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Abstract 

This review paper explores the themes of identity crisis and power dynamics in the novels 

of Nobel Laureate Abdulrazak Gurnah. Through an in-depth analysis of his works, this study 

examines how Gurnah portrays the struggles of displacement, cultural conflict, and the 

lingering effects of colonialism on individual identity. By synthesizing insights from existing 

literature, the review highlights how Gurnah's characters navigate complex socio-political 

landscapes, revealing the intricate interplay between personal agency and external power 

structures. The findings underscore Gurnah's contribution to postcolonial literature and his 

nuanced exploration of the human condition in the face of historical and contemporary 

forces. This review aims to provide a comprehensive understanding of Gurnah's narrative 

strategies and their broader implications for discussions on identity and power in literature. 
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Introduction:  

Abdulrazak Gurnah, a Nobel Prize-winning 

novelist, has gained global recognition for 

his convincing narratives that explore 

themes of displacement, migration, 

colonialism, and cultural identity. His 

works often depict characters who struggle 

with identity crises, caught between their 

native heritage and the influences of foreign 

cultures. Gurnah’s novels provide a rich 

examination of how historical and socio-

political forces shape individual and 

collective identities, particularly in 

postcolonial settings. 

One of the key aspects of Gurnah’s 

storytelling is his nuanced portrayal of 

power dynamics. His narratives frequently 

highlight the tensions between colonizers 

and the colonized, indigenous traditions 

and imposed Western ideologies, and 

personal autonomy versus societal 

expectations. Through his characters’ 

experiences, Gurnah sheds light on the 

psychological, emotional, and political 

struggles that arise from these conflicts. His 

works not only address historical injustices 

but also engage with contemporary issues 

of migration, exile, and the search for 

belonging. 

This systematic review aims to analyse how 

identity crises and power dynamics are 

represented in Gurnah’s novels. By 

examining existing literary critiques and 

scholarly interpretations of his works, this 

study seeks to provide a comprehensive 

understanding of his thematic concerns and 

narrative techniques. The review will 

explore how Gurnah’s characters navigate 

issues of race, ethnicity, colonial history, 

and social hierarchies, offering insights into 

broader discussions on identity and power 

in postcolonial literature. 

Problem Statement:  
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The themes of identity crisis and power 

dynamics are central to postcolonial 

literature, reflecting the struggles of 

individuals and societies grappling with the 

effects of colonization, migration, and 

cultural displacement. Abdulrazak 

Gurnah’s novels vividly portray these 

conflicts, illustrating how historical and 

socio-political forces shape personal and 

collective identities. However, while 

Gurnah’s works have gained critical 

recognition, there remains a need for a 

systematic review that consolidates 

scholarly perspectives on how identity 

crises and power structures are represented 

in his narratives. 

Objective of the Study:  

Following are the objectives of this study: 

 To analyse the portrayal of identity 

crisis in selected novels of 

Abdulrazak Gurnah. 

 To investigate how Gurnah’s 

characters navigate identity and 

power struggles. 

Literature Review 

Abdulrazak Gurnah’s novels have been 

extensively analyzed within the framework 

of postcolonial literature, particularly in 

relation to themes of displacement, identity 

crisis, and power structures. Scholars have 

examined his works through various critical 

perspectives, including postcolonial theory, 

migration studies, and historical memory. 

This literature review synthesizes existing 

research on Gurnah’s exploration of 

identity crises and power dynamics in his 

narratives. 

Several studies highlight Gurnah’s 

portrayal of identity crises as a consequence 

of forced migration and colonial histories. 

Hiddleston (2005) argues that Gurnah’s 

characters exist in liminal spaces, torn 

between their homeland and adopted 

societies, resulting in psychological 

fragmentation. For example, By the Sea 

(2001) explores the struggles of Saleh 

Omar, an exiled refugee, emphasizing the 

complexities of self-perception and cultural 

hybridity. White (2018) expands on this by 

asserting that identity in Gurnah’s novels is 

fluid and constantly evolving, aligning with 

Stuart Hall’s (1990) concept of identity as a 

continuous process shaped by history and 

experience. 

In terms of power dynamics, scholars such 

as Gikandi (2000) and McLeod (2010) 

examine how Gurnah critiques colonial and 

postcolonial power structures. His novel 

Paradise (1994) reimagines East Africa’s 

pre-colonial and colonial experiences, 

exposing economic exploitation and racial 

hierarchies. Similarly, Afterlives (2020) 

explores the long-term effects of colonial 

rule, illustrating how imperial histories 

continue to shape contemporary realities. 

Fanon’s (1961) theory of colonial 

alienation is particularly relevant to 

Gurnah’s depiction of postcolonial African 

societies, where internalized colonial 

ideologies create socio-political struggles. 

