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Abstract   
Our literature review shows that Adichie’s works, including Purple Hibiscus, recognize 
gender marginalization in areas undermined by many African authors. These areas 
includeparenting and child development that determine individual emotional stabilityand 
social responsibility. This study interrogates the form of cultural upbringing of a child 
which stifles the unconscious selfhood of an individual whose existential being is subject 
to both the conscious and the unconscious. The study focuses onthe subtleties of 
parenting and character formation in Adichie’s Purple Hibiscus. Tracing individual identity 
models of ‘dependency’ and ‘autonomy, it further investigates characters’ emotional 
stability and social responsibilityas outcomes of socio-cultural empowerment through 
child development processes. The study takes a developmental analysis of characters and 
circumstances that surround each character’s social behaviour in the novel. This is 
determined using Erikson’s psychoanalytic models of human development and social 
r\esponsibility (psychosocial principles). Although parental discipline gives more positive 
results in child development, extremity, domestic violence and social alienation as child 
upbringing strategies in Adechie’s Purple Hibiscus are socio-culturally counterproductive. 
 
Keywords: domesticity, trauma, socialization, anxiety and social difficulties 
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Introduction 
An Igbo adage views children as yam 
tendrils that must be staked towards the 
right direction for positive growth. It 
follows that a child should be raised in 
the right cultural direction. A child is, 
therefore, socio-culturally empowered 
when, at the developmental stages, such 
a child gets positively motivated towards 
the target goal. (Tyson, 2006). The reason 
is that the world, from a psychoanalytic 
perspective, reveals the psychological 
history of individuals. Such history, as 
Tyson explains, begins as childhood 
experiences through adolescence and 
adulthood. It is, however, pertinent to 
note that human psychological history 
cannot be devoid of individuals’socio-
cultural environment, including family 
and society.The Igbo land in Southeastern 
Nigeriaisa postcolonial hybrid society of 
indigenous patriarchy and colonial/ 
Western civilization. The child in this 
society, as found in Adichie’s Purple 
Hibiscus, is doubly deniedof their rights, 
just as women in that same society. The 
child is often faced with trauma, yet he 
or she isexpected to remain silent until 
adulthood is attained (Okolie, 1998). 
Purple Hibiscus presents wide-ranging 
instantiations of trauma through 
Eugene’s high handedness and extremity 

in handling his wife and 
children(Ifechelobi, 2014;Meher, 2014). 
Ifechelobi (2014) puts it succinctly that 
“members of Eugene Achike’s household 
do not have a mind of their own; instead 
they live at his mercy and according to 
his dictates” (p. 21). 
 
The novel has been identified as a 
bildungsroman; that is, a novel about 
human growth and development. This is 
because Purple Hibiscus features 
characters in their formative years(Bryce, 
2008; Ouma, 2009; Okuyade, 2009; 
2011). Comparing Purple Hibiscus with 
other bildungsroman texts with 
postcolonial and gender bent,Meher 
(2014) notes that “Beatrice remains silent 
until time comes when she cuts down the 
wild tongue of Eugene her husband” 
(p.208). However, Purple Hibiscus does 
not only rouse some tension on the 
socio-cultural development of Kambili 
and Jaja, but it also encourages a 
reflection on the words of Papa Nnukwu 
as he would repeatedly say: “It is the 
missionaries that misled my son” (91), a 
viewpoint that resonates with Eugene’s 
own background and his eventual 
psychosocial dysfunction. Papa Nnukwu 
illustrates his worries with the 
missionaries’ teachings in which their 
message demonstrates that the father 
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and the son are equal. According to Papa 
Nnukwu, “It was then that I knew that 
the white man was mad. The father and 
the son are equal? Tufia! Do you not see? 
That is why Eugene can disregard me, 
because, he thinks we are equal.” (92).It 
again prompts some questions on why 
Beatrice considers the killing of Eugene 
her husband as an act of liberation.  
 
