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ABSTRACT

Introduction: This study undertakes a critical examination of how gender roles, domestic oppression, and cultural
expectations are represented in Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s celebrated novel Purple Hibiscus (2003), situated
firmly within the socio-political landscape of postcolonial Nigeria. Materials and Methods: A qualitative content
analysis of the primary text has been carried out, employing frameworks of feminist literary criticism (specifically
African womanism and postcolonial feminism) alongside socio-cultural contextual analysis. The analysis paid
close attention to character arcs (Kambili, Beatrice, Aunty Ifeoma, Eugene Achike, Jaja), narrative techniques,
dialogue patterns, symbolic motifs (silence, the purple hibiscus), and the juxtaposition of domestic spaces to
investigate the mechanisms of patriarchal control, forms of resistance, and the complex formation of gender
identities. Results: The findings reveal that domestic tyranny within the novel is fundamentally structural, deeply
rooted in hegemonic masculinity, religious fundamentalism, and the enduring legacies of colonialism. Female
characters manifest distinct responses: Beatrice’s endurance signifies internalised oppression; Aunty Ifeoma stands
as a beacon of emancipatory agency; Kambili’s journey powerfully illustrates the reclaiming of voice against
profound linguistic paralysis. Jaja’s character development significantly challenges toxic masculinity, proposing
an alternative model grounded in empathy and sacrifice. Crucially, the Achike household functions as a microcosm
reflecting Nigeria’s broader socio-political structures of control. Conclusion: Purple Hibiscus delivers a potent
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INTRODUCTION

Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s debut novel, Purple
Hibiscus (published in 2003), presents a searing and
deeply affecting portrayal of domestic oppression
intricately intertwined with patriarchal authority,
religious fundamentalism, and the heavy, lingering
legacies of colonialism in postcolonial Nigeria—the
narrative centres intensely on the fractured dynamics
within the Achike family. Here, Eugene Achike, the
patriarch, is a figure whose very public image of
benevolence, piety, and generosity stands in stark, almost
grotesque, contrast to the private despotism he wields
within the walls of his home. He enforces rigid, often
brutal, control over his family members, primarily
through an unyielding interpretation of Catholic dogma
and the systemic application of violence, both physical
and psychological. Narrated through the perspective of
his fifteen-year-old daughter, Kambili, the story
meticulously dissects how culturally ingrained gender
roles operate to normalise female subjugation and
enforce a pervasive, suffocating silence upon the
women. Kambili’s initial voice, hesitant and fearful,
becomes a powerful narrative tool to expose this
silencing.

Set against the turbulent backdrop of Nigeria’s post-
independence political instability — a period marked by
military coups, corruption, and social unrest — the novel
deftly explores the volatile collision between indigenous
Igbo traditions and the powerful impositions left by
colonialism, particularly the dominance of Western
religion (Catholicism) in shaping societal values and,
more specifically, gender expectations. Eugene Achike
emerges as a near-textbook embodiment of the
sociological concept R.W. Connell termed “hegemonic
masculinity.” This concept refers to the culturally
idealised form of manhood within a given society, which
is intrinsically tied to dominance, control, unwavering
authority, and a rigid sense of moral absolutism (Connell
& Messerschmidt, 2005, p. 832). His domestic tyranny,
however, is not merely a product of indigenous
patriarchy; it also reflects Frantz Fanon’s piercing
analysis of the “internalized colonialism” or “colonised
mind,” a psychological condition where the colonised
subject internalises the values and hierarchies of the
coloniser, often leading to a rejection of native identity
and an exacerbation of authoritarian tendencies,
frequently directed towards one’s community (Fanon,
2008, p. 136). Eugene’s fervent Catholicism and disdain
for his own father’s “pagan” traditions starkly illustrate
this internalised oppression.

