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			CHIMAMANDA NGOZI ADICHIE

			NIGERIAN WRITER

			
					Born in Enugu (Nigeria) in 1977.

					Literary awards:	Orange Broadband Prize for Fiction, 2007 (for Half of a Yellow Sun)

	National Book Critics Circle Award for Fiction, 2013 (for Americanah)

	MacArthur Genius Grant, 2008




					Notable honours:	Member of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences (elected in 2017)




					Notable works:	Purple Hibiscus (2003), novel

	The Thing Around Your Neck (2009), short story collection

	Americanah (2013), novel

	We Should All Be Feminists (2014), essay




			

			Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie grew up in the world of academia, as both of her parents worked at the University of Nigeria in Nsukka: her mother was the head of admissions, while her father was a professor of statistics. This is reflected in her work, as a significant proportion of Half of a Yellow Sun is set in the university. Furthermore, during the early years of her childhood she lived in a house that had previously been the residence of Chinua Achebe (1930-2013), who is generally considered the most influential Nigerian writer of the modern era – an incredible coincidence which seems to foreshadow her own literary career.

			Adichie moved to the United States for university, and initially studied communications and political science at Drexel University in Philadelphia and Eastern Connecticut State University, before completing a Master’s degree in creative writing at John Hopkins University in Baltimore in 2003. That year, she also published her debut novel Purple Hibiscus, a coming-of-age story which centres on a dysfunctional Nigerian family.

			Since the publication of her first novel, Adichie has continued to write and publish fiction and non-fiction alike, and has received a number of awards in recognition of the way her writing has redefined English-language Nigerian and African fiction. She also obtained a second Master’s degree in African studies from Yale University in 2008.

			It is important to take this academic background into consideration when analysing the work of modern writers such as Adichie. Although society has traditionally had a tendency to assume that most authors are dashing adventurers like Lord Byron, whose madcap escapades are often even stranger than the stories they write, Adichie is part of a new generation of writers whose craft often draws more heavily on meticulous research and critical and literary theory than personal experience.

		

		
			





		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		


		
			HALF OF A YELLOW SUN

			THE BIRTH OF A NEW NATION

			
					Genre: novel

					Reference edition: Ngozi Adichie, C. (2007) Half of a Yellow Sun. London: Harper Perennial.

					1st edition: 2006

					Themes: colonialism, nationhood, race, war, language

			

			Half of a Yellow Sun is a masterful, uncompromisingly brutal examination of the Nigerian Civil War, also known as the Biafran War. It tells the story of the twin sisters Olanna and Kainene, whose family is part of the Nigerian upper class, where corruption is rampant and often works in the favour of the British colonisers from whom the country has just won its independence instead of the people of Nigeria itself. The novel also focuses on Olanna’s partner Odenigbo, a professor of mathematics with socialist leanings, and Richard, an aspiring British writer with whom Kainene falls in love.

			The sisters’ lives are thrown into turmoil when the country’s tenuous hold on peace is threatened by the Hausa, a Muslim ethnic group, who seize control of the country and massacre the Igbo, the minority group that Olanna and Kainene belong to. This breathtaking novel navigates the themes of exile, mistreatment, death and betrayal to create an in-depth portrait of the era it is set in, and explores the thin line that separates hope and hate.

		

		
			





		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		


		
			SUMMARY

			ARRIVAL IN NIGERIA

			The opening pages of the novel introduce the character of Ugwu, a young man from a humble background who has just moved to Nsukka to work as a houseboy for Odenigbo, who hosts intellectual debates and worries a great deal about the political and social stability of Nigeria. The pair soon develop a close bond.

			However, Ugwu’s peaceful life is disrupted when Odenigbo’s girlfriend Olanna moves in with them. Olanna quickly takes charge of the house and the couple frequently engage in loud sex, but over time, Olanna and Ugwu also develop a close bond. All three are Igbo, but while Olanna and Odenigbo have both received an education, Olanna had a much more privileged upbringing than Odenigbo. Olanna goes against her father’s wishes and begins working as a professor of sociology in Nsukka, and also breaks up with her rich Hausa ex-boyfriend, Mohammed, once and for all.

			The reader soon learns that Olanna has a twin sister called Kainene, who is much more pragmatic and works for one of their father’s companies. Kainene meets a British journalist and aspiring writer called Richard, who is dating a woman called Susan, and they fall in love. Kainene moves to Port Harcourt to manage the family business, while Richard moves to Nsukka to study traditional Igbo art and develops a fascination with the local culture there. He also becomes a member of Odenigbo’s social circle, and starts attending their gatherings. Meanwhile, Ugwu starts attending primary school, and grows closer to Olanna and Odenigbo as his education progresses. However, the household’s happiness is marred by the fact that Olanna’s desire to have a child is never fulfilled.

			DOMESTIC STRIFE

			Olanna does not get along with Odenigbo’s mother, who wishes that her son had chosen to start a relationship with someone else. After a fight between the couple, the distrust that Odenigbo’s mother feels towards Olanna reaches fever pitch and, according to Ugwu, she performs some kind of witchcraft and forces Odenigbo to sleep with a servant girl called Amala.

			Amala falls pregnant, and Olanna learns of the affair. Her relationship with Odenigbo begins to deteriorate, and she grows closer to Richard, with whom she eventually has sex. Afterwards, she tells Odenigbo everything, and he bars Richard from their house in a humiliated rage. Kainene also learns of the affair and is furious with her sister.

