency as mass violence reshaped 

ideas of community belonging. Scholars stress that post-war Igbo identity cannot be understood 

without reference to collective trauma and memory (Korieh 114). The emotional legacy of 

starvation, violence, and displacement informs how Igbo communities imagine the past and the 
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future. Adichie’s narrative underscores this generational trauma through Ugwu’s transformation 

from innocent houseboy to war historian. His authorship at the end of the novel symbolises the 

reclaiming of historical memory by those who survived its violence. 

The historical importance of war memory also offers insight into Nigeria’s national identity crisis. 

While the federal government officially promoted a rhetoric of “no victor, no vanquished,” 

everyday life told a different story (Ibeanu 148). Many Igbo returned to communities destroyed by 

conflict, faced economic marginalisation, and encountered a Nigerian state unwilling to 

acknowledge their suffering. This silencing produced identity fractures and resentment that, 

decades later, still influence Nigerian political consciousness. Adichie draws attention to these 

unresolved tensions by refusing to end the novel with triumphant state unity; instead, she highlights 

loss, emotional fragmentation, and the difficulty of rebuilding identity once war has undone social 

cohesion. 

Finally, the historical background reveals why postcolonial theory is essential for reading the 

novel. The Biafran War cannot be explained solely through internal Nigerian politics; it was a 

direct outcome of colonial map-making, economic manipulation, and representational control. 

British narratives shaped early histories of the conflict, often minimising their responsibility. 

Adichie’s novel functions as counter-history: a literary response to colonial archives and a 

reclamation of agency. Her writing participates in what scholars call “memory activism,” bringing 

suppressed history into public imagination (Adebayo 86). 

In this way, the historical context demonstrates how the novel links identity formation to 

memory recovery. The characters’ struggle to articulate who they are—as Biafran, Nigerian, 

African, intellectual, woman, or writer—reflects national struggle for self-definition after centuries 
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of cultural erasure. Through storytelling, remembrance, and personal testimony, Half of a Yellow 

Sun reclaims historical identity for people who were once denied representation in national 

narratives. The war, therefore, is not only a military conflict but also a symbolic battlefield on 

which the meaning of Nigerian identity continues to be negotiated. 

Narrative Structure & Representation: Adichie employs a nonlinear, multi-perspective narrative 

structure to present identity as fluid and fragmented rather than fixed. Through the alternating 

viewpoints of Ugwu, Olanna, and Richard, readers encounter distinct forms of memory, 

perception, and representation. This shifting narrative authority resists single-story histories of 

Nigeria and instead constructs a collective truth about the Biafran struggle. The structure mirrors 

the instability of wartime identity, highlighting how individuals reinterpret themselves in response 

to violence, displacement, love, and loss. 

Colonial Legacy & Identity Crisis: The novel reveals how the lingering psychological and cultural 

effects of colonialism shape character identity. Odenigbo’s intellectual resistance, Richard’s 

cultural longing, and Ugwu’s transformation into a writer illustrate the postcolonial struggle to 

reclaim selfhood after decades of European domination. Characters experience identity crises as 

they confront internalized hierarchies, Western influences, and social expectations, exposing the 

deep trauma colonialism leaves upon a nation’s consciousness. 

Ethnic & National Identity: The emergence of Biafra is portrayed as both a political movement 

and a cultural reclamation. Igbo identity becomes a unifying force for survival, pride, and 

resistance. Through everyday life—food, community rituals, language, and storytelling—Adichie 

constructs Biafran identity as something lived rather than theorized. The novel reflects how ethnic 
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tension and genocidal violence carve new forms of national belonging, redefining who counts as 

Nigerian and who becomes Biafran. 

Gendered Identity: Through Olanna and Kainene, the narrative challenges patriarchal 

expectations within postcolonial African society. Their emotional intelligence, independence, and 

refusal to be defined solely by romantic relationships allow them to transcend gender norms. The 

sisters embody resilience and agency, rewriting female identity in the face of war, sexism, and 

social stigma. Their portrayals demonstrate that postcolonial identity formation is not gender-

neutral but deeply shaped by women’s survival strategies and narrative visibility. 

Language & Hybridity: Language functions as both a colonial inheritance and a tool of resistance. 

Adichie uses English to reach a global readership while embedding African vocabulary, oral 

storytelling rhythms, and indigenous proverbs to reclaim cultural voice. Hybridity becomes a space 

where characters negotiate who they are—Richard adopts Igbo culture, Ugwu becomes a writer, 

and formal English dissolves into wartime dialects. This linguistic blending challenges imperial 

authority and asserts that African identity can inhabit multiple cultural zones without losing 

authenticity. 

Conclusion 

Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s Half of a Yellow Sun ultimately stands as a profound literary 

resistance to colonial misrepresentation and historical silencing. By revisiting the Nigerian Civil 

War through intimate human experiences rather than imperial narratives, Adichie reshapes the 

politics of representation surrounding Africa. The novel questions decades of Eurocentric 

historiography that reduced the Biafran conflict to political failure or tribal violence, instead 

recovering its emotional, cultural, and moral complexity. Through characters such as Ugwu, 
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Olanna, and Kainene, Adichie contests the belief that African identities require Western validation, 

dismantling what Edward Said identifies as the colonial gaze that shaped Africa into an object 

rather than a subject (“Orientalism” 7). In doing so, the narrative challenges representations that 

once defined Nigeria from the outside. 

The novel also reconstructs Nigerian identity through memory and local voices. Ugwu’s 

authorship becomes a symbolic reclaiming of history, reflecting Homi Bhabha’s argument that 

identity emerges from cultural negotiation rather than inherited definitions (The Location of 

Culture 54). By grounding the war in everyday realities—food scarcity, radio broadcasts, family 

separation, and community loss—Adichie demonstrates that national identity forms not only 

through ideology but through lived memory and collective trauma. The reconstruction of Biafran 

identity therefore resists erasure, showing that storytelling itself becomes a site of political 

survival. Olanna’s recollections, Richard’s cultural awakening, and communities’ oral histories 

create a multidirectional memory that counters official silence (Adichie 310). 

Moreover, the text positions literature as a method of postcolonial self-recovery. Frantz 

Fanon argues that cultural trauma produces fragmented subjects who must rebuild psychological 

wholeness through narrative expression (Black Skin, White Masks 112). Adichie’s novel performs 

exactly this function: it transforms cultural wounds into written testimony. Ugwu’s final 

manuscript—The World Was Silent When We Died—encapsulates this transformation, illustrating 

how fiction can restore stolen voices, honour the dead, and offer dignity to historical suffering 

(Adichie 541). The ending insists that writing is not merely artistic; it is ethical and political. Thus, 

Half of a Yellow Sun reveals that Nigerian identity is not static but continually rewritten through 

memory, representation, and resistance. By reclaiming narrative authority from colonial discourse, 
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Adichie positions literature as a tool for healing, redefining Africa from a space of imposed 

narratives to one of self-articulation and cultural rebirth. 
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