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ABSTRACT 

This study focuses on historical memory and the rewriting of the past in Half of a Yellow Sun by Chimamanda 

Ngozi Adichie, a novel centred on the Biafran War (1967–1970). It examines the way the author revisits this 

traumatic episode in Nigerian history in order to reconstruct a collective memory that has long been 

marginalized and pushed to the edges of official accounts. The main research problem guiding this study is as 

follows: how does fictional narrative contribute to the reappropriation and reconfiguration of national history? 

The general objective is to analyse the narrative techniques through which Adichie articulates individual and 

collective memory, while also interrogating the silences, the omissions, and the forgetting of official history. 

The theoretical framework draws, on the one hand, on memory studies (Halbwachs, Ricoeur) and, on the other 

hand, on postcolonial theory, both of which highlight the issues of representation, identity, and power inherent 

in the writing of history. From a methodological standpoint, the approach adopted is based on qualitative 

textual analysis, focusing on the narrative structure, the polyphony of voices, and the symbolism of the conflict. 

The findings show that the novel functions as a genuine space of counter-memory, giving voice to the victims 

and reshaping the national narrative through the human experience of trauma. It is therefore recommended 

that literary works be integrated into historiographical reflection, in order to foster an understanding of the 

past that is at once plural and critical. 
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ÖZET 

Bu çalışma, Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie'nin Biafra Savaşı'nı (1967–1970) konu edinen Half of a Yellow Sun 

romanında tarihsel bellek ve geçmişin yeniden yazımını incelemektedir. Çalışma, yazarın, uzun süredir 

görmezden gelinen ve resmî anlatının kıyısına itilmiş kolektif bir belleği yeniden inşa etmek amacıyla Nijerya 

tarihinin bu travmatik dönemini nasıl yeniden ele aldığını araştırmaktadır. Araştırmaya yön veren temel 

sorunsal şudur: kurmaca anlatı, ulusal tarihin yeniden sahiplenilmesine ve yeniden biçimlendirilmesine nasıl 

katkıda bulunur? Çalışmanın genel amacı, Adichie'nin bireysel bellek ile kolektif belleği bir araya getirirken 

resmî tarihin suskunluklarını, atlamalarını ve unutuşlarını sorguladığı anlatı tekniklerini çözümlemektir. 

Başvurulan kuramsal çerçeve, bir yandan bellek çalışmalarına (Halbwachs, Ricoeur), diğer yandan tarih 

yazımına içkin temsil, kimlik ve iktidar meselelerini öne çıkaran postkolonyal kurama dayanmaktadır. Yöntem 

açısından benimsenen yaklaşım, romanın anlatı yapısına, seslerin çokluğuna ve çatışmanın simgeselliğine 

odaklanan niteliksel bir metin çözümlemesidir. Elde edilen sonuçlar, romanın gerçek bir karşı-bellek alanı 

olarak işlev gördüğünü; mağdurların sesini duyulur kıldığını ve travmanın insani deneyimi aracılığıyla ulusal 

anlatıyı yeniden kurduğunu ortaya koymaktadır. Bu nedenle, geçmişe ilişkin hem çoğul hem de eleştirel bir 

kavrayışın geliştirilebilmesi için edebî eserlerin tarih yazımına ilişkin düşünceye dâhil edilmesi önerilmektedir. 

Anahtar Sözcükler: Biafra, Bellek, Ulus, Postkolonyalizm, Yeniden yazım. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The question of historical memory and the rewriting of the past has become a major concern in 

contemporary African and postcolonial literature. Many African writers revisit traumatic historical 

events in order to challenge official narratives, recover silenced voices, and reconstruct collective 

memory. Scholars such as Edward Said (1993) and Homi Bhabha (1994) argue that literature plays a 

crucial role in resisting dominant colonial discourses and reasserting marginalized histories. Similarly, 

memory theorists like Maurice Halbwachs (1992) and Paul Ricoeur (2004) emphasize that memory is 

not a fixed record of the past but a dynamic and socially constructed process shaped through narrative. 

Within the Nigerian context, the Biafran War (1967–1970) remains one of the most painful and 

controversial episodes in national history. Although it profoundly shaped Nigeria’s political and social 

landscape, its representation in official accounts has often been selective or incomplete. Chimamanda 

Ngozi Adichie’s Half of a Yellow Sun (2006) emerges as a significant literary attempt to revisit and 

reinterpret this historical moment through fiction. 

Despite the growing body of criticism on Adichie’s work, an important issue remains: how does the 

novel reconstruct historical memory while simultaneously rewriting the past? In other words, to what 

extent can fiction serve as a reliable medium for preserving and reshaping collective memory? The 

problem of this study lies in examining the tension between history and fiction, and in understanding 

how Adichie negotiates the boundaries between documented history and imaginative reconstruction in 

her portrayal of the Biafran War. 