Many other scholars believe that Purple 
Hibiscus is a political imagination of 
contemporary Nigerian society depicting 
oppression at both national and domestic 
scenes (Oha, 2007; Andrade, 2011). While 
Andrade explores the Nigerian political 
crises, Oha sees Kambili as a voice 
submerged in a socio-cultural and 
governmental instability (p.200), thus 
opening up the text for more culture-
oriented critique than national politics 
can offer. Having characterized the 
psychological trauma of the girl-child 
Kambiliand her mother Beatrice,feminist 
readings of this text have proliferated 
and become quite dominant. It is 
observed that many critics have utilized 
such characterization in imbuing the 
psychosocial development of Kambili with 
patriarchal domination of her world and 
that of her mother, Beatrice (Larson, 
2013; Ifechelobi, 2014; Mtenje, 2016). In 
Mtenje’s words, “this type of socialization 

is not only disempowering to women as 
mothers but also to their daughters’ 
social development” (p. 1).This statement 
corroborates that of Ifechelobi (2014) 
who likened Eugene Achike’s householdto 
Orwell’s Animal Farm(1981). Ifechelobi 
states that in Eugene’s house “All animals 
are equal but some are more equal than 
others” (p. 18). She maintains that 
Adichie’s Purple Hibiscus is a 
representation of many African homes, 
where tyranny, as can be seen in Eugene’s 
wickedness and hypocrisy, defines 
patriarchy as a way of life in 
contemporary African societies (p. 20). 
This socio-cultural development is,in the 
view of Mtenje (2016), a domination of 
the womenfolk. This view accommodates 
the fear of an existing patriarchal order 
which puts preference on males and 
relegates women to the periphery. Larson 
(2013) offers a juxtaposition of the 
trauma experienced by Kambili and her 
mother through Michael Foucault’s 
theories of ‘surveillance and torture’. 
Larson (2013) focuses on Eugene’s 
application of these two concepts to have 
control over his family.  
 
Even though these studiesexist, there 
remains a critical need tolook beyond 
Eugene’s chaotic life and that of the 
other characters around him. This study, 
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therefore, examines Adichie’s major 
characters (Eugene, Kambili, Jaja, 
Beatrice, Aunty Ifeoma, Amaka and 
Obiora) in light of Erikson’s human 
developmental stages. 
 
From a defined theoretical perspective 
and methodology, this papertakes a 
thematic development to establish 
autonomy and dependency as the 
psychosocial equilibrium that empowers 
an individual. While psychosocial 
difficulties as depicted by Eugene’s family 
constitute the model of child 
development common among middle-
class Nigerian families, models of 
psychosocial equilibrium are exemplified 
by Aunty Ifeoma and her children. Our 
study supports earlier studies that 
establish gender oppression as a central 
motif in the novel but differs from them 
by focusing on the autonomy and 
dependency of each character and how 
these psychosocial principles help to 
strengthen or discourage these characters 
at their formatives tages. The aim of this 
study is to identify the psychosocial 
difficulties in the characters who are 
domestically traumatized and socially 
alienated in the society of Adichie’s 
Purple Hibiscus.   
 
Theoretical framework and methodology: 

In psychoanalysis, the human psyche is a 
developmental process that occurs in 
stages. No stage is passed and erased 
completely. Every previous stage is 
preserved and developed into the next 
stage consciously or unconsciously 
(Freud, 1966). Freud’s theory of the 
psyche reveals that nobody is completely 
free of psychological issues such as fear 
and doubt. These issues, as earlier stated, 
are psychological histories that originate 
from childhood through adolescenceto 
adulthood (Tyson, 2006). The adolescence 
and adulthood of an individual are later 
stages of human development directly 
influenced by childhood and 
developmental concepts, including 
autonomy and dependency (Erikson, 
1963,1968,1980). 
 
Influenced by Freud’s psychosexual 
theory, Erikson argues that the human 
ego is impacted by a child’s 
environmental factors. Erikson’s 
construction of child development 
theories and psychological conflicts 
reflect his Freudian psychoanalytic 
training even as it emphasizes the social 
aspects of child development more than  
 
the internal psychic conditions (Curtis, 
2015). Erikson conceptualizes identity as 
developing in the context of social 
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relationships and social institutions that 
either work to promote or hinder an 
individual’s identity (Delgado, 2009). 
These social relationships and institutions 
that work to promote or hinder an 
individual’s identity are what we refer to 
as socio-cultural empowerment or 
disempowerment following an 
individual’s access to psychosocial 
dependency and autonomy at the stages 
of growth. Nwaogaidu (2020) argues that 
social identity is foregrounded in 
difference and both constitute human 
existential struggle for relevance. Social 
identity therefore engenders the 
continued truggle in the character of 
Jaja, Kambili and even Papa himself.    

