Cultural Context of Purple Hibiscus
Overview

Purple Hibiscus by Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie is set in postcolonial Nigeria, a country
struggling with political instability, corruption, and cultural shifts. The novel follows Kambili
Achike, a 15-year-old girl growing up in a strict and oppressive Catholic household led by
her authoritarian father, Eugene. The novel’s cultural context explores themes such as
religion, family structure, gender roles, social class, and political unrest. These elements
shape the characters’ lives and influence their struggles for freedom, identity, and change.

Key Aspects of Cultural Context
Religion and Its Influence on Society

Religion plays a dominant role in Purple Hibiscus, affecting personal relationships, family
life, and societal values. Eugene is a devout Catholic who imposes his religious beliefs rigidly
on his family, rejecting traditional Igbo culture and seeing anything outside of Catholicism as
sinful. The novel contrasts this extreme religious devotion with more open-minded
approaches, such as Aunty Ifeoma’s faith, which is still Catholic but allows for flexibility and
personal choice.

« Example: Eugene forbids Kambili and Jaja from spending time with their
grandfather, Papa-Nnukwu, because he follows traditional Igbo beliefs.

e Quote: "Papa-Nnukwu is a heathen! Why did you keep him in the house of a
Catholic?" (Chapter 8)

e Analysis: This shows how religious fanaticism can lead to division and intolerance.
Eugene’s strict beliefs mirror the wider societal tensions in Nigeria, where traditional
and colonial influences clash. The novel questions the role of religion in personal and
national identity, showing both its unifying and oppressive aspects.

Family Structure and Authority

Nigerian culture, especially in the time period of the novel, emphasises strong family bonds
and hierarchical relationships. Fathers are often seen as the head of the household, with great
authority over their wives and children. Eugene embodies this role to an extreme level,
controlling every aspect of his family’s lives through fear and punishment. However, Aunty
Ifeoma’s household provides a contrast, showing a more open and loving family dynamic
where respect is earned rather than enforced.

o Example: Eugene punishes his children harshly for what he sees as disobedience,
such as when Kambili speaks too softly to be heard.

e Quote: "Papa flung his heavy missal across the room. It landed on Jaja’s shoulder."
(Chapter 1)

e Analysis: The authoritarian family structure in Eugene’s house reflects the rigid
societal expectations of authority and obedience. The novel suggests that while



respect for elders is important, extreme control and violence destroy relationships
rather than strengthen them.

Gender Roles and Expectations

In Purple Hibiscus, women are expected to be obedient, submissive, and dedicated to family
life. Kambili’s mother, Beatrice, is a victim of domestic abuse but remains in the marriage
due to societal expectations and fear. However, Aunty Ifeoma presents a different
perspective—she is a single, independent woman who prioritises education and freedom.

o Example: Beatrice endures physical abuse from Eugene, believing it is her duty as a
wife to stay and support him.

e Quote: "There was so much that she did not mind. So much that she willed herself to
ignore." (Chapter 10)

e Analysis: The novel critiques the role of women in traditional Nigerian society,
showing how cultural norms often force women to remain silent about suffering.
Aunty Ifeoma, in contrast, represents a new, progressive model of womanhood,
suggesting that education and independence offer a path to empowerment.

Social Class and Privilege

Nigeria’s social structure is deeply divided between the wealthy elite and the struggling lower
class. Eugene is a wealthy businessman with significant influence, which allows him to
present a public image of generosity and morality while hiding his abusive behaviour at
home. Aunty Ifeoma, on the other hand, is a university lecturer who values education but
struggles financially.

o Example: Eugene is admired in the community for his charity work, despite his
abusive nature at home.

e Quote: "Papa was a good man. A great man. He was generous." (Chapter 3)

o Analysis: The novel highlights the contrast between public perception and private
reality, showing how wealth and power can mask injustice. It also explores how social
class affects opportunities—while Kambili and Jaja have access to private education
and material comforts, Aunty Ifeoma’s children must fight harder for success.

Instability and Corruption

The novel is set during a time of political turmoil in Nigeria, with military coups and
corruption affecting everyday life. This backdrop mirrors the struggles within Kambili’s
household, where power and control dominate. The themes of oppression and resistance in
the political sphere parallel the personal battles for freedom within the Achike family.

o Example: Aunty Ifeoma’s job at the university is at risk because she refuses to stay
silent about corruption.



e Quote: "The university is in shambles. The lecturers are not paid, and those who
speak out are silenced.” (Chapter 12)

e Analysis: The novel critiques Nigeria’s political instability, showing how corruption
impacts both the personal and national level. Just as Eugene’s rigid control over his
family leads to suffering, the government’s oppression leads to national unrest.

Comparative Insights

« Vision and Viewpoint: Purple Hibiscus presents a society shaped by strict religious
and cultural norms, but it also offers hope through characters like Aunty Ifeoma, who
represent change and progress.

e Cultural Influence on Characters: The setting influences Kambili’s journey, as she
must navigate the expectations of family, religion, and society to find her voice.

e Themes for Comparison: Religious oppression, family dynamics, gender roles, and
personal freedom make Purple Hibiscus a strong comparative text alongside other
works dealing with identity, control, and resistance.

Conclusion

The cultural context of Purple Hibiscus is rich and complex, shaped by themes of religion,
family, gender roles, social class, and political instability. Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie
presents a society that is both oppressive and evolving, showing the struggles individuals face
in finding their own path. The novel’s portrayal of personal and societal challenges makes it a
valuable text for comparative study, offering deep insights into how cultural forces shape
identity and freedom.
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