The female characters navigate this oppressive landscape
in markedly different ways, providing a spectrum of
responses to patriarchal domination. Beatrice (Mama),
Eugene’s wife, endures relentless physical and emotional
trauma primarily in silence, embodying the culturally
prescribed role of the suffering, sacrificial wife. Aunty
Ifeoma, Eugene’s sister, stands in direct contrast — a
university lecturer, a widowed single mother, and an
outspoken champion of progressive thought, critical
inquiry, and female independence. She represents a
potent alternative model of womanhood. Kambili, the
protagonist and narrator, undergoes the most visible
transformative journey, evolving from a state of near-
muteness, crippled by fear and obedience, towards
finding her voice and a sense of self-expression,
catalysed mainly by her exposure to Aunty Ifeoma’s
radically different world. This present study, therefore,
aims to conduct a detailed analysis of how Adichie
masterfully utilises the microcosm of the domestic
sphere — the Achike household and its counterpoint in
Ifeoma’s home — to launch a profound critique of larger
societal power structures embedded in patriarchy,
religion, and colonial residue. Further, it explores how
the novel imagines the possibility of decolonised gender
futures through the struggles and transformations of its
central characters.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

This research employs a rigorous qualitative content
analysis as its primary methodological approach for
interrogating Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s Purple
Hibiscus. The cornerstone of the analytical framework
is feminist literary criticism, with specific emphasis
drawn from two key strands highly relevant to the
African context: African womanism and postcolonial
feminist theory.

1. African Womanism: Pioneered by thinkers like
Chikwenye Okonjo Ogunyemi (1988) and drawing
inspiration from Alice Walker’s concept of
“womanism” (Walker, 1983), this framework is
crucial. It prioritises African women’s specific
experiences, struggles, and resilience, emphasising
cultural specificity, community well-being, familial
responsibility (particularly motherhood), and often
advocating for a complementary rather than solely
adversarial relationship with men. It moves beyond
Western feminism’s potential limitations in
addressing the unique intersectional oppressions
faced by African women, incorporating race,
colonialism, and class alongside gender. Ogunyemi’s
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concept of “negotiated resistance” (1988, p. 72) —
where women subvert oppression through subtle,
often non-confrontational means within existing
structures — is particularly pertinent to understanding
characters like Beatrice.

2. Postcolonial Feminist Theory: This lens, articulated
by scholars such as Juliana Makuchi Nfah-Abbenyi
(1997) and Obioma Nnaemeka (1998), examines how
gender oppression is inextricably linked to the
historical and ongoing effects of colonialism. It
critiques how colonial powers often imposed or
reinforced patriarchal structures while
simultaneously marginalising indigenous gender
systems, sometimes ironically using the rhetoric of
“liberating” native women. Nfah-Abbenyi’s call to
“decolonise gender” (1997, p. 45) and Nnaemeka’s
exploration of “negotiated feminism” (1998, p. 3) —
finding space for agency within culturally specific
constraints — provide vital tools for analysing the
Achikes’ situation and the impact of Eugene’s
internalised colonialism.

To enrich this core feminist analysis and address the
multifaceted nature of power and control depicted in
the novel, several supplementary theoretical lenses are
strategically integrated:

1. Connell’s Theory of Hegemonic Masculinity
(Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005): This
sociological concept is indispensable for
deconstructing Eugene Achike’s patriarchal
authority. It allows us to analyse how his performance
of masculinity — through dominance, control, moral
rigidity, suppression of emotion (except anger), and
the use of violence — aligns with the culturally
idealised (hegemonic) model in his specific context,
and how this performance sustains gender inequality.

2. Foucault’s Concepts of Disciplinary Power and
Surveillance (Foucault, 1995): Michel Foucault’s
insights into how power operates through subtle
mechanisms of discipline, routine, observation, and
normalisation are highly applicable. They help us
examine the intricate ways control is exerted within
the Achike household — rigid schedules, constant
surveillance (akin to the panopticon), internalised
silence discipline, and religious doctrine for
behavioural regulation and punishment.

3. Butler’s Theory of Gender Performativity (Butler,
1990): Judith Butler’s influential idea that gender is
not a fixed essence but rather constituted through

repeated performances and enactments under societal
constraints provides a crucial lens. It helps us
understand how characters like Eugene, Beatrice, and
Kambili are constantly “doing” gender — performing
masculinity and femininity according to deeply
ingrained cultural and religious scripts, and facing
consequences when they deviate.

