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Abstract

Half of a Yellow Sun by Chimamanda Ngozi Ahichie is a work that redefines
traditional gender roles by portraying women not only as victims of conflict but also as
powerful agents of resistance and reconstruction. This article attempts to explore the complex
roles of women and their experiences during wartime. Set against the backdrop of the
Nigerian-Biafran war, the narrative foregrounds female characters particularly Olanna and
Keinene who navigate violence and personal loss and yet emerging as powerful agents of
survival and resistance. Adichie presents women not solely as victims but rather as an active
participant in maneuvering their destinies, challenging patriarchal and colonial structures.
Drawing on feminist perspective this article analyzes how everyday acts such as caregiving,
teaching and managing refugee camps become political forms of resistance. Ultimately the
novel offers a feminist retelling of war that restores women’s voices and experiences.
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Introduction

War narratives have historically emphasized the heroism and sacrifice of men, often
relegating women to the margins as victims or symbols of national honour. Chimamanda
Ngozi Adichie disrupts this patriarchal framing by placing women at the centre of the
Nigerian Civil War (1967-70) as seen in her novel Half of a Yellow Sun. The novel
foregrounds the lived experiences of women, portraying them as both subjects and agents of
history. Adichie presents gender roles and feminist resistance by arguing that the novel
redefines traditional notions of femininity, heroism and power through its portrayal of
women’s resilience in war.

To fully comprehend and appreciate the roles and resistance of women in the novel, it
is essential to contextualize the Biafran War within Nigerian society. In traditional Igbo
culture, women occupied a complex position. On one hand women are often subordinate in
political structures while at the same time they are powerful in community rituals and
commerce. However, colonialism and post-independence nationalism reinforced patriarchal
norms relegating many women’s domestic roles. The war disrupted social order, creating
spaces for women to challenge traditional roles. In the light of roles and women’s experiences
of wartime, a re-examination of gender expectations is analysed through the female
characters portrayed by the author.

The Nigerian-Biafran War was a brutal civil conflict marked by mass starvation,
displacement and violence. For women, war not only disrupted their domestic lives but also
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exposed them to gender based violence and new survival roles. Adichie draws upon this
historical reality, portraying how war forces women out of conventional domestic roles and
into new spheres of influence. However, these shifts do not always translate into
empowerment. Rather, the novel captures the tension between structural oppression and
individual resistance.

One of the major issues presented in the novel is the acutely internalised patriarchal
mindset. For instance, Olanna and Kainene are presented as forms of feminist resistance
while Mama (Odenigbo’s mother) embodies the deeply rooted patriarchal traditions that
many women internalized and perpetuate. Mama’s open distain for Olanna stems from tribal
prejudice and the belief that a woman must meet specific traditional standards to be suitable
wife and mother. Manipulation of Odenigbo’s mother forcing him into fathering a child with
another woman reflects how women sometimes reinforce male dominance to maintain power
within patriarchal systems. Despite the fact that Mama herself is a victim of systematic
oppression yet she refuses and resists change and punishes women who challenge traditional
norms. This demonstrates that patriarchy in Nigerian society is not only upheld by men but
also largely by women who are in a way conditioned to see it as natural and normal. Adichie
uses Mama’s character to portray the ugly facts of patriarchy reinforced by women.
According to Mama and other elderly women, ‘a woman should keep her husband happy’.
This profoundly reflects the expectation that a women’s value lies in serving men. Character
such as Olana and Kainene are seen as progressive female figures while Mama symbolizes
the entrenchment of patriarchal values. Mama’s hostility towards Olanna and obsession with
lineage and tradition can be viewed as older generations enforcing gendered oppression.
Nevertheless, Mama’s character is with nuances as she demonstrates how not all women’s
roles in war are redemptive.