Erikson’s eight stages of child 
development include Trust vs. Mistrust, 
Autonomy vs. Shame and Doubt, Initiative 
vs. Guilt, Industry vs. Inferiority, Identity 
vs. Confusion, Intimacy vs. Isolation, 
Generativity vs. Stagnation and Integrity 
vs. Despair. Although psychosocial 
developmental analysis has some 
theoretical limitations, this study explores 
the broad framework it provides to 
account for development throughout the 
entire lifespan. It also allows for emphasis 
on the social nature of human beings and 
the important influence that autonomy 
and dependency have on individual 

development and socio-cultural 
empowerment.As a methodological  

approach, our objective is to identify how 
these two critical concepts (autonomy 
and dependency) permeate other stages 
of development and result in a 
dysfunction and other socio-cultural 
difficulties in Adichie’s characters. Our 
analysis of the text includes a detailed 
investigation of certain actions taken by 
characters like Kambili, Jaja, Aunty 
Ifeoma, AmakaObiora, Beatrice, and 
Eugene, and why their behaviour could be 
considered as a dysfunction,whichis 
evidential of tragedyor socio-cultural 
diifficulty. The first stage of psychosocial 
theory is trust versus mistrust. This is at 
the earliest stage of growth development, 
which refers to when a child begins to 
develop confidence based on the trust he 
or she has in the parents or caregivers. 
This stage determines an individual’s 
perception of his or her society and the 
world at large. Trust at this stage comes 
from parental relationships, and when the 
relationship fails to give the child 
autonomy and dependency, that child 
loses confidence in him as well as in the 
world around him. Eugene’s wife and 
children characterize mistrust of the 
developmental stages, because they fail 
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to achieve autonomy and, as such, are 
restricted from relating with others. 

Autonomy/dependency andpsychosocial 
equilibrium in Purple Hibiscus 
Autonomy and dependency are 
recognized as basic needs of human 
development in different theoretical 
perspectives, including psychoanalysis 
(Erikson, 1968; Guisinger and Blatt, 1994; 
Wiggins & Trapnell, 1996). They are 
usually perceived as beingin binary 
opposition to one another in a given 
situation (Guisinger & Blatt, 1994; 
Wiggins & Trapnell, 1996). A more critical 
observation reveals that they should 
rather be mutually inclusive than 
oppositional in the life of an individual. 
Following the principle of life 
interconnection, autonomy and 
dependency are equal to self and others. 
In this study, the two are referred to as 
freedom and interdependence. Humans 
live in communion with one another in as 
much as humans strive to be 
economically independent. Recent studies 
have reasserted the importance and 
inseparability of autonomy and 
dependency in human development 
(Kagitcibasi, 1996; Raeff, 1997). 
Autonomy, as our analysis will soon 
reveal,gives a child some courage that he 
or she can socialize and relate with 

others without fear or doubt. While 
dependency strengthens an individual’s 
interrelationship with others through the 
trust developed for self and others, 
autonomy gives an individual the volition 
or confidence to make decisions on his or 
her own. Dependency also implies 
carrying others along and also refers to 
the freedom it takes to interact with 
othersin socio-cultural contexts. 