4. Fanon’s Analysis of Colonial Psychology (Fanon,
2008): Frantz Fanon’s work on the profound
psychological impact of colonialism, particularly the
concept of the “colonised mind” characterised by
mternalised racism, self-hatred, and the valorisation
of the coloniser’s culture, is essential for interpreting
Eugene’s character. It explains his rejection of Igbo
traditions (‘“paganism’”) and his obsessive embrace
of a rigid, European-style Catholicism as
manifestations of this deep-seated psychological
wound.

Dara EXTRACTION AND ANALYTICAL PROCEDURE:

Data extraction was conducted systematically through
multiple, close readings of the primary text, Purple
Hibiscus. Attention was meticulously focused on the
following key textual elements:

1. Character Development and Interactions :
Detailed tracing of the evolution of major characters
(Eugene, Beatrice, Kambili, Jaja, Aunty Ifeoma) and
significant minor characters (Papa-Nnukwu, Father
Amadi). Special attention was paid to their
relationships, power dynamics, moments of conflict,
and dialogue exchanges that reveal internal states
and societal pressures.

2. Narrative Structure and Symbolism: Analysis of
how Adichie structures the narrative (e.g., Kambili’s
first-person perspective, flashback, the contrast
between Enugu and Nsukka sections). Decoding of
potent symbols, most notably silence (its various
forms and functions) and the purple hibiscus (its
significance as a metaphor for freedom, resilience,
and rare beauty).

3. Dialogue and Internal Monologue: Scrutiny of
spoken interactions to reveal power relations, hidden
tensions, and cultural subtexts. Particular emphasis
was placed on Kambili’s internal monologue — her
hesitations, self-doubt, observations, and the gradual
strengthening of her internal voice — as a primary
indicator of her psychological journey and the
oppressive atmosphere.
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4. Depictions of Practices and Rituals: Close
examination of descriptions related to domestic
routines (e.g., mealtimes, prayer schedules), acts of
violence (their nature, frequency, justification),
religious practices (Eugene’s rigid Catholicism vs.
Papa-Nnukwu’s traditional beliefs), and cultural
rituals (e.g., the omugwo ceremony, attitudes towards
marriage).

5. Juxtaposition of Spaces: Critical analysis of the
stark contrast between Eugene’s oppressive, fear-
saturated environment in Enugu and the liberating,
intellectually vibrant space of Aunty Ifeoma’s home
in Nsukka. How these physical spaces shape the
characters’ behaviour, communication, and
possibilities.

The analytical phase involved thematic coding
of the extracted data. This meant identifying recurring
patterns, motifs, and themes related to the core research
concerns: the mechanisms of enforcing traditional
gender roles; the diverse strategies of resistance
employed by different characters (overt, covert,
internal); the development and assertion of agency,
particularly female agency; and the specific impact of
intertwined cultural and religious expectations on
individual lives and choices. Scholarly interpretations
from relevant critics (e.g., Acholonu’s (1995) view of
Ifeoma’s home as a “feminist utopia”; Okuyade’s (2009)
analysis of silence as a character; Taylor’s (2009)
concept of “linguistic paralysis”) were not merely cited
but integrated contextually throughout the analysis to
deepen the critique, provide comparative perspectives,
and situate the novel within ongoing academic discourse.

RESULTS

The meticulous qualitative analysis of Purple
Hibiscus yielded several significant findings concerning
the intricate workings of gender roles and power
dynamics within the familial and societal contexts
depicted by Adichie. These results are presented
thematically below:

1. Gendered Domestic Tyranny: Structure and
Manifestation: The analysis unequivocally
established that Eugene Achike’s authority within his
household was not merely the result of personal
failings but a structured system of domination. This
system manifested through multiple, interlocking
mechanisms:

(0]

Systematic Violence: Physical abuse was a
primary tool, disproportionately targeting his
wife, Beatrice, and his daughter, Kambili. The
violence was often brutal (beatings leading to
miscarriages, scalding with boiling water) and
ritualised, frequently justified through a
distorted interpretation of religious doctrine.
The scalding incident, where Eugene punishes
Kambili for not receiving communion during
menstruation — deemed “impure” by his rigid
Catholicism (Adichie, 2003, p. 197) — stands
as a chilling exemplar. It demonstrates how
religious fundamentalism became the
legitimising framework for physical abuse, a
clear manifestation of internalised colonialism
where Western religious dogma overrides both
compassion and indigenous cultural
understandings (Okuyade, 2009, p. 98; Fanon,
2008, p. 136).