The objective of this study is to analyze how Half of a Yellow Sun contributes to the reconstruction of 

historical memory and the rewriting of Nigeria’s past. It seeks to explore the narrative strategies through 

which Adichie revisits the Biafran War and gives voice to marginalized experiences. The central 

research question guiding this study is: How does Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie use fiction in Half of a 

Yellow Sun to reconstruct historical memory and rewrite the past of the Biafran War? 

This research is grounded in postcolonial theory and memory studies. Postcolonial theory, particularly 

the works of Edward Said and Homi Bhabha, provides a framework for analyzing how literary texts 

challenge dominant historical discourses and reclaim suppressed histories. In addition, the study draws 

on theories of collective memory developed by Maurice Halbwachs and Paul Ricoeur, who view 

memory as a socially mediated and narrative-driven reconstruction of the past. These theoretical 

perspectives allow for a deeper understanding of how literature becomes a space where history is 

contested, reinterpreted, and symbolically reshaped. 

Methodologically, this study adopts a qualitative and interpretative approach. It relies primarily on close 

textual analysis of Half of a Yellow Sun, focusing on themes of memory, trauma, identity, and historical 

representation. A thematic and narrative analysis is conducted to examine the techniques Adichie 

employs such as multiple perspectives, temporal shifts, and interwoven personal and collective histories. 

Secondary sources, including critical essays and theoretical works, are also used to support and 

contextualize the analysis. 

METHOD 

This study adopts a qualitative research methodology based on close textual analysis of Half of a Yellow 

Sun. It relies on an interpretative approach to examine how historical memory and the rewriting of the 

past are constructed within the novel. The analysis focuses on narrative structure, characterization, 

polyphony of voices, temporal shifts, and symbolism related to the Biafran War. In addition, the study 

engages with relevant secondary sources, including works on memory studies and postcolonial theory, 

to provide a solid theoretical foundation for the interpretation of the text. Through this combined textual 
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and theoretical analysis, the research seeks to demonstrate how fiction functions as a space for 

reconstructing collective memory and reconfiguring national history. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

The analysis of Half of a Yellow Sun (2006) reveals that Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie employs fiction 

as a powerful medium for reconstructing historical memory, challenging dominant historical narratives, 

and reconfiguring national identity in postcolonial Nigeria. Drawing on Maurice Halbwachs’ concept 

of collective memory developed in On Collective Memory (1992), Paul Ricoeur’s reflections on 

narrative identity in Memory, History, Forgetting (2004), Edward Said’s critique of representation in 

Culture and Imperialism (1993), and Homi K. Bhabha’s theorization of cultural hybridity in The 

Location of Culture (1994), this discussion examines how the novel transforms the Biafran War into a 

site of remembrance, reinterpretation, and historical negotiation. The findings are organized around 

three interrelated themes: the reconstruction of historical memory through fictional narrative, the 

narrative strategies used to rewrite the past, and the role of literature as a form of counter-memory in the 

postcolonial reconfiguration of national identity. 

Reconstructing Historical Memory through Fictional Narrative 

One of the most significant achievements of Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s Half of a Yellow Sun (2006) 

lies in its reconstruction of the historical memory of the Nigerian-Biafran War (1967–1970). The novel 

revisits one of the most traumatic episodes in Nigerian history and transforms it into a literary space 

where individual experiences intersect with collective remembrance. Rather than reproducing official 

historical narratives centred on military operations, political decisions, and diplomatic negotiations, 

Adichie foregrounds the everyday experiences of ordinary individuals whose stories are often excluded 

from institutional histories. 

This reconstruction of memory can be understood through Maurice Halbwachs’ theory of collective 

memory. In On Collective Memory (1992), Halbwachs argues that memory is socially constructed and 

maintained through groups rather than preserved solely as individual recollection. According to this 

perspective, communities actively participate in shaping the meanings attached to past events. In Half 

of a Yellow Sun (2006), memory is not represented as a static archive of facts but as a living process 

mediated through family relationships, social interactions, cultural affiliations, and shared experiences 

of suffering. The memories of the Biafran conflict emerge through the experiences of characters such as 

Olanna, Odenigbo, Ugwu, and Richard, whose lives become interconnected with the broader historical 

realities of war. 

The novel illustrates how collective memory is transmitted through personal narratives. The experiences 

of displacement, starvation, violence, and loss are not presented as isolated incidents but as components 

of a larger communal experience. Adichie thus demonstrates that the memory of the war survives not 

only through official documentation but also through stories shared within families and communities. 

