Purple Hibiscus by Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie — Study Guide for the Leaving
Certificate Comparative Study

Overview

Purple Hibiscus is a coming-of-age novel set in postcolonial Nigeria, following the story of
Kambili Achike, a 15-year-old girl growing up in a strict, religious household. The novel
explores themes of family conflict, religious oppression, freedom, identity, and political
instability. Through Kambili’s experiences, Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie presents a
compelling narrative about personal growth, resilience, and the struggle to find one’s voice in
a repressive environment.

Key Themes and Issues
Family Conflict and Control

Purple Hibiscus examines the impact of strict parental control on children. Kambili and her
brother, Jaja, live under the oppressive rule of their father, Eugene, a wealthy and respected
man who is also a religious extremist. He imposes harsh punishments on his family in the
name of Catholicism, believing that strict discipline will make them morally pure.

« Example: Eugene punishes Kambili severely when she does not meet his
expectations, such as when she does not come first in class or when she stays too long
with her grandfather, whom he sees as a heathen.

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

e Analysis: This highlights how Eugene’s religious beliefs justify his abusive control
over his family. The theme of family conflict is central to the novel, showing the
damage that excessive control and lack of emotional warmth can cause.

Religious Oppression and Hypocrisy

Religion plays a significant role in Purple Hibiscus, shaping the lives of the characters. While
faith should bring comfort, in Eugene’s household, it is used as a tool of control and
punishment. The novel contrasts different expressions of faith, from Eugene’s strict and
unforgiving Catholicism to the more compassionate and open-minded faith of Aunty Ifeoma.

o Example: Eugene refuses to associate with his own father, Papa-Nnukwu, because he
follows traditional Igbo beliefs, and he forbids Kambili and Jaja from having a
relationship with him.

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

e Analysis: This highlights Eugene’s religious intolerance and hypocrisy. While he is
seen as a generous and moral figure in public, his own home is ruled by fear. The
novel questions the role of religion in personal and family life, exploring how faith
can be both a source of comfort and a tool for oppression.



The Search for Freedom and Independence

Kambili’s journey is one of self-discovery, as she moves from silent obedience to finding her
own voice. Aunty Ifeoma’s home, in contrast to Eugene’s, represents freedom, laughter, and
open discussion. It is in this environment that Kambili begins to develop her own thoughts
and desires.

o Example: Kambili initially struggles to adapt to Aunty Ifeoma’s household, where
children are encouraged to express themselves. Over time, she learns to enjoy the
freedom of speech and the warmth of an open-minded family.

o Quote: "Laughter always rang out in Aunty Ifeoma’s house, and no one was afraid."
(Chapter 9)

e Analysis: The theme of freedom is explored through Kambili’s growth. Her exposure
to different ways of living helps her realise that obedience and silence are not the only
ways to live. This contrast highlights the importance of choice and personal
independence.

Political Instability and Corruption

The novel is set in a politically unstable Nigeria, where corruption and violence affect
everyday life. The country’s struggles mirror the challenges within Kambili’s family,
showing how power can be abused on both a personal and national level.

o Example: Aunty Ifeoma’s job at the university is constantly under threat because she
speaks out against corruption. She eventually decides to move to the United States to
seek a better life.

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

e Analysis: The political turmoil in Nigeria reflects the oppression in Eugene’s
household. The novel suggests that those in power, whether in families or
governments, often use fear to maintain control. However, it also highlights the
importance of resistance and speaking up against injustice.

Love, Growth, and Hope

Despite its themes of control and oppression, Purple Hibiscus is ultimately a story of hope
and growth. Kambili and Jaja both find ways to break free from their father’s control and
begin to shape their own futures. The novel ends on a note of uncertainty but also with the
promise of a better life.

o Example: Jaja, who once obeyed Eugene without question, eventually takes a stand
against him, showing his growth and resistance.

e Quote: "Jaja did not wait for Sunday, he did not wait for Papa to ask. He simply said,
‘No.”" (Chapter 15)



e Analysis: This moment is significant because it marks Jaja’s transformation from an
obedient child to a young man willing to defy his father’s authority. Kambili also
begins to embrace independence, showing that change is possible even after years of
repression.

General Vision and Viewpoint

The vision and viewpoint of Purple Hibiscus are a mix of darkness and hope. While the novel
portrays themes of oppression, fear, and political instability, it also highlights resilience, the
power of love, and the potential for change. Kambili’s journey from silence to self-expression
suggests that even in the most restrictive environments, growth and freedom are possible.

Conclusion

Purple Hibiscus is a powerful novel that explores family conflict, religious oppression, and
personal growth. It highlights the dangers of absolute control while also celebrating resilience
and hope. The novel is an excellent choice for comparative study, as it shares themes with
other texts that explore issues of identity, freedom, and oppression.
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