Froma psychoanalytic perspective, 
Erikson’s psychosocial models propose 
individual autonomy as personal 
independence which is consideredas a 
necessity for human development and 
socio-cultural empowerment (Erikson, 
1968; Blos, 1979). These psychoanalysts 
prioritize the importance of individual 
independence, self-reliance, self-
actualization, privacy, and freedom of 
choice. Therefore, individual 
independence or personal autonomy is a 
cherished value in child development 
(Zimmer-Gembeck and Collins, 2003; 
Kagitcibasi, 2005). These scholars argue 
that autonomy and dependency in child 
development are normal and essential 
psychosocial conditions of adolescence 
that influence social responsibilities in 
adult hood. Kagitcibasi (2005) considers 
their reflection in much popular 
psychology from the standpoint of parent 



 
ikenga  Vol. 22, No.3,  September 2021 

Abonyi, Ekwueme-Ugwu, Egwu,       https://doi.org/10.53836/ijia/2021/22/3/008  7  

  

education, including social role 
development. They all emphasize the 
fourth stage which is “industry versus 
inferiority” as an accomplishment already 
established following autonomy and 
dependency within Erikson’s psychosocial 
models (Curtis, 2015). These modelsare 
taken into the discourse of our primary 
text – Adichie’sPurple Hibiscus – 
following their provisions for individual 
autonomy and relatedness to the models 
that empower one, if given, for a more 
positive social responsibility. For example, 
toddlers(i.e., children between the ages of 
one and three) are usually faced with 
Erikson’s autonomy versus shame and 
doubt. At this age, children try to explore 
their world, as they understand that they 
can take actions and act on their own to 
achieve results. Given the opportunity, 
such children would begin to develop a 
preference for certain activities, 
phenomena and people around them. 
They would show obvious interest in 
doing things to help their parents and 
feel a sense of responsibility. But when 
denied the opportunity for this self-
assertion, such a child might begin to 
doubt his/her ability, which leaves the 
child with the feeling of shame, mistrust 
and low self-esteem. Kambili typifies this 
description because she is denied 

autonomy, which resultsin shame, doubt 
and eventually low self-esteem.   
 
Purple Hibiscus, however,is a novel about 
growth, and thus, a story of human 
development. It introduces a transition of 
the self through a first-person account of 
self-ignorance to the attendant conflict 
and self-discovery in the latter stages. 
Some readings of the novelemphasize the 
psychological independence Kambili 
eventually achieves. Such a narrow focus 
tends to undermine the untold stories of 
Kambili’s parents that separate virtually 
every member of the family from their 
other relatives and the larger society. 
Kambili is usually described as an 
obedient, calm and quiet girl: she is good 
at studying and understands the feelings 
of other people. Yet she is unaware of the 
outer world because of the restrictions of 
her father (Meher, 2014). Kambili’s 
omniscient voice does not relent as she 
introduces each character and their 
unfolding experiences of autonomy and 
dependency from childhood through 
adolescence to possible adulthood, which 
reveals characters like Eugene asa 
domestic terrorist and burdens Mama 
Beatrice with the guilt of murder.  
 
Kambili and Jaja both attain adolescence 
in a background akin to domestic prison 
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as they neither speak nor take actions of 
their own. It is on this note that Kambili 
describes their trips to the market as “the 
only ritual that was ours alone, going to 
the market before the start of each new 
term, rolling the car window down as 
Kevin drove us there without having to 
ask permission from Papa” (p.51).These 
are opportunities worth celebrating for 
both Kambili and Jaja because at the age 
of fifteen Kambili would have to seek 
permission to help serve food on the 
table and her mother’s response is: “No, 
nne, go upstairs. Stay with your brother” 
(p.70). These teenagers are faced with 
complete denial of both autonomy and 
dependency. How would they be socio-
culturally empowered to take charge of 
their affairs and those of others? At this 
point, Kambili and Jaja are seen as 
unsuccessful in terms of the first five 
stages: Trust vs. Mistrust, Autonomy vs. 
Shame and Doubt, Initiative vs. Guilt, 
Industry vs. Inferiority, Identity vs. 
Confusion. According to Mtenje (2016), 
Kambili manages to speak when she is 
spoken to but stammers. On the other 
hand, Jaja silently grumbles over his 
father’s sense of control, while Beatrice, 
like her daughter, lacks self-confidence 
and only speaks in low monosyllabic 
tones as a result of years of abuse and 
subjugation.  