Surveillance and Control: Eugene’s rule
extended beyond physical punishment into
pervasive surveillance and control over the
minutiae of daily life. Rigid prayers, meals,
study, and leisure schedules dictated the family’s
existence. This created an atmosphere of
constant anxiety and fear, where even thoughts
felt monitored. Kambili’s description of their
“measured and silent” steps on the stairs
(Adichie, 2003, p. 31) encapsulates this
environment. The home functioned effectively
as a Foucauldian panopticon (Foucault, 1995,
p. 184), where the possibility of being watched
induced self-discipline and internalised
repression.

Religious Indoctrination: Catholicism, as
interpreted and enforced by Eugene, was
weaponised as a tool of control. Religious
observance was not a source of solace but
another rigid structure demanding absolute
compliance. Deviation from his prescribed
norms (e.g., Kambili visiting her “pagan”
grandfather, Jaja refusing communion) was
treated as a grave sin, meriting severe
punishment. This indoctrination served to
silence dissent and enforce submission under
the guise of spiritual duty.

Enforcement of Performative Femininity:
The analysis revealed how Beatrice’s quiet
endurance and Kambili’s initial muteness were
not passive states but active, albeit coerced,
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performances of the femininity demanded by
the patriarchal and religious structures Eugene
represented (Butler, 1990, p. 33). Their silence
and obedience were performative acts necessary
for survival within the tyrannical domestic
space.

2. Silencing and the Arduous Reclaiming of

Voice: Kambili’s character arc provided profound
insights into the psychological impact of patriarchal
control and the arduous journey towards reclaiming
agency. Her initial condition was diagnosed through
the analysis as “linguistic paralysis” (Taylor, 2009,
p. 151), a state where fear and repression physically
inhibited her ability to speak — manifesting as
stammering, whispering, or complete loss of voice
under stress. This paralysis symbolised the
systematic erasure of female agency and subjectivity
under Eugene’s rule. Her transformation, however,
was catalysed by her exposure to Aunty Ifeoma’s
nurturing environment in Nsukka. Ifeoma’s home,
characterised by open dialogue, intellectual debate,
laughter, and mutual respect, provided a starkly
different model of communication and relationship.
Within this liberating space, Kambili gradually
discovered the power of her voice — not merely as
the ability to speak, but as an instrument for
expressing desire, emotion, critical thought, and
moral judgment. Her journey demonstrates that
reclaiming voice is fundamental to resistance and
authentic self-discovery, positioning language as a
critical battleground in the struggle against
patriarchal silencing.

. Contrasting Femininities: Endurance, Resistance,
and Alternative Models: The novel presents a
compelling spectrum of female responses to
patriarchy, embodied primarily by Beatrice and
Aunty Ifeoma:

o Beatrice: The Paradox of Endurance and
Radical Resistance: Beatrice’s character
exemplified traditional, sacrificial womanhood
within the Igbo/Nigerian Catholic context. Her
silent endurance of years of physical abuse
(resulting in miscarriages) and emotional
torment reflected deep cultural conditioning that
valorises female suffering, patience, and the
preservation of family unity at immense
personal cost. Her declaration to Ifeoma — “A
woman with children should stay alive for
them” (Adichie, 2003, p. 213) — underscores

the immense ethical burden placed upon
mothers. However, the analysis revealed her
silence as more than passive victimhood; it
could be interpreted as a form of “negotiated
resistance” (Ogunyemi, 1988, p. 72), a survival
strategy within an impossible situation. Her
ultimate act — poisoning Eugene — though
morally complex and born of utter desperation,
constituted a radical rupture in this pattern of
endurance. It was a moment of suppressed
agency violently reasserting itself, a final,
definitive act of resistance against her oppressor,
undertaken to protect her children from his
escalating violence. It signified a reclaiming of
autonomy from the margins of silence.

