©wwuw.literarycognizance.com

&% ISSN- 2395-7522 (Online), Imp. Fact.6.21 (11JF)

) Literary Cognizance:An International Refereed / Peer Reviewed

@5"4 e - Journal of English Language, Literature & Criticism
Vol. — VI, Issue-4, March 2026

47

BLOOMING IN SILENCE: INTERSECTIONAL FEMININE VOICES IN
CHIMAMANDA NGOZI ADICHIE’S PURPLE HIBISCUS

Shradhananda Dash’
Research Scholar, Department of English, Berhampur University, Odisha, India

Dr. Ananda Sethi?
Assistant Professot, Department of English, Binayak Acharya Government Degree College,
Berhampur, Odisha, India

Abstract

In the novel Purple Hibiscus, written by ChimamandaNgoziAdichie, the author focuses on the
tenacity of women in the postwar Nigerian sociopolitical and religious milieu. The theory of
intersectionality developed by Kimberlé Crenshaw is utilised in the novel to investigate how the
experiences of the three main female characters, Kambili, Beatrice, and Aunty Ifeoma, are
influenced by overlapping identities. Patriarchal power is portrayed in the narrative, and silence
is used as a metaphor of oppression in several instances. Within this stillness, Adichie, on the
other hand, weaves moments of resistance, personal growth, and empowerment. Beatrice depicts
the long-enduring pain of African women who remain mute for the sake of family and societal
standards. However, Kambili's voice develops due to her extended exposure to Aunty Ifeoma's
liberal atmosphere. Aunty Ifeoma is an educated, strong, and deeply rooted in African values
female voice that has been freed. These characters are responsible for the novel's ability to convey
the variety and complexity of African female subjectivities. There are broader questions in
feminist discourse reflected in the junction of personal and political components in these women's
lives, particularly in postcolonial and African contexts. By illustrating that women can negotiate
space for identity, dignity, and agency even in oppressive settings, Purple Hibiscus significantly
contributes to intersectional feminist literature.
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Full Article

ChimamandaNgoziAdichie's novel Purple Hibiscus explores the fortitude of women within the
postwar Nigerian sociopolitical and religious landscape. The book uses Kimberlé Crenshaw's idea
of intersectionality to examine how the three main female characters—Kambili, Beatrice, and
Aunty Ifeoma—are affected by their intersecting identities. The story demonstrates how men
have power over women; in other parts, silence is used as a symbol of tyranny. On the other hand,
Adichie adds moments of resistance, growth, and empowerment to this silence. Beatrice depicts
how African women must keep their grief to themselves for the good of their families and society.
Kambili, on the other hand, gets stronger as she spends more time in Aunty Ifeoma's open-minded
home. Aunty Ifeoma is a strong, educated woman who believes in African values. These
individuals make the book able to depict how different and hard African women's lives may be. In
feminist discourse, the intersection of personal and political dimensions of these women's lives
reveals significant difficulties, particularly in postcolonial and African contexts. Purple Hibiscus
is an essential work of intersectional feminist fiction because it shows that women can still find
their identity, dignity, and agency even in repressive settings.
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To fully appreciate Adichie's literary project, one must first engage with the theoretical
framework of intersectionality. Coined by critical race scholar Kimberlé Crenshaw in 1989,
intersectionality is a concept designed to critique single-axis frameworks of discrimination.
Crenshaw argued that traditional feminist and antiracist discourses had historically failed to
account for the lived experiences of women of colour, whose identities exist at the crossroads of
multiple systems of power, such as racism and sexism. She illustrates this through the metaphor of
a traffic intersection: "Discrimination, like traffic through an intersection, may flow in one
direction, and it may flow in another. An accident in an intersection can be caused by cars
travelling from any number of directions and, sometimes, from all of them" (Crenshaw 149). This
means that the oppression experienced by a black woman is not simply the sum of racism plus
sexism, but a unique and compounded experience shaped by the intersection of these identities. In
the context of Purple Hibiscus, this framework is indispensable. The female characters are not
oppressed solely because they are women; the confluence of their gender shapes their subjugation
with other factors: their class status, their adherence to or deviation from religious doctrines (both
indigenous and colonial), their ethnic traditions, and their position within a specific family
structure and a fragile postcolonial state. As scholar ObiomaNnaemeka notes, when discussing
African feminisms, one must understand that "the African woman is not only a woman; she is also
African, and she could be poor, educated, rural, urban, Muslim, Christian, animist, etc."
(Nnaemeka, 8).Adichie's novel is a literary embodiment of this intersectional reality. It refuses to
flatten its female characters into monolithic symbols of victimhood and presents them as complex
individuals whose struggles and triumphs are specific to their multifaceted social locations.