 
Mtenje’s (2016) observation shows that 
“Beatrice, whose social and economic 
existence is tied to her abusive husband, 
is trapped in a patriarchal order which 
does not give her economic and social 
empowerment to break away from her 
oppressed status in life” (70). A further 
interrogation would reveal that Beatrice 
does not lose such empowerment to 
Eugene but to her parents and the 
religious ideology that informs her 
childhood development. Beatrice is born 
to Catholic parents and her father is a 
catechist who is one of the first to 
embrace the missionaries in their 
community and beyond.  He is an 
exemplary father to Eugene, thus there is 
little or less to be expected from the two 
fathers’ (Eugene and his father-in-law) 
method of raising children.However, 
Beatrice, without loss of words, is socio-
culturally underdeveloped. She believes 
that a woman’s life is nothing outside 
marriage and therefore enmeshes herself 
with the reality of marital brutality as far 
as she has a “husband to crown her life” 
(p. 75). The implication of Beatrice's 
attitude is that her life is devoid of 
autonomy as a woman, and as a mother, 
for that matter. She is only but an 
appendage, and it is clear that murdering 
Father alone cannot save her. Her story is 
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that of dysfunctional psychosocial 
tragedy, and it is known that such 
characters are capable of committing 
murder or even suicide. As we can see, 
Beatrice eventually commits murder. 

At Abba, Jaja usually grumbles in silence 
that Papa Nnukwu’s house is close by and 
in five minutes they will be there, yet 
they obediently climb into the car so that 
Kevin would drive and watch over them 
at their grandfather’s house. And Kevin 
does not miss his instructions as he tells 
Eugene that the children spend twenty-
five minutes instead of fifteen at Papa 
Nnukwu’s house. Therefore, Kambili and 
Jaja must go quickly to their rooms and 
pray for forgiveness, says their father 
Eugene. The self-confidence needed to be 
independent and autonomous is evident 
in Jaja but completely lacks in Kambili 
and her mother, Beatrice. On a certain 
Sunday morning, for instance, Eugene 
beats his family members with a strong 
leather belt. This dehumanizing act, 
according to him, servesas a penance for 
taking a unanimous decision to let 
Kambili take cornflakes before taking 
some pain reliever without his 
permission. It is a sin in Eugene’s sight to 
eat before mass. Jaja is the only person 
bold enough to own up and speak 
fearlessly in defence ofhis sister. While 

Kambili looks down and stutters “I…I…,” 
Beatrice goeson a rigmarole about how“ 
her period started and she has cramps …” 
(p.110). This is before Jaja cuts in boldly 
and tells his father: “I told her to eat 
cornflakes before she took Panadol, Papa. 
I made it for her”(p.110).  

This is exactly the case when Eugene 
confronts them for spending more time 
with their grandfather. Kambili sits 
completely frozen as her brother tells 
their father: “I wasted time, it was my 
fault” (77).Our observation, however, 
shows that Kambili and Beatrice are the 
worst victims of this domestic violence. 
This accentuates the words of Mtenje 
(2016) who argues that “this type of 
socio-cultural development is not only 
disempowering to the women as mothers 
but also to their daughters’ social 
development” (p. 1). Kambili reports that 
home is prison to her, as silence hangs all 
over the house in apt readiness to 
explode with the voiceof her father alone.  
She gets frozen at the possible sight of 
her father. There is, therefore, neither 
dependency nor autonomy given to 
Eugene’s family members. Kambili and 
her brother are teenagers of middle-class 
parents. They are driven to and fro school 
by a chauffeur. They are never given the 
opportunity to take actions and make 
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decisions on their own, yet they remain 
silent until opportunities arise for them 
to visit their aunt, Aunt Ifeoma, in 
Nsukka. These two children have 
unsuccessfully passed through some of 
the eight stages until Aunty Ifeoma 
comes into the scene.  