Furthermore, Ahmed (2015) analyses 

Gurnah’s depiction of racial and cultural 

marginalization, particularly the systemic 

exclusion faced by African migrants in 

Europe. This aligns with Said’s (1978) 

concept of "othering," where dominant 

cultures define themselves by 

marginalizing outsiders. Critics such as 

Brown (2020) also emphasize Gurnah’s 

fragmented storytelling and multi-

perspective narration as techniques that 

reflect the complexities of identity 

formation. 

Overall, existing literature underscores 

Gurnah’s critical engagement with themes 

of identity, displacement, and power. 
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However, there remains a need for a 

comprehensive synthesis of how these 

issues interconnect across his works. This 

study seeks to bridge that gap by providing 

an integrated analysis of Gurnah’s 

contributions to postcolonial literature. 

Methodology:  

This research adopts a qualitative approach, 

focusing on close textual analysis of 

Abdulrazak Gurnah’s selected novels, 

including Paradise (1994), By the Sea 

(2001), Desertion (2005), and Afterlives 

(2020). The study employs a post-colonial 

theoretical framework to explore the 

themes of identity crisis and power 

dynamics, drawing on the works of Edward 

Said, Homi K. Bhabha, and Frantz Fanon. 

Said’s concept of Orientalism is utilized to 

analyse the colonial gaze and its impact on 

self-perception, while Bhabha’s theory of 

hybridity and the “third space” helps 

examine the fluid and fragmented identities 

of Gurnah’s characters. Fanon’s insights 

into the psychological effects of colonial 

oppression provide a lens for understanding 

the internal conflicts faced by individuals in 

Gurnah’s narratives. The rationale for this 

approach lies in the relevance of Gurnah’s 

themes to contemporary global discussions 

on migration, cultural displacement, and 

systemic oppression, as well as the 

underexplored intersectionality of race, 

class, gender, and ethnicity in his works. 

The primary sources for this study are the 

aforementioned novels, which serve as a 

foundation for analyzing the interplay 

between personal identity and socio-

political structures. Secondary sources 

include scholarly articles, critical essays, 

and historical texts that provide contextual 

and theoretical support. These include 

Edward Said’s Orientalism (1978), Homi 

K. Bhabha’s the Location of Culture 

(1994), and Frantz Fanon’s Black Skin, 

White Masks (1952), along with critical 

reviews of Gurnah’s works in journals like 

Postcolonial Text and Research in African 

Literatures. By combining textual analysis 

with historical contextualization, the study 

investigates recurring themes such as 

migration, exile, hybridity, and power, as 

well as the narrative techniques—such as 

fragmented timelines and memory—that 

Gurnah employs to articulate identity 

crises. This methodology enables a 

comprehensive examination of how 

Gurnah’s novels reflect the complexities of 

post-colonial identity and power dynamics. 

Findings: 

The systematic review of Abdulrazak 

Gurnah’s novels highlights his profound 

exploration of identity crises and power 

dynamics, particularly within postcolonial 

and diasporic contexts. His protagonists 

frequently struggle with displacement, 

migration, and exile, leading to fractured 

identities and a sense of alienation. Novels 

such as Paradise and By the Sea illustrate 

how characters navigate cultural hybridity, 

torn between their homeland and the 

pressures of assimilation in foreign 

societies. This struggle underscores broader 

issues of belonging, memory, and self-

perception. 

Gurnah also critically examines colonial 

and postcolonial power structures, 

revealing how historical forces continue to 

shape individual and societal identities. His 

narratives expose racial discrimination, 

economic disparities, and the lingering 

effects of colonial subjugation. His 

depiction of African migrants in Europe, for 

instance, reflects systemic exclusion and 

cultural "othering." Beyond colonial 

themes, Gurnah explores interpersonal 

power struggles within families and 

communities, addressing gender inequality, 
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generational conflicts, and social 

hierarchies. 

His unique narrative technique such as 

fragmented storytelling, shifting 

perspectives, and the use of memory—

further enrich his exploration of identity 

and power. Overall, Gurnah’s works 

challenge dominant historical narratives, 

providing a nuanced understanding of the 

human condition in the face of 

displacement, oppression, and resilience. 

Discussion /Analysis: 

Abdulrazak Gurnah’s novels explore the 

complexities of identity formation, 

migration, exile, and postcolonial power 

structures, offering a profound critique of 

historical and contemporary socio-political 

conditions. Through a systematic review of 

existing literature, this section examines 

how identity crisis and power dynamics 

manifest in Gurnah’s works, particularly 

through themes of displacement, colonial 

oppression, cultural hybridity, and 

resistance. 