Eugene, the patriarch of the Achike family, is the primary architect and enforcer of the
silence that permeates his household. He is a complex and devastating embodiment of the
intersectional forces that Crenshaw's theory elucidates. He is not a one-dimensional villain but a
product of a colonial encounter that has left him psychologically fractured. A wealthy industrialist,
a renowned newspaper publisher who bravely criticises the corrupt Nigerian military government,
and a devout Catholic revered in his community for his piety and philanthropy, Eugene represents
a specific postcolonial elite identity. However, this identity is built upon a violent rejection of his
own indigenous heritage. He condemns his own father, Papa-Nnukwu, as a "heathen™ for adhering
to traditional Igho beliefs, and he enforces a regime of brutal Catholic fundamentalism within his
home. His character demonstrates how colonialism's legacy is not merely political or economic
but deeply psychological, creating what postcolonial theorist Homi K. Bhabha might call "mimic
men"—subjects who aspire to a reformed, recognisable Other, who are "almost the same, but not
quite” (Bhabha, 122). Eugene's fervent mimicry of European Catholic dogma becomes the weapon
through which he disciplines his family, particularly the women. His authority is intersectional: it
derives its power from his gender (patriarchal privilege), his class (economic control), and his
perversion of religion (theological justification). This confluence makes his rule absolute and his
home a prison of whispered conversations, measured footsteps, and terrified silence. Kambili's
narration captures this oppressive atmosphere: "Our house was a palace... but our steps were
measured and our voices whispery" (Adichie, 48). The silence is a direct result of the intersecting
systems Eugene wields, and within this silence, the novel's central struggle takes shape.

Kambili's character arc is the most detailed map of this journey from enforced silence to
discovered voice, and it is profoundly intersectional. Her initial identity is almost entirely defined
by the overlapping oppressions she endures: she is a daughter subjected to a tyrannical father, a
student in a rigid Catholic school, a member of a wealthy class that isolates her from peers, and a
vessel for her father's fanatical religious aspirations. Her world is circumscribed by schedules—for
prayer, study, and meals—Ileaving no room for spontaneous expression. Her voice is stifled; she
often stutters, chokes, or cannot speak, especially under her father's gaze. This physiological
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manifestation of oppression shows how deeply internalised the silence has become. Her identity is
fragmented, existing only in relation to her father's demands. She defines herself by her failures to
meet his impossible standards: "I knew that when the tea burned my tongue, it was because | had
not prayed enough. It was a sin to love tea too much, to want to taste it on my tongue all the time"
(Adichie, 97). Her consciousness is colonised, and her desires and perceptions are sinful.

Kambili's intersectional awakening catalyses her visit to Nsukka, Aunty Ifeoma's home.
This shift in geography is also a shift in the power dynamics that shape her identity. Ifeoma's
household operates on a radically different set of principles. It is noisy, argumentative, and full of
debate. Here, the intersecting factors of class, religion, and tradition combine not to suppress but
to empower. Ifeoma is a university lecturer, an educated, professional woman (class/education),
she is a practising Catholic who nevertheless embraces the value of her father's traditional beliefs
(religion/tradition), and she raises her children to question authority and speak their minds
(gender/parenting). In this environment, Kambili's silent conditioning is exposed and challenged.
Her cousin Amaka tells her, "You are so quiet. Why are you so quiet?" (Adichie, 128), a question
that would be unthinkable in Enugu. Father Amadi, a progressive priest who blends Catholicism
with Igbo song, represents a different, liberating model of faith and masculinity. He encourages
Kambili to speak, to sing, to be simple. Through these exposures, Kambili begins to understand
that the components of her identity—her faith, her culture, her gender—need not be sources of
oppression but can be facets of a whole, agential self.

Her journey to voice is not a quick burst of words but a lengthy, often quiet process of
watching and growing inside herself. The Purple Hibiscus, a hybrid plant that Ifeoma made,
represents Kambili's change. It is new, attractive, and strong, made from old stock yet changed to
something new and wonderful. The quality of Kambili's silence alters over time. It is no longer
just a place where fear lives; it is now a place for active listening, critical thinking, and growing a
new self. She initially discovers her voice through writing, such as in her diaries and the letters she
sends to Father Amadi. This written voice is an important step in between, a private practice for a
public self. This silent incubation led to her eventual actions of disobedience, which included
lying to her father to stay in Nsukka, covertly seeing her grandfather, and lastly, whispering to
Ifeoma about the abuse. When it eventually comes out, her voice is intersectional. It is based on
the traditional values of respect she acquired at home, the critical questioning she learnt in
Nsukka, and a faith that has been personalised and cleansed by her father's violence.