Although Aunty Ifeoma attended a 
missionary school as a child, her 
autonomy, as well as her socio-cultural 
dependency, are quite overwhelming. She 
confidently proves to Eugene that Papa 
Nnukwu deserves a befitting burial, and 
Eugene, for once, accepts and settles the 
rites financially.  She visits Papa Nnukwu 
with her children and brings him to her 
house at the University of Nigeria, Nsukka 
when he falls sick until, eventually, Papa 
Nnukwu dies in her house. Aunty Ifeoma 
and her children enjoy an equilibrium or 
good complementation of autonomy and 
dependency evident in their freedom of 
expression and socialization: 

Laughter always rang out in 
Aunty Ifeoma’s house, and no 
matter where the laughter came 
from, it bounced around all the 
walls, all the rooms. Arguments 
rose quickly and fell just as 
quickly. Morning and night 
prayers were always peppered 
with songs, Igbo praise songs that 

usually call for hand clapping... 
Amaka scrubbed the floors…, 
Obiora did the sweeping, Chima 
plumped up the cushions or the 
chairs. Everybody took turns 
washing the plates. Aunty Ifeoma 
included Jaja and me in the plate-
washing schedule. (p.148). 

Ifeoma’s house is a typical Nigerian 
teacher/lecturer’s home that usually lacks 
economic comforts so that “food had 
little meat, each person’s piece the length 
of half a finger” (p. 148). Yet there is 
happiness and harmony in her home. The 
children in this household are as 
academically sound as Jaja and Kambili, 
but they are socio-culturally more 
empowered than the latter. Amakais, for 
instance, Kambili’s age mate but, 
unfortunately, Amaka cannot understand 
why a girl at her age and of such affluent 
background cannot confidently talk to 
people and do things competently. 
Amaka’s initial reaction shows that 
Kambili is for her a snob who suffers a 
psychosocial difficulty of either inferiority 
or superiority complex. She poses some 
difficulties for Kambili with the hope to 
teach her some lessons until she 
discovers Kambili’s social plight. From the 
ongoing, Eugene’s children suffer denial 
of autonomy and dependency, while 
Aunty Ifeoma’s enjoy the two to arrive at 
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a psychosocial equilibrium needed for 
socio-cultural empowerment. 
Child development and psychosocial 
difficulties in Purple Hibiscus 
Psychosocial difficulties, according to 
Cieza et al.(2008), include impairments, 
social limitations and participation 
restrictions. While impairments 
areregarded as conditions of health, 
social limitations and participation 
restrictions belong to an individual’s 
socialization in his or her actual 
environment as evident in the character 
of the Achikes. Kambili developed 
stammering as speech impairment. 
Kambili’s stammering can be attributed 
to social limitation and participation 
restriction. Quality of life, on the other 
hand, helps boost a child’s social 
confidence. Social confidence is the 
subjective appraisal of psychosocial 
difficulties including social limitations 
and participation restrictions. This is why 
Amaka looks at Kambili with some 
disgust.  It surprises the hell out of her to 
find a girl of such wealthy background 
with an absolute lack of confidence. But 
in non-economic terms, children who 
experience positive motivationin the 
course of growing up tend to develop 
their social relationships more than those 
with negative motivation. As a literary 
engagement, this paper focuses on social 

limitations and participation restrictions 
as components of child development that 
result in psychosocial difficulties. These 
two components are found to be highly 
evident in Adiche’s Eugene, Beatrice and 
their daughter, Kambili. These individuals 
are characterized by restrictions and 
extremism. Eugene is an extremist 
husband and father, a domineering father 
figure who speaks for himself and denies 
his entire family the right to individual 
freedom of thought and speech. Eugene 
is usually defined as a patriarch and his 
patriarchal designation knows no bounds, 
perfectly conceptualized thus:“patriarchy 
is the power of the fathers in an 
ideological political system in which men 
forcefully determine the woman’s role at 
home and in the larger society to achieve 
gender marginalization”(Rich, 1986, p. 
57). 
 
Kambili, Jaja and Beatrice, therefore, are 
restricted to the will of Eugene until 
according to Kambili: “Things started to 
fall apart at home when my brother, Jaja, 
did not go to communion and Papa flung 
his heavy missal across the room and 
broke the figuring on the etagere” (p. 11). 
Jaja is a teenage boy and, from the 
quotation above, he already discovers 
that there is something wrong with their 
upbringing which, as a matter of urgency, 
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needs to be tackled. Papa Nnukwu, Aunty 
Ifeoma and Jaja are the members of 
Eugene’s family that can ask him 
questions or challenge him.  This is a man 
whose extremity transcends gender 
violence on his wife and daughter to 
include his father and his son. For 
Eugene, Jaja and Papa Nnukwu, like his 
wife and daughter, must as well submit 
to his will. Eugene is not only a 
misogynist; he is a psychosocial 
dysfunction, an extremist and thus a 
tragic figure.  
 