Challenging Patriarchy Beyond the Battlefield

In Half of a Yellow Sun, depiction of resistance is not limited to overt acts of rebellion.
Rather it is an everyday choices women make to protect, nurture and survive. For instance,
cooking, caregiving, teaching and storytelling are not a political act but are means of cultural
preservation and defiance. As such home becomes a frontline of resistance. Thereby the
author redefines what it means to “fight” in wartime, especially for women. The novel
explores how patriarchy operates both during conflict and in everyday life challenging
beyond the battlefield through gendered experienced, interpersonal relationships and
redefining roles. As seen in the novel, even in elite, educated Nigerian households, patriarchal
norms are deeply embedded in everyday domestic life. Olanna and Odenigbo’s relationships
initially appear progressive, they live together unmarried but the expectation that Olanna
forgives Odenigbo’s infidelity reflects a persistent patriarchal entitlement. Besides,
Odenigbo’s mother sees Olanna as a threat to her son’s masculinity which again reinforces
traditional gender roles. Mama brings in Amala, who was raped and got pregnant by her son
is framed as a way to correct Olanna’s modernity. However, Olanna does not conform to
traditional roles of passive wifehood. Though Olanna is hurt, she does not conform to passive
wifehood and thus ultimately reclaims her agency by choosing how to respond to betrayal
and raising Baby as her own.

Olanna and Kainene are both highly educated, upper-class women and their positions
challenge expectations of women’s roles in 1960s Nigeria. Olanna teaches at university,
speaks out about colonialism and intellectually engages with the war. Likewise, Kainene runs
her father’s business, negotiates trade deals and later leads a refugee camp taking on roles
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traditionally held by men. As Judith Butler puts it “there is no gender identity behind the
expressions of gender, identity is performatively constituted by the very expressions that are
said to be its result”. Characters such as Olanna and Kainene perform roles expected of them
but also stretch or resist them. For instance, Olanna living unmarried or Kainene taking over
her father’s business and managing refugee crisis are roles not purely prescribed but
negotiated and performed in different contexts. Both women challenge patriarchy by
occupying intellectual and humanitarian spaces refusing to be defined solely by romantic or
maternal identities.

By and large, Biafran War disrupted social structures yet patriarchal power still
persists during the conflict. Women are subjected to sexual violence or forced into survival
sex and amidst war women are expected to care for others, even as resources vanish.
However, Olanna and Kainene’s sexuality are not framed through male desire rather they
make choices about whom to love, whom to have intimacy and whether to forgive. Their
control over their bodies, challenges patriarchal expectations and emotional dependence. In
Half of a Yellow Sun, the battlefield is only one dimension of struggle. The true resistance to
patriarchy happens in kitchens, bedrooms, classrooms, refugee camps and emotional
relationships. Women such as Olanna and Kainene challenge traditional gender norms not
through violence but through intellect, love, leadership and resilience. Adichie shows that the
liberation of a nation means little without the liberation of its women and that even during
war feminist resistance continues quietly and powerfully beyond battlefield.

The novel presents reconstructing femininity through suffering and survival. Olanna,
one of the central female protagonists, begins the novel as a symbol of elite femininity-
educated, beautiful and refined. Her identity is initially tied to her family’s wealth and her
relationship with Odenigbo, a radical academic. However, the war dismantles her privilege
world, forcing her to confront death, betrayal, displacement and trauma. Olanna’s feminist
resistance unfolds through her transformation from sheltered woman into resilient survivor
and self-determining individual. This illustrates how women adapt to and overcome difficult
challenges. She chooses to stay and support her community, offers her service by teaching
during the war and reclaims her dignity after being betrayed by Odenigbo. Olanna’s
resistance lies in her refusal to remain silent or subservient. Her very strength lies in the fact
that she does not adopt masculine traits to be strong, but redefines strength through care,
endurance and moral courage challenging patriarchal assumptions about what it means to be
powerful.

Kainene, twin sister of Olanna, offers a striking contrast; she is someone who is
emotionally guarded and business oriented. She does not conform to traditional gender
expectations of domesticity. She refuses and rejects societal limitation as seen in the way she
commands over her father’s business. She becomes a symbol of effective leadership as seen
in her role in humanitarian aid during the war and in overseeing refugee camps. Kainene’s
resistance is grounded in action. Despite the violence and chaos of war, Kainene maintains
agency over her body, career and also decisions. She handles her relationship on her terms
free from romantic idealism especially with Richard, a white British writer. She is a woman
who carves out autonomy in a broken society. It is rightly stated that “Kainene was not a
woman who asked for permission” (Adichie 105) Kainene’s resistance is quieter but more
radical. She does not seek validation through traditional family roles but finds purpose in
action and responsibility. At the end of the novel Kainene mysteriously disappears and that
mirrors the forgotten stories of countless women in history especially those who gave
everything in times of crisis. Yet their narratives remain unrecorded. In this way, the author in
way critiques the erasure of women’s contributions during wartimes.
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Acts of Feminist Resistance