If Beatrice Achike, Mama, is the end of patriarchal oppression, she is also, astonishingly,
the most violent way to fight it. Her character is a heartbreaking look at the several kinds of strain
that a traditional Nigerian wife faces. She is a study in contradictions: she is a beautiful, graceful
woman from a wealthy family, but she has little influence in her marriage. As Eugene's wife and
the mother of his children, she loses her identity. The silence in her character is the most profound
and intricate in the book. It is a silence of complicity because she often tells Kambili and Jaja to
do what their father says, so they will not get in trouble. She hides her miscarriages and injuries
beneath a mask of domestic perfection, which is a shameful silence. It is a silence of fortitude, a
survival tactic acquired over fifteen years of abuse. According to feminist academic Carol Boyce
Davies, who wrote about African women's writing, she is an example of "the paradox of silence,"”
which means that “silence can be a language of its own, a weapon, a strategy of resistance, a
haven, a place of contemplation, or a prison” (Davies, 45). Beatrice's quiet is her jail for most of
the book.

Her oppression is intensely intersectional. She is victimised because she is a woman in a
patriarchal structure, but also because of her specific class position. Eugene's wealth and social
status becomes a gilded cage, isolating her from help and making the facade of a perfect family
essential to maintain. Her devout Catholicism, which should offer solace, instead becomes another
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chain, as Eugene uses it to frame his abuse as a form of religious correction for her perceived
failures. She is trapped at the intersection of these forces, with no viable escape route that would
not result in social ruin or greater danger.

However, Adichie does not leave Beatrice as a mere victim. Her ultimate act of agency—
poisoning her husband—is the logical, if extreme, culmination of a long-brewing resistance that
has been germinating in her silence. The signs are subtle but present: the small act of not replacing
the figurines Jaja breaks, her quiet support for Jaja's small acts of defiance in his garden, the
faraway look in her eyes that Kambili notices. The poison itself is a powerfully symbolic act. It is
silent, domestic, and undetectable—a weapon chosen from within the very sphere assigned to her.
It is the ultimate subversion of her role as nurturer and caregiver. This act forces a re-evaluation of
her entire character. Her silence was never just passivity; it was also a watchful waiting, a strategic
gathering of strength. As critic Rosemary Achieng states, “Beatrice's silence is a form of agency...
a calculated performance that allows her to survive until the moment when she can strike at the
very heart of the patriarchal power that confines her” (Achieng, 112). While morally ambiguous,
her action is undeniably an assertion of voice—a violent, definitive statement that she will no
longer endure. It is an intersectional act of liberation, breaking free from the specific confluence of
patriarchal, religious, and class-based oppression that had condemned her to a life of silent
suffering.

In stark contrast to the stifling silence of Enugu stands Aunty Ifeoma, whose character
provides the novel's most explicit model of an intersectional feminist voice?lfeoma embodies what
Nigerian scholar Chimaraoke O. lzugbara calls "a feminism of daily life"—a pragmatic, resilient
form of empowerment rooted in African realities rather than imported Western models (lzugbara,
23). She is not a radical who rejects all tradition; instead, she represents a synthesis, a way to
navigate multiple identities without being crushed by them. She is an educated, single mother and
a university lecturer (asserting her class and intellectual agency in a male-dominated field). She is
a devout Catholic who attends mass regularly but respects her father's traditional faith, telling her
children, “Papa-Nnukwu is not a heathen, he simply believes in something different” (Adichie,
86). This refusal to choose between her faith and heritage is a key aspect of her intersectional
identity.

Most importantly, her household is a space where voice is cultivated. Dialogue, argument,
and laughter are its foundational elements. She encourages her children to challenge her, to think
critically, and to be proud of their culture. When Obiora, her young son, acts as the man of the
house, she supports him without diminishing her authority. She manages economic hardship with
breathtaking resilience and ingenuity. Her voice is clear, direct, and often humorous. She is the
one who explicitly articulates the novel's critique of Eugene's fanaticism: “Eugene is a man of
God, it is true, but God is not in that house” (Adichie, 98). Ifeoma's feminism is inclusive and
practical. She understands Beatrice's predicament without condemning her and becomes the
crucial agent in Kambili and Jaja's liberation. Her own eventual silencing—through the political
victimisation that costs her her job and forces her to immigrate to America—is a poignant
reminder that even the most powerful voices can be suppressed by larger, corrupt systems.
Nevertheless, even in this defeat, she does not succumb to silence. She adapts, plans, and fights
for her family's future, demonstrating that agency persists despite limited options. She is the living
proof that the various strands of one's identity—gender, education, religion, tradition—can be
woven into a rope strong enough to pull oneself and others toward freedom.