Identity Crisis in Gurnah’s Novels:  

1. Migration, Displacement, and 

Exile 

One of the most recurrent themes in 

Gurnah’s novels is the dislocation of 

individuals from their homelands, often due 

to colonial rule, political turmoil, or 

economic hardship. Protagonists in works 

such as Paradise (1994), By the Sea (2001), 

and Afterlives (2020) experience the 

fragmentation of identity as they navigate 

unfamiliar cultures, languages, and social 

hierarchies. Scholars argue that Gurnah’s 

fiction reflects the psychological and 

emotional toll of forced migration, where 

characters struggle between nostalgia for 

the past and adaptation to new realities. 

For instance, in By the Sea, Saleh Omar, an 

asylum seeker, arrives in England with a 

false identity, symbolizing how migration 

necessitates reinvention but also erases 

personal histories. Similarly, Yusuf in 

Paradise undergoes a transformation from 

an innocent boy to a colonized subject, 

highlighting the ways in which power 

structures dictate personal identity. 

2. Hybridity and Cultural 

Alienation 

Gurnah’s characters often exist in a liminal 

space, caught between the colonizer’s 

culture and their native traditions. Homi 

Bhabha’s concept of hybridity is relevant 

here, as it explains how identities become 

fluid in postcolonial contexts. In Desertion 

(2005), the relationship between an 

Englishman and a Swahili woman reflects 

the clash and fusion of cultures, illustrating 

how colonial encounters reshape identities. 

However, rather than romanticizing 

hybridity, Gurnah exposes the alienation 

and marginalization that often accompany 

it. 

Power Dynamics in Gurnah’s Fiction 

1. Colonial and Postcolonial 

Oppression 

Power relations in Gurnah’s novels are 

deeply rooted in historical contexts of 

imperialism, slavery, and economic 

exploitation. Paradise serves as a powerful 

allegory for colonial domination, as Yusuf’s 

fate is shaped by the mercantile and slave 

systems of East Africa under European 

influence. His journey from innocence to 

servitude reflects the broader fate of 

colonized societies, where indigenous 

people were reduced to economic and 

social subjugation. 

Similarly, Afterlives explores the legacy of 

German colonial rule in East Africa, 

portraying the brutality of war, forced 
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conscription, and the long-lasting trauma 

inflicted upon local communities. Scholarly 

analyses emphasize that Gurnah does not 

merely depict colonial violence but also 

examines its enduring consequences on 

individual and collective identities. 

2. Racial and Social Hierarchies 

Gurnah’s novels also critique racial 

hierarchies and social stratification, 

showing how colonial ideologies persist 

even in postcolonial societies. In By the 

Sea, the protagonist faces xenophobia and 

systemic discrimination as an immigrant in 

England, reflecting neo-colonial power 

structures that continue to oppress migrants 

from former colonies. This aligns with 

Frantz Fanon’s arguments in Black Skin, 

White Masks, where colonized subjects 

internalize feelings of inferiority imposed 

by dominant racial narratives. 

Furthermore, gendered power dynamics are 

significant in Gurnah’s fiction. Female 

characters, such as Asha in Desertion, 

navigate patriarchal constraints alongside 

colonial oppression, highlighting the 

intersectionality of power structures that 

shape identity. 

Conclusion 

This systematic review has examined the 

depiction of identity crisis and power 

dynamics in the novels of Abdulrazak 

Gurnah, highlighting how his works 

critically engage with themes of migration, 

exile, colonial oppression, cultural 

hybridity, and resistance. Through a 

nuanced exploration of displacement, 

historical trauma, and racial hierarchies, 

Gurnah presents a powerful critique of the 

lingering effects of colonialism and neo-

colonialism on individual and collective 

identities. 

The analysis reveals that identity crisis in 

Gurnah’s fiction is largely shaped by forced 

migration, cultural alienation, and 

hybridity, as his characters struggle with 

belonging and self-definition in 

postcolonial settings. His portrayal of 

power dynamics further underscores the 

exploitative structures of colonial rule, 

showing how racial and social hierarchies 

continue to impact marginalized 

individuals, both in former colonies and in 

the diaspora. Drawing on postcolonial 

theory from scholars like Homi Bhabha, 

Edward Said, and Frantz Fanon, this 

research demonstrates how Gurnah’s 

narratives challenge dominant historical 

discourses and offer alternative 

perspectives on identity formation. 

Ultimately, this study affirms that Gurnah’s 

fiction serves as a vital literary contribution 

to postcolonial discourse, offering deep 

insights into the psychological and social 

dimensions of identity crisis and power 

struggles. His works remain relevant in 

discussions on immigration, race, and 

historical memory, providing a voice to 

those often erased from mainstream 

narratives. Future research could further 

explore comparative studies between 

Gurnah and other postcolonial writers or 

analyse how his works resonate within 

contemporary global migration and refugee 

crises. 
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