Adichie redefines resistance not just as dramatic rebellion but as subtle and everyday
acts. The women in the novel resist in various ways such as the way they feed the hungry,
shelter the displaced, educate children and challenge the silence around sexual violence.
Feminist theories Carol Gilligan argues that ‘care’ can be a form of moral resistance, a theme
that is deeply embedded in Adichie’s narrative. As the novel progresses, female characters
take into certain resistance. For instance, Miss Adebayo, a journalist and academic, uses her
intellect and political voice to resist the Nigerian government’s propaganda. In a society that
often values women for beauty, fertility or obedience, Olanna and Kainene’s intellectualism is
a radical assertion of female capability and subjectivity. It also allows them to challenge
political and ideological narratives. Through the stories of rape and forced relationship,
Adichie addresses sexual violence during the war. But Adichie does not allow her characters
to be defined solely by victimhood. Olanna’s chooses to adopt Baby despite trauma and
Kainene works in refugee camps though had to endure suffering. Their choices reflect their
strength and capacity to rebuild destruction in the midst of chaos.

A counter-narrative to traditional advice that encourages female subservience is seen
in the character of Aunty Ifeka. Aunty Ifeka becomes a voice of resistance, empowering
Olanna to reframe her self-worth and decisions. She advices to Olanna “you must never
behave as if your life belongs to a man. Your life belongs to you and you alone” (Adichie
226) is one of the most overt feminist assertions of agency. The power of the novel lies in
everyday feminist resistance and not necessarily in large political gestures. Such is seen in
Olanna and Kainene’s courage of saying ‘no’ to traditional roles, choosing their partners or
careers on one’s own terms, speaking uncomfortable truths, refusing to be defined by men’s
actions and in surviving with dignity in the face of violence. Through these two sisters and
other female characters Adichie shows that resistance does not always look like rebellion, it
often looks like survival, choice and voice.

While Biafra’s war is a national male-dominated historical event, Adichie centres it
around women’s experiences, thereby challenging patriarchal historiography. The narrative
resists glorifying military heroism. Instead, it foregrounds emotional survival, caregiving and
moral complexity. Ugwu, the male narrator, ultimately adopts a feminist gaze especially in
his final manuscripts which honours women’s stories. Beyond the content of the novel, the
very act of telling stories from women’s perspectives is a challenge to patriarchal historical
narratives. War literature often centres on male soldiers and state politics. Adichie shifts the
focus to domestic life, intellectual debates, emotional resilience and caregiving. By centring
women’s perspective and challenging traditional gender roles Adichie resist patriarchal
narratives. It is of the view that women’s experiences are not only valid but essential to
understanding the complete story of a nation and its people. Through her works Adichie
models how literature can function as a tool for historical recovery and political resistance.

Conclusion

In Half of a Yellow Sun, Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie offers a powerful reimagining of
gender and war. Through rich, complex female characters, she dismantles traditional roles
assigned to women in both literature and history. War, while destructive, becomes a catalyst
for change, forcing women to reconstruct their identities, assert their agency and resist in
diverse and meaningful ways. Adichie’s novel is not just a story of survival; it is a feminist
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testament to the unyielding spirit of women in the face of systemic violence. It invites readers
to rethink what constitutes heroism, strength and resistance in times of war and to recognize
that women have always been and continue to be at the heart of both suffering and survival.

The novel challenges dominant narratives about war by centring women’s experiences
and redefining resistance. Adichie portrays her female characters not just as witnesses to
history but as agents of it, capable of shaping events and reclaiming power in times of crisis.
Through Olanna, Kainene and Mama, the novel demonstrates that war disrupts traditional
gender roles but it also offers opportunities for renegotiation and resistance. Adichie’s
feminist lens invites to reconsider how one understands heroism, sacrifice and strength- not
just in literature but in the real histories of women in war.
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