Eugene has no regard for other peoples’ 
opinions and beliefs. For instance, he 
disowns his old father because the latter 
clings to his African Traditional Religion 
(ATR) and Eugene sees him as a heathen. 
He prays for God’s protection upon his 
children before they could visit Papa 
Nnukwu their grandfather, Eugene’s 
father. He bullies his wife and leaves his 
daughter Kambili traumatized beside her 
mother who was bleeding as a result of 
the lost pregnancy. Kambili is 
traumatized by the memory of the 
unborn baby who Jaja and herself already 
promise to protect from Papa’s 
dehumanizing abuse. It is noteworthy 
that at this point in the story, these 
teenagers are already in recognition of 
the psychosocial situation overshadowing 

their upbringing and would do well to 
protect their unborn siblings from a non-
socializing development.  
 
Erikson’s eight stages already mentioned 
are segmental and interconnected, 
leading from one stage to another until 
the final stage, which is Integrity versus 
Despair. It is clearly observed that almost 
every member of Eugene Achike’s family 
fails in the first three stages of their 
development, except Jaja. Eugene’s 
background proves that he was equally 
denied the authentic African upbringing 
in which a child is brought to closeness 
with the parents and extended family 
members. This socio-cultural practice of 
bringing children close to the (extended) 
family empowers them beyond formal 
education. Eugene Achike discourages his 
children from the use of their mother 
tongue (the Igbo language), saying it is 
“uncivilized” (p. 21), maintaining that 
women and children have no need for 
social interaction. For him, “my children 
are not like those loud children people 
raise  these days, with no home training 
and no fear of God” (p.66). 
There is no doubt that Eugene himself 
suffers from cultural alienation as one 
finds his identity probably clouded by a 
‘single story’ of the White missionaries 
about Africa and Africans. And no wonder 
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Papa Nnukwu regrettably repeats:“I 
should not have let him follow those 
missionaries… Still I say it is the 
missionaries that misled my son” (91). He 
believes that Eugene becomes socio-
culturally disempowered by following the 
strict upbringing of the White 
missionaries. His encounter with the 
missionaries obviously separates him 
from his indigenous culture and religion 
in ways that make him think there is 
nothing good about the culture of his 
own people. He refers to his people’s way 
of life as remnants of ungodly tradition; 
an example is when he challenges “the 
idea that it was the family and not the 
man alone that married a wife” (p.81). He 
also believes that adherents of African 
traditional religion, including his own 
father, are heathens and must be 
forbidden from entering his compound.It 
is Anikwenwa who disobeys these orders. 
But after he is insulted by being turned 
away from Eugene’s compound, he speaks 
to Eugene ina proverb: “You are like a fly 
blindly following a corpse into the grave” 
(p.78). It simply means that Eugene is 
brain washed and behaves like someone 
without their senses. In other words, 
Eugene is headed for tragedy. Eugene is 
hypocritically a philanthropist who sends 
slim wads of naira notes to his old father 
but never bothers to visit him (70).Thus, 

from the foregoing, hemirrors a 
psychosocial dysfunctional character. He 
is an embodiment of cultural alienation 
which from colonial experience is the 
psychosocial conscription of an individual 
to a culture he or she does not belong to 
but cannot escape from. Eugene’s 
developmental denial leaves him 
trembling on a socio-cultural balance. 
Eugene Achike becomes a distorted 
patriarch, a hypocrite and a domestic 
terrorist despite his wealth. He however 
gains an extreme autonomy of the self 
but lacks dependency torelate with others 
especially his immediate and extended 
family members. Eugene is eventually 
found in despair which is at the last stage 
of Erikson’s stages of development; and 
as Anikwenwa predicts, his ending is, of 
course, a tragedy. 
 