The political instability in Nigeria, characterised by military coups, censorship, and
bloodshed, serves not just as a backdrop in Purple Hibiscus but also as a vital component of the
intersectional analysis. Fear and oppression have made the country quiet, just like the Achike
family's quietness. Eugene is a hypocritical democrat who is both a political revolutionary and a
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tyrant at home. Without fear, He tells the people in power the truth in his publication. This
contradiction shows the complicated interaction between the public and private worlds and the
political and personal spheres. This is a key idea in feminist theory. Because the government is
corrupt and violent, Eugene's micro-dictatorship at home looks to be lawful in some way. Like
Eugene's random punishments for people, the soldiers at checkpoints who ask for bribes and
threaten violence are like that. Kambili and Jaja’s private lives are directly affected by the turmoil
in the streets when they get entangled in a political riot. This makes them feel even less safe. This
link illustrates that the oppression of women is not just a problem at home; it is also linked to
bigger systems of power and authority in the postcolonial state. Anne McClintock, a postcolonial
feminist, contends, "the dynamics of power within the family are not a metaphor for the power
dynamics of the state; they are the very material, intimate instantiation of those dynamics"
(McClintock, 66). The characters' fights for speech are closely related to the country's fight for
democracy and a genuinely free voice.

Moreover, the clash between indigenous Igbo culture and colonial Catholicism serves as a
pivotal axis around which these identities converge. The family's problems come mostly from
Eugene's internalised colonialism, which shows up as religious fundamentalism. He compels his
family to renounce their culture, language, and familial ties. However, the book gives a different
idea of synthesis through characters like Aunty Ifeoma and Papa-Nnukwu. Papa-Nnukwu is
depicted not as a barbaric pagan but as a sagacious, benevolent, and spiritual individual. The way
he chants to the gods in the morning is depicted with a beauty and respect that is as good as any
account of Catholic prayer. Ifeoma's capacity to appreciate both his tradition and her faith
exemplifies a healthier, more comprehensive identity—rooted in integration rather than violent
rejection. This cultural negotiation is a critical component of the characters' lives. Kambili has to
overcome her fear of her father and bring together the diverse pieces of her history he had caused
to fight each other to discover her voice. Her ultimate capacity to love and appreciate Papa-
Nnukwu signifies a crucial advancement in her emancipation from her father's ideological
dominance.

To sum up, ChimamandaNgoziAdichie'sPurple Hibiscus is an important work in modern
African and postcolonial literature because it shows how women's voices and silence are
connected in a complex way. The story transcends simplistic dichotomies, illustrating through the
complex lives of Kambili, Beatrice, and Aunty Ifeoma that oppression is a multifaceted
phenomenon, resulting from the interplay of patriarchy, religious fundamentalism, class privilege,
and political instability. In the same way, resistance and empowerment are not one-size-fits-all;
they depend on each character's unique position in the story. Through education, exposure, and the
written word, Kambili's voice slowly grows. Beatrice's final, violent act of agency is a desperate
outburst after a lifetime of silent suffering. Aunty Ifeoma's strong, steady voice is an example of
feminism that is both African and freeing.

Adichie, therefore, significantly enhances intersectional feminist debate. She shows that
women in postcolonial settings seldom get autonomy through completely repudiating their culture.
Instead, it needs people to be brave and critical when dealing with its intricacies, fighting against
the patriarchal conventions that distort it and recovering the traditions that give it force. The book
proves that the human spirit can grow the seeds of resistance even under the most oppressive
silence. The Purple Hibiscus, which is unique and unexpected, is the appropriate representation
for this phenomenon: beauty and strength that come from being mixed, struggling, and carefully
grown. Adichie says that the most potent voices learn to flourish in the fertile stiliness before they
finally speak, sing, and alter the world. The sound of their blooming goes far beyond the book's
pages creating an intense and complicated story for feminist studies and everyone wants to learn
more about the complicated relationships between power, identity, and freedom.
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