0o Aunty Ifeoma: Embodying African
Womanism and an Alternative Utopia: Aunty
Ifeoma emerged as the novel’s most potent
representation of an alternative African
womanist model. As an educated, financially
independent university lecturer, a widowed
single mother successfully raising her children,
and an outspoken critic of both oppressive
tradition and political tyranny, she defied the
conventional gender script. Crucially, her
strength did not necessitate rejecting her culture
or faith outright. She harmonised her devout
Catholicism with respect for indigenous Igbo
values (evident in her relationship with her
father, Papa-Nnukwu). She actively fostered
feminist ideals of equality, education, and
critical thinking. Her household, marked by
open conversations, debate, laughter, shared
responsibilities, and mutual respect between
herself and her children, functioned as a
powerful “narrative counterpoint” to Eugene’s
oppressive domain. Scholar Rose Acholonu
aptly describes it as an “alternative feminist
utopia, a space where gender roles are fluid and
familial hierarchy is negotiated rather than
imposed” (Acholonu, 1995, p. 64). Ifeoma
embodied Chikwenye Ogunyemi’s African
womanism, blending self-determination with a
deep commitment to community and familial
well-being (Ogunyemi, 1988, p. 70).

4. Reconstructing Masculinity: Jaja’s Counter-

Model: While the primary focus often falls on the
female characters, the analysis highlighted the
significant role of Jaja, Kambili’s brother, in
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challenging toxic masculinity and offering an
alternative vision. Jaja’s evolution was crucial:

o From Compliance to Defiance: Initially, Jaja
appeared more compliant than Kambili, perhaps
better navigating the rules to avoid punishment.
However, he underwent a profound
transformation. His first significant defiance
was refusing Holy Communion, directly
challenging Eugene’s religious authority. Later,
his most significant act was assuming the blame
for his father’s murder (actually committed by
Beatrice), sacrificing his freedom to protect his
mother and sister.

0 An Alternative Masculinity: Jaja’s emerging
masculinity starkly contrasted Eugene’s
hegemonic model. It was not based on
dominance, control, or violence, but on
empathy, deep familial loyalty, profound
sacrifice, and moral courage. His actions
demonstrated emotional intelligence and
rejected the violent patterns he inherited. This
aligns with R.W. Connell’s concept of
“subordinate masculinities” — identities that
exist alongside and challenge the hegemonic
model by embodying different values (Connell
& Messerschmidt, 2005, p. 832). More broadly,
Jaja’s journey resonates with the postcolonial
feminist imperative to “decolonise gender” roles
for both men and women, liberating masculinity
from the constraints of colonial and patriarchal
violence (Nfah-Abbenyi, 1997, p. 45).

5. The Domestic Sphere as Political Microcosm: The
analysis confirmed that the Achike household was
far more than a setting for private drama; it
functioned as a potent microcosm reflecting the
broader socio-political realities of postcolonial
Nigeria. Eugene’s authoritarian rule, characterised
by absolute control, suppression of dissent, arbitrary
punishment, and the use of ideological indoctrination
(religious in his case, nationalist/state propaganda
in the country), directly paralleled the military
dictatorship and widespread corruption plaguing
Nigeria. The inefficiency and decay of public
institutions were mirrored in the fear and dysfunction
within the home. Michel Foucault’s theory of
disciplinary power (Foucault, 1995, p. 184) proved
highly relevant: Eugene’s meticulous control over
time (schedules), space (restricted movement),
behaviour, and thought within the domestic sphere

mirrored the techniques of surveillance and
regulation employed by modern state institutions.
Thus, the home in Purple Hibiscus is intensely
political; it is the primary site where national
ideologies of control, enforced compliance, and the
seeds of resistance are enacted on the most intimate
and damaging level. The personal tragedies within
the Achike family are inextricably linked to the public
tragedies of the nation.