By privileging these alternative forms of remembrance, the novel challenges the authority of state-

centred historical narratives and creates a space for voices that have often remained marginalized. 

Another important aspect of memory reconstruction in the novel is its fragmented temporal structure. 

The narrative moves between the early 1960s and the period of the war itself, creating a non-linear 

chronology that reflects the dynamics of memory. Rather than presenting events in a strictly sequential 

order, Adichie allows past and present to interact continuously. This narrative strategy mirrors the way 

traumatic memories function, frequently resurfacing and reshaping contemporary understandings of 

identity and history. The temporal dislocations encourage readers to establish connections between pre-
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war social conditions and the eventual outbreak of conflict, thereby highlighting the historical processes 

that culminated in the Biafran crisis. 

The novel also humanizes historical trauma by focusing on the daily realities of civilian life during 

wartime. Hunger, displacement, fear, and uncertainty become central narrative concerns. Through these 

representations, Adichie reveals dimensions of the conflict that are frequently absent from official 

historical accounts. The emphasis on ordinary lives demonstrates that the consequences of war extend 

far beyond military battlefields and political institutions. In doing so, the novel contributes to a more 

inclusive and democratic understanding of historical memory. 

Furthermore, the reconstruction of memory in Half of a Yellow Sun (2006) reflects broader concerns 

within contemporary African literature. Many postcolonial writers seek to recover suppressed histories 

and challenge dominant historical narratives inherited from colonial and postcolonial institutions. 

Adichie participates in this literary tradition by transforming fiction into a medium of remembrance. Her 

novel demonstrates that literature can preserve historical experiences that might otherwise be forgotten, 

thereby contributing to the ongoing negotiation of collective memory within Nigerian society. 

Narrative Strategies and the Rewriting of the Past 

The rewriting of history in Half of a Yellow Sun (2006) is achieved through a series of sophisticated 

narrative strategies that challenge conventional representations of the Biafran War. Among these 

strategies, polyphony, shifting focalization, symbolism, and temporal fragmentation play particularly 

important roles. Together, they enable the novel to offer a multidimensional understanding of historical 

reality while questioning the possibility of a single, authoritative version of the past. 

One of the defining features of the novel is its polyphonic structure. The narrative is organized around 

multiple perspectives, primarily those of Ugwu, Olanna, and Richard. Each character occupies a distinct 

social and cultural position, providing different interpretations of historical events. This multiplicity of 

voices prevents the narrative from privileging a single perspective and instead encourages readers to 

recognize the complexity of historical experience. 

The alternation of focalization produces significant interpretative effects. Through Ugwu, readers gain 

access to the perspective of an ordinary Nigerian whose understanding of the war develops gradually 

through direct experience. Olanna’s perspective reveals the emotional and psychological consequences 

of conflict among educated urban elites, while Richard’s position as a British expatriate introduces an 

external viewpoint that highlights the international dimensions of the crisis. The interaction among these 

perspectives demonstrates that historical reality is inherently plural and cannot be adequately 

represented through a single narrative voice. 

This narrative multiplicity can be examined through Paul Ricoeur’s concept of narrative identity. In 

Memory, History, Forgetting (2004), Ricoeur argues that individuals and communities construct their 

identities through narratives that organize experiences across time. Identity is therefore not fixed but 

continuously shaped through storytelling. In Adichie’s novel, the characters develop their understanding 

of themselves through their engagement with historical events. Their identities evolve as they confront 

displacement, violence, and social transformation. The war becomes a crucial moment through which 

both personal and collective identities are renegotiated. 

The novel’s symbolism further contributes to its reinterpretation of history. The most prominent symbol 

is the “half of a yellow sun” that appears on the Biafran flag. This image functions as a powerful 

representation of hope, aspiration, and national self-determination. At the beginning of the narrative, the 

symbol embodies optimism and the promise of a new political future. As the conflict progresses, 

however, its meaning becomes increasingly complex. The symbol gradually comes to represent 
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fragmentation, loss, disappointment, and unrealized aspirations. Its evolution throughout the novel 

mirrors the trajectory of the Biafran project itself, transforming the emblem into a rich metaphor for the 

relationship between memory and nationhood. 

In addition to symbolism, Adichie employs temporal disruption as a strategy for rewriting the past. The 

narrative’s movement between different historical periods challenges linear conceptions of history and 

encourages readers to view the past as a dynamic field of interpretation. By juxtaposing pre-war 

optimism with wartime devastation, the novel highlights the fragility of political ideals and the 

unpredictability of historical processes. This narrative organization underscores the idea that history is 

not simply a sequence of completed events but an ongoing process of reinterpretation shaped by memory 

and perspective. 