Ironically, Beatrice is another character 
with some undisclosed psychosocial 
difficulties such that can be found in the 
idea of the return of the repressed’ 
following the ‘Collective Unconscious and 
the shadow figure (Jung,1980). In 
Eugene’s view, Beatrice has a modest 
family background. Her father is 
foresighted and thus joins the 
missionaries as an early convert on their 
arrival in Southeastern Nigeria. As a 
result of this family background, Beatrice 
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is a quiet woman whose voice is hardly 
heard. Her husband is undoubtedly her 
lord, not minding that she poisons him to 
death because, according to her, it is the 
only way to emancipation. Her 
psychosocial situation becomes worse 
than that of Eugene, her oppressor. This is 
because after her husband is dead and 
Jaja goes to prison, she confesses that her 
life has become worse than before. In the 
end, she faces despair like Eugene but 
lives on, even though broken minded. 

As mothers transfer the art of 
cooking to their daughters, 
Kambilibe comes a replica of her 
mother. She is intelligent, quiet 
and responsible, says her school 
principal. Yet her embodiment of 
psychosocial difficulty is, by our 
argument, undeniable. The reason 
is that she tries to please her 
father whose psychosocial 
development is a drench, one that 
is enmeshed in a colonial 
ideology. Kambili, in compliance 
with her father’s preference, 
remains silent and loses all 
opportunities to express herself. 
This is quite evident in her 
relationship with her mates at 
school. This shows that she is at 
her first four stages of Erikson 
models, especially 

autonomy/doubt and shame. 
Kambili remains a dumb 
“backyard snob” (p.60). She 
subsequently falters and 
stammers whenever she attempts 
to respond or contribute to 
different conversational 
occasions. She is definitely in 
doubt of herself whenevershe 
finds an opportunity to 
participate in such social 
engagement. 

However, Adichie’s novel takes Jaja and 
Kambili through these various 
developmental stages, thusits treatment 
as a bildungsroman. Our observation is 
that through these two young 
charactersthe early stages of 
development oftheir parents can clearly 
be seen. Their parents represent an 
upbringing of missionary parenting and 
caregivers– no wonder they are unable to 
empower their children socio-culturally. 
Kambili is too cold for Amaka’s liking and 
her frequent smacking makes Kambili 
grow colder until Father Amadi comes 
into her life. Father Amadi understands 
Kambili’s socio-cultural predicament 
much more than any other person. Aunty 
Ifeoma, however, helps from the surface, 
but Father Amadi’s closeness to Kambili is 
like a saturation of her psychosocial 
tension that helps her overcome her 
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fears, as well as helps her doubtsto begin 
to give way. Doubts and fear of one’s 
socio-cultural stability are obviously 
common psychosocial situations that no 
one parent can handle. Such is better 
emancipated at a larger family circle such 
as the African extended family system, 
where children do not belong to the 
parent alone but to the entire family 
members (Amos, 2013).    
 
Conclusion 
While discussing child development and 
socio-cultural empowerment in Adichie’s 
Purple Hibiscus, two things that cometo 
mind are economic class and strict 
discipline. From our findings, strict 
discipline such as imposed on the major 
characters in the novel is rather 
counterproductive.  
 
On the other hand, economic class is 
virtually inconsequential. We have 
demonstrated that the child is usually 
denied autonomy, while dependency is 
completely misinterpreted in our primary 
text. The two concepts, from our analysis, 

are inseparable and, therefore,not 
opposed to each other. These concepts, as 
demonstrated in Ifeoma, her children and 
Father Amadi, appear to be 
complementary to each other and result 
in stable social relationships. On the 
contrary, Eugene applies extreme 
measures, including domestic violence 
and social alienation, as part of parental 
discipline. Using Erikson’s eight stages 
through autonomy and dependency, the 
paperhas demonstrated that such 
approaches as extremity, domestic 
violence and social alienation as child 
upbringing strategies in Adichie’sPurple 
Hibiscus (or indeed in any family/society) 
are socio-culturally counterproductive, as 
they are inimical to healthy child 
development and socio-cultural 
empowerment. 
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