DISCUSSION

Adichie’s Purple Hibiscus transcends the confines of a
domestic family narrative, ascending to the level of a
profound and multi-layered critique of intersecting
systems of oppression — namely patriarchy, colonialism,
and religious extremism — that collude to enforce rigid,
often destructive, gender roles within postcolonial
Nigeria. The novel’s enduring power lies significantly
in its nuanced characterisations, which refuse simplistic
binaries and reveal the multifaceted, often contradictory
nature of oppression and resistance. This discussion
delves deeper into the implications of the results,
exploring the mechanisms of control, pathways to
agency, and the novel’s vision for decolonising gender
identities.

Mechanisms of Control and the Depths of
Internalised Oppression:

Eugene Achike’s domestic tyranny stands as a harrowing
case study of how hegemonic masculinity is not merely
possessed but is actively, ritualistically performed and
sustained. His daily routines, the strict schedules, the
enforced silence, the public displays of piety, and the
brutal punishments are all performances meticulously
designed to assert his dominance and naturalise his
authority as father and devout Christian (Butler, 1990).
This performance, however, is crucially underpinned and
intensified by two powerful forces: religious absolutism
and colonial mimicry. His interpretation of Catholicism
is devoid of mercy or love, reduced to a set of rigid
rules demanding unquestioning obedience. This
absolutism provides the moral justification for his
violence and control. More insidiously, Eugene
embodies Fanon’s concept of the “colonised mind” with
devastating clarity. His internalised disdain for Igbo
traditions, labelling them “pagan” and “heathen,”
particularly his rejection of his father, Papa-Nnukwu,
underscores how the colonised psyche can weaponise
the coloniser’s values (in this case, European
Catholicism) against its cultural heritage and community
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(Fanon, 2008). His quest for “purity” is a quest for
whiteness, for European validation, achieved by
violently erasing his roots. This internalised colonialism
does not liberate him; it fuels his authoritarianism and
deepens his alienation, making him a more effective
enforcer of a patriarchal order fused with colonial
superiority.

Beatrice’s protracted silence, interpreted in the results
as both endurance and a form of negotiated resistance,
requires further unpacking within this framework.
Initially, her silence is undeniably a survival tactic to
navigate the daily terror of Eugene’s rule and protect
her children. However, the analysis also reveals it as a
tragic symptom of devastating internalisation. She has
absorbed, over the years, the patriarchal and religious
norms that equate ideal womanhood with silent
suffering, unwavering submission, and the bearing of
pain with stoic dignity. Her identity becomes entangled
with this suffering. Erin Taylor’s (2009) characterisation
of her silence as a “cultural performance” of femininity
is crucial here. It highlights how systemic oppression
operates insidiously, not just through overt violence, but
through the successful inculcation of values that lead
individuals to perform their subjugation, believing it to
be their natural or divinely ordained role. The cost of
this performance, however, is immense — psychological
fragmentation, physical damage (the miscarriages), and
the near-erasure of her selfthood. Her eventual, violent
act of resistance, while breaking the cycle, also speaks
to the extreme pressure-cooker environment created by
such internalised oppression.

Pathways to Resistance, Agency, and the Power of
Alternative Spaces:

One of the novel’s most significant contributions is its
delineation of diverse, viable pathways to resistance and
reclaiming agency, particularly for women. Adichie
masterfully contrasts spaces of repression and liberation,
demonstrating how the environment shapes possibility.
Aunty Ifeoma’s household in Nsukka emerges as the
novel’s vital heart of resistance, embodying the
principles of African womanism articulated by
Ogunyemi (1988) and Walker (1983). This space is
revolutionary not because it rejects Nigerian culture or
Catholicism wholesale, but because it forges a hybrid,
emancipatory identity. Ifeoma seamlessly blends her
deep Catholic faith with respect for indigenous Igbo
values (her loving care for Papa-Nnukwu, her
understanding of tradition). She fosters critical thinking,
open debate, laughter, and mutual respect within her

home. Education is paramount, not just formal education
but education in questioning, self-expression, and
understanding the world. Her feminist ideals are
expressed through her independence, her career, her
parenting style (raising children, especially her daughter
Amaka, to be assertive and proud of their heritage), and
her vocal criticism of injustice, whether familial
(Eugene’s tyranny) or political (the military regime).
Her home is a lived “feminist utopia” (Acholonu, 1995)
precisely because it demonstrates that liberation can be
cultivated within the cultural context, through
renegotiation and the assertion of different values.