Through these narrative strategies, Half of a Yellow Sun (2006) transcends the boundaries between 

fiction and historiography. Rather than merely reproducing historical events, the novel actively 

participates in their reinterpretation. Adichie demonstrates that literature possesses unique capacities for 

exploring the emotional, ethical, and psychological dimensions of history that often remain inaccessible 

within conventional historical discourse. 

Literature as Counter-Memory and Postcolonial Reconfiguration 

Beyond reconstructing historical memory and revisiting the past, Half of a Yellow Sun (2006) functions 

as a powerful form of counter-memory. The novel challenges dominant historical narratives by 

recovering experiences and perspectives that have frequently been marginalized or excluded from 

official accounts. In doing so, it contributes to broader postcolonial debates concerning representation, 

identity, power, and historical knowledge. 

The concept of counter-memory is particularly relevant to the novel’s engagement with the Biafran War. 

Official histories often prioritize political leaders, military strategies, and state institutions. Adichie, 

however, redirects attention toward civilians, women, refugees, children, and other social groups whose 

experiences rarely occupy central positions within national narratives. The novel therefore questions the 

selectivity of historical representation and exposes the limitations of state-centred approaches to history. 

Edward Said’s Culture and Imperialism (1993) provides an important framework for understanding this 

aspect of the novel. Said argues that representation is closely connected to structures of power and that 

dominant narratives often suppress alternative voices. From this perspective, Adichie’s project can be 

interpreted as an effort to challenge hegemonic representations of African history and recover 

perspectives that have been silenced. By foregrounding marginalized experiences, the novel broadens 

the scope of historical understanding and complicates simplified accounts of the conflict. 

Similarly, Homi K. Bhabha’s The Location of Culture (1994) offers valuable insights into the novel’s 

treatment of national identity. Bhabha emphasizes the hybrid and negotiated nature of cultural identity, 

arguing that nations are continuously constructed through processes of dialogue, contestation, and 

reinterpretation. This perspective is reflected throughout Half of a Yellow Sun. Rather than presenting 

Nigeria as a stable and unified entity, the novel portrays national identity as fragmented, contested, and 

constantly evolving. The experiences of its characters reveal the tensions that emerge when ethnic, 

regional, and national affiliations intersect during periods of political crisis. 

The novel also demonstrates how literature can serve as a site of historical intervention. Through 

storytelling, Adichie creates a space where forgotten memories can be recovered and alternative 

narratives can emerge. Literature becomes more than a reflection of reality; it becomes an active 

participant in the production of historical knowledge. This function is particularly significant in 
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postcolonial contexts, where official histories have often been shaped by colonial legacies, political 

interests, and ideological agendas. 

The findings of this study support and extend existing scholarship on memory and nationhood in 

Adichie’s work. Anyokwu (2008) emphasizes the relationship between memory and national 

consciousness in the novel, while Guarracino (2015) highlights its role in transmitting Biafran memory 

to later generations. Similarly, Makosso (2022) argues that Adichie reinterprets the civil war through a 

literary lens that challenges conventional historical narratives. Building upon these studies, the present 

analysis demonstrates that memory reconstruction, narrative strategy, and postcolonial critique operate 

together as interconnected dimensions of the novel’s engagement with history. 

Ultimately, Half of a Yellow Sun (2006) illustrates the capacity of literary fiction to preserve memory, 

challenge official narratives, and contribute to the ongoing reconfiguration of national identity. By 

integrating personal experiences with collective history, Adichie offers a nuanced and humanized 

representation of the Biafran War. The novel demonstrates that history is not merely a collection of facts 

but a field of interpretation shaped by memory, storytelling, and cultural negotiation. Through its 

engagement with trauma, remembrance, and identity, the text establishes itself as a significant 

contribution to contemporary African literature and to broader discussions concerning the relationship 

between literature and history. 

CONCLUSION 

In Half of a Yellow Sun (2006), Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie shows that history is not just about dates, 

leaders, or battles, but about the lived experiences of ordinary people. The novel highlights the fear, 

suffering, and resilience of individuals during the Nigerian-Biafran War, preserving memories that 

official accounts often overlook. Through multiple perspectives and detailed storytelling, Adichie 

emphasizes that the humanity behind historical events gives them true meaning. By rewriting the past 

in this way, the novel challenges simplified or one-sided narratives and restores the voices of those 

silenced. Ultimately, it demonstrates that understanding history requires engaging with personal stories, 

not just recording facts. 

Readers, students, and scholars should pay attention to personal narratives and storytelling when 

studying history, as these give a fuller and more humane understanding of the past. Educators can use 

novels like Half of a Yellow Sun (2006) to teach history in a way that combines factual events with 

human experiences, helping learners connect emotionally and critically with historical memory. 
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