“The purple hibiscus flower is an uncommon and experimental hybrid species of the hibiscus plant which was discovered by Kambili and her brother, Jaja, in Nsukka.

“That’s a hibiscus, isn’t it, Aunty?” Jaja asked, staring at a plant close to the barbed wire fencing. “I didn’t know there were purple hibiscuses” (Adichie, 2004: 128).
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Purple Hibiscus:  What’s in a Title?
Please examine Adichie’s choice to name her novel Purple Hibiscus.

1. Without looking at the book or at any specific references, why do you think Adichie chose this as the title for her story?

2. In addition to the title, Adichie includes 5 overt references to the purple hibiscus flower.  In order to investigate her choice of title more carefully, find and record each ‘purple hibiscus’ quotation next to the corresponding page numbers in the space below:

Page 16:

Page 128:
Page 197:
Page 253:
Page 306:
3. Based on these quotations, what does the purple hibiscus seem to represent and symbolize?
4. Read and annotate the excerpt from “A Critical Examination of the Role of Nature and Culture in Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s Purple Hibiscus”  by Isabella Akinseye (on reverse side of page)
Like the purple hibiscus, Nigeria as a country never existed. The geographical boundaries of Nigeria were established during colonial rule and as a result the country is a hybrid of over two hundred and fifty ethnic groups. Hron (2008: 31) argues that the purple colour is symbolic of the fusion between the colours of the “Union Jack, which stem from, and are set against, the verdant green of the Nigerian flag”. This could be interpreted as the struggle for both a physical and a cultural independence between Nigeria and her colonial master, the British. Kambili and Jaja take a purple hibiscus plant to transplant in Enugu. The motif of freedom in the purple hibiscus is further developed by Kambili who sees the plant as symbolic of an inward liberation.

Jaja’s defiance seemed to me now like Aunty Ifeoma’s experimental purple hibiscus: rare, fragrant with the undertones of freedom, a different kind of freedom from the one crowd the crowds waving green leaves chanted… A freedom to be, to do (Adichie, 2004: 16).
This new freedom is one of defiance and fighting back; it comes by challenging the dominant powers. Even though, Nigeria has gained its independence from the British, the influence of the coloniser is still seen in the political, economic and socio-cultural mechanisms in the country.

In postcolonial theory, the concept of hybridity is defined as

“a problematic of colonial representation .. that reverses the effects of the colonial disavowal, so that other ‘denied’ knowledges enter upon the dominant discourse and estrange the basis of its authority.” Bhabha (1994: 156).

A postcolonial interpretation of the imagery of the purple hibiscus shows a clash between the red hibiscus representing the blood of the indigenes of Nigeria and the blue, the British colonial masters. This has formed a shade of purple where the people have to negotiate to what degree they adopt the norms and traditions of their ancestors as represented by the pagan Papa Nnukwu and their former colonial masters in the person of Catholic Father Benedict. The hybrid person is part of a third species which cannot fully connect with either identity. In the hybrid space of adolescence, Kambili moves beyond her childhood perspective of life which is grounded in the teachings and instructions of her father, Eugene Achike and the Roman Catholic Church to adulthood symbolised by an independence of thought as seen in Aunty Ifeoma’s household in Nsukka. The Achike children have been trained to be quiet and follow daily schedules unlike Aunty Ifeoma’s children. Amaka “asked many questions and did not accept many answers”, (Adichie, 2004: 79). Aunty Ifeoma’s son, Obiora is described as intelligent and articulate as evidenced in his ability to discuss “religion and oppression”, (Adichie, 2904: 173). Hence, Kambili gives the reader an insight into the mind of the postcolonial hybrid. In the beginning, she accepts everything her father teaches her but after Nsukka where she is exposed to a different culture and way of thinking, she begins to question her father’s convictions and methods.”

What new ideas about Adichie’s title choice emerge for you based on this excerpt?