This liberatory space acts as the essential catalyst for
Kambili’s transformation. Immersed in an environment
where dialogue is encouraged, questions are welcomed,
and individuality is respected, Kambili slowly thaws
from her “linguistic paralysis.” Her journey from
stammering and silence to hesitant speech and finally
to clear articulation (her final words in the novel
expressing love for Father Amadi and defiance in visiting
Jaja) is perhaps the most powerful narrative arc. It
positions language — the ability to name one’s
experiences, express one’s desires, and articulate moral
judgments — as the fundamental site of liberation and
self-possession. Finding her voice is synonymous with
finding herself. This journey powerfully illustrates
Obioma Nnaemeka’s concept of “negotiated feminism”
(1998), where African women carve out spaces for
agency and empowerment within the existing cultural
and familial structures, navigating constraints rather than
simply overthrowing them from an external position.

Beatrice’s pathway, culminating in the poisoning,
presents a starkly different, yet equally significant, form
of reclaiming agency. While morally ambiguous and
born of utter desperation and accumulated trauma, her
act is a radical rupture in the cycle of silent endurance.
It is the eruption of suppressed rage and the ultimate
assertion of control over her own life and the safety of
her children. It is “negotiated resistance” pushed to its
absolute limit. Her act, though leading to Jaja’s sacrifice
and her psychological burden, decisively ends Eugene’s
reign of terror. It demonstrates that agency can emerge
violently from the depths of subjugation when all other
avenues seem closed. Kambili’s voice and Beatrice’s
poison are acts of reclaiming power through vastly
different means and with vastly different consequences.

Decolonising Gender Identities: Beyond the Binary
and Towards Healing:
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Adichie avoids the trap of gender essentialism by
offering not only a critique of femininity under
patriarchy but also a compelling deconstruction and
reimagining of masculinity. Jaja’s evolution is central
to this project. His rejection of his father’s toxic model
of manhood — based on dominance, control, suppression
of emotion (except anger), and violence — signifies the
novel’s hopeful potential for reconstructing male
identity. His emerging masculinity is defined by empathy
(his understanding of his mother’s suffering, his bond
with Kambili), profound sacrifice (taking the blame for
Eugene’s death), moral courage (defying Eugene’s
religious control), and relationality (his connection to
his grandfather, his loyalty to his sister and mother). He
embodies Connell’s “subordinate masculinity” (Connell
& Messerschmidt, 2005) not in a weak sense, but as a
powerful alternative that challenges hegemony by
embodying different values: care, responsibility, and
emotional strength. This aligns perfectly with the
postcolonial feminist call articulated by Nfah-Abbenyi
(1997) to “decolonise gender” itself — liberating both
men and women from the constricting, often violent,
roles imposed by patriarchal traditions and colonial
legacies that frequently reinforced or distorted those
traditions. Jaja represents the possibility of a masculinity
unshackled from the need to dominate, a crucial
component of any future based on equality.

The symbolic purple hibiscus, carefully cultivated by
Eugene yet becoming a symbol of defiance and hope
nurtured by Ifeoma and admired by Kambili and Jaja,
serves as the novel’s potent metaphor for this potential.
It is rare, beautiful, resilient, and blooms “against odds”
— much like the possibility of new, liberated gender
identities emerging from the harsh, oppressive soil of
tradition, patriarchy, and colonial damage. It signifies
the stubborn persistence of life, beauty, and the potential
for transformation even in the most constrained
circumstances.