			Amala gives birth to a baby girl, but does not want to take responsibility for the child. Olanna then decides to adopt the infant, feeling certain that this is the daughter she has always wanted. However, she is unable to decide on a name, and simply calls her Baby.

			DEATH COMES KNOCKING

			After a number of years go by, peace is restored in Olanna and Odenigbo’s household, although Olanna and Kainene are not on speaking terms and Richard is not welcome there. Meanwhile, a group of Igbo dissidents launch a coup d’état against the ruling Hausa elite and assassinate a number of politicians. Olanna is one of the few characters who is left feeling uneasy in the wake of the coup, which is celebrated by her relatives.


			Did you know?

			Nigeria is a highly culturally diverse country, as it is inhabited by a variety of ethnic groups, and relations between these different groups are often strained. Half of a Yellow Sun discusses how the Hausa people received preferential treatment during the period when the country was colonised by the British, as they were perceived as more “civilised” than other ethnic groups because they were Muslim. This gave rise to a social structure in which the Hausa people became part of the establishment, collecting taxes and subjugating other ethnic groups, such as the Igbo and the Yoruba, in exchange for a tacit understanding that Christian missionaries would focus their attention elsewhere.
This social structure created tremendous inequality between the country’s various ethnic groups and the geographical regions they hailed from: while northern Nigeria, which was chiefly inhabited by the Hausa, became increasingly rich and powerful, the south-eastern areas of the country were left vulnerable to exploitation at the hands of the British colonisers who only cared about their own economic interests.



			The celebrations are short-lived, as the Hausa quickly form an alliance with the Yoruba and strike back at the Igbo, staging a second coup to seize back power and massacring the Igbo population. The situation spirals completely out of control, and train stations are filled with the injured. Seeing the chaos unfold, Olanna fears for her aunt and uncle’s safety, and manages to make the perilous journey to the neighbourhood they live in with Mohammed’s help. She discovers that they were killed by their own neighbours, and is shaken to her core. On the train back to the city, she encounters a woman who shows her a horrific sight:

			“Olanna looked into the bowl. She saw the little girl’s head with the ashy-grey skin and the plaited hair and rolled-back eyes and open mouth. She stared at it for a while before she looked away. Somebody screamed.” (p.149)

			The Igbo people attempt to secede from the rest of Nigeria and found a new country called the Republic of Biafra. Odenigbo approves of this development, as he believes that secession could benefit the country and put a stop to the massacres; however, it is already too late, and vast quantities of blood have already been spilled.
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			REPERCUSSIONS

			Following the death of her aunt and uncle, Olanna is left unable to move her legs and feels utterly helpless, and Odenigbo’s usually robust constitution is left weakened. Olanna and Richard are reunited when they both attend a conference about the war, which ends in a street protest led by Odumegwu Ojukwu (1933-2011), the leader of the Republic of Biafra. This sight captures the imaginations of both Olanna and Richard, who see him as a symbol of rebirth and renewal.

			The family are in the middle of making preparations to attend Ugwu’s sister’s wedding when they are interrupted by the arrival of Nigerian military forces nearby and are forced to flee to Odenigbo’s mother’s house in Aba, where Odenigbo takes a job as a social worker. However, their newfound peace does not last long, as the town soon comes under attack from Hausa forces. The family are forced to flee once more, but Odenigbo’s mother decides to remain in her hometown. This time, Olanna and Odenigbo end up in Umuahia, where Olanna begins working as a teacher and the couple get married; however, the wedding ceremony is interrupted by an air strike.

			TRYING TIMES

			Although their new life is far from stable and this terrifies Olanna, she tries to put on a brave face. When the school she works at is turned into a refugee centre, she decides to keep teaching in her home, with Ugwu’s help. Meanwhile, Odenigbo learns that his mother has been killed. In his despair, he attempts to travel back to her hometown, determined to give her a proper funeral, even though he knows that the road will be full of Nigerian soldiers.

			Elsewhere, Richard has been tasked with writing articles about the Biafra situation. He becomes quite well known for his work, which blends accurate coverage of the war with commentary on the untenable political situation and the hope that the war will soon come to an end, now that Nigeria is receiving aid from a number of foreign powers to fight against Biafra.

			Odenigbo falls into a deep depression, and the family is forced to move into a tiny apartment. Ugwu is also approached by members of the Biafran army who are hoping to conscript him into their ranks on a number of occasions. The only spark of light in what seems to be a hopeless situation is a visit from Kainene, during which the sisters finally seem to put aside their differences. In the end, Ugwu succumbs to pressure from his peers and is conscripted into the army; he becomes a skilled fighter, and is held in high esteem by his comrades. However, this leads to his darkest moment when the other soldiers manage to talk him into raping a woman, leaving him haunted by the memory of the hate that burned in her eyes.

			Shortly afterwards, Kainene informs Olanna that Ugwu has been killed in battle. The city comes under attack once again, and the family is forced to move in with Kainene and Richard. The twins grow closer and become inseparable once again, and everything seems to be looking up when they learn that Ugwu is actually alive. However, one day Kainene leaves to attempt to trade across enemy lines and disappears.

			Ojukwu surrenders and the Republic of Biafra is dissolved. The family is able to return to Nsukka, but Kainene is still missing, and Richard throws all of his energy into searching for her.

			A few years later, Ugwu returns to his hometown, where he discovers that his mother has died and his sister was raped. He starts writing a book about the war, and titles it Narrative of the Life of a Country. On the other hand, Richard has stopped writing, and Kainene is never seen again.
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