Ultimately, the novel suggests that collective healing
for a society like postcolonial Nigeria requires
systematically dismantling patriarchal structures, not just
in the public sphere of politics and economics, but
crucially within the intimate spaces of the home and
family. The damage inflicted by figures like Eugene,
products and enforcers of intersecting oppressions,
radiates outwards, poisoning relationships and stunting
lives. Adichie advocates implicitly for relationships
rebuilt on foundations of mutual respect, open
communication, empathy, and shared humanity, rather
than domination, fear, and silence. The purple hibiscus

points towards this possibility, a fragile but persistent
hope nurtured by resistance, education, solidarity, and
the courage to find one’s voice.

CONCLUSION

Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s Purple Hibiscus is a
significant and enduring contribution to the canons of
African feminist literature and postcolonial writing.
Through the intensely focused microcosm of the Achike
family’s harrowing experiences, Adichie masterfully
exposes the intricate workings of domestic tyranny,
revealing how it is actively sanctioned and perpetuated
by deeply ingrained cultural expectations and the potent
force of religious fundamentalism. The novel
demonstrates with unflinching clarity how these forces
converge to enforce debilitatingly rigid gender roles that
stifle individual potential, inflict profound trauma, and
fracture familial bonds. Eugene Achike stands as a tragic
archetype of the colonised patriarch, his internalised
oppression fuelling a violent performance of hegemonic
masculinity that devastates those closest to him.

Crucially, Adichie avoids presenting a monolithic picture
of victimhood under this oppression. Instead, Purple
Hibiscus illuminates the agency, however constrained,
that individuals exercise. The characters navigate their
oppressive reality through diverse, culturally resonant
strategies: Beatrice’s silent endurance evolving into
desperate, radical action; Aunty Ifeoma’s vocal defiance
and the creation of a liberating alternative space
grounded in African womanist principles; Kambili’s
painstakingly gradual journey from enforced muteness
to empowered self-expression; and Jaja’s significant
rejection of his father’s toxic model, embracing instead
an empathetic, self-sacrificing masculinity. Each
pathway, in its way, constitutes a form of resistance and
a reclaiming of agency.

The novel delivers a powerful critique of the lasting
psychological and social damage wrought by the
colonial mentality. Eugene embodies this damage — his
internalised valorisation of Western religion and culture
leading to the violent rejection of his heritage and the
exacerbation of patriarchal authoritarianism. However,
simultaneously, Purple Hibiscus offers compelling,
hopeful pathways towards resistance and liberation.
These pathways are firmly rooted in the African context:
the transformative power of education (embodied by
Ifeoma and experienced by Kambili and Jaja in Nsukka);
the strength found in female solidarity and familial bonds
(between Ifeoma and Beatrice, Kambili and Amaka,
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ultimately between Beatrice and her children); and the
fundamental, revolutionary act of reclaiming one’s
voice, breaking the silence imposed by tyranny.

Adichie is unflinching in acknowledging that liberation
is rarely simple or without cost. Beatrice remains
psychologically scarred, bearing the weight of her act
and Jaja’s sacrifice. Jaja’s incarceration underscores the
personal price paid for challenging oppressive systems.
However, the narrative concludes not with despair, but
with a sense of cautious, hard-won hope. Kambili’s
voice, now stronger and clearer, her perceptions
sharpened by experience, and her dreams reaching
towards a future defined by love and freedom rather
than fear, signal a profound internal shift. The enduring
symbol of the purple hibiscus, blooming resiliently
against the odds, encapsulates this hope. It represents
the persistent potential for new, decolonised gender
identities to take root — identities liberated from the
suffocating constraints of patriarchal domination,
colonial self-hatred, and religious absolutism. It points
towards the possibility of relationships rebuilt on
foundations of genuine equality, mutual respect, and
shared humanity.

Ultimately, Purple Hibiscus is far more than a family
saga; it is a powerful, resonant call to action. It urges
readers to recognise the political nature of the private
sphere and challenge patriarchal systems in the grand
arenas of public discourse and policy, as well as within
the intimate, everyday spaces of the home and the family.
Adichie compels us to listen to the silenced voices, to
nurture the fragile blooms of resistance, and to actively
participate in the decolonisation of gender for a more
just and humane future. The novel remains a vital
testament to the resilience of the human spirit and the
enduring quest for freedom within the complex tapestry
of culture, faith, and power in postcolonial Africa.
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