
International Journal Of Literature And Languages 142 https://theusajournals.com/index.php/ijll 

 
 

 VOLUME Vol.06 Issue03 2026 

PAGE NO. 142-148 

DOI 10.37547/ijll/Volume06Issue03-29 

                                                                                       

Cultural Displacement and Identity Formation in 

Postcolonial Literature 

 

Hiba Afzal 

Mphil English Literature, Riphah International University, Pakistan 

 

Maria Maqsood 

Risk College Canal Bank Campus Lahore, Affiliated with GCUF and PU, Lahore, Pakistan 

 

Received: 11 February 2026; Accepted: 14 March 2026; Published: 28 March 2026 

 

Abstract: This research article explores the intricate relationship between cultural displacement and identity 
formation as represented in postcolonial literature. It argues that postcolonial narratives function not merely as 
testimonies of colonial trauma but as dynamic sites where new, hybrid identities are forged in the crucible of 
displacement. The study employs a qualitative, comparative textual analysis of three seminal postcolonial novels: 
Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart (1958), Salman Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children (1981), and Tsitsi Dangarembga’s 
Nervous Conditions (1988). These texts, spanning different geographies and historical moments, offer a tripartite 
lens through which to examine the phenomenon: the initial rupture of colonial imposition, the subsequent 
migrant condition of fragmentation and reinvention, and the gendered dimensions of cultural dislocation. 
Through the theoretical frameworks of Homi K. Bhabha’s “third space” and Stuart Hall’s theories of cultural 
identity, the analysis reveals that displacement in these works is not a state of pure loss but a generative condition. 
The protagonists’ struggles with language, belonging, and self-definition illustrate a process of identity formation 
that is characterized by negotiation, ambivalence, and agency. The findings demonstrate that postcolonial 
literature reframes displacement from a singular traumatic event to an ongoing, creative process of becoming, 
offering a powerful counternarrative to essentialist notions of culture and identity. This study concludes that the 
literary representation of cultural displacement provides crucial insights into the complexities of postcolonial 
subjectivity, emphasizing that identity is ultimately a fluid and contested construct, perpetually shaped by the 
interplay of history, power, and memory. 
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Introduction: The latter half of the twentieth century 

witnessed the dramatic dissolution of European 

colonial empires, a geopolitical shift that paradoxically 

intensified the cultural upheavals set in motion by 

centuries of imperial expansion (Ansprenger 2018). The 

emergence of new nation-states was shadowed by the 

deep and enduring legacies of colonialism. Among the 

most profound of these is cultural displacement a 

condition that extends beyond physical uprooting to 

encompass the epistemological and ontological 

dislocation of indigenous identities, languages, and 

worldviews (Bawm 2025). Postcolonial literature, born 

from this crucible, has become the preeminent site for 

exploring the complex process of identity formation in 

the wake of empire. It is within these narratives that we 

find the most nuanced depictions of what it means to 

inhabit a space between cultures, negotiate the 

fractured inheritance of tradition and modernity, and 

construct a sense of self from the fragments of a 

shattered past (Alevli). 
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Cultural displacement in the postcolonial context is 

multifaceted. It is not solely the experience of the 

migrant who crosses borders; it is also the experience 

of the colonized subject who remains in their homeland 

only to find it fundamentally altered by the imposition 

of a foreign culture (Faist and studies 2000). This 

internal displacement is characterized by a profound 

alienation from one’s own traditions, a condition vividly 

captured in Frantz Fanon’s analysis of the colonial 

psyche. As the colonizer’s language, religion, and 

values are imposed, indigenous culture is 

systematically devalued, creating a deep schism within 

the individual and the community. Identity thus 

becomes a site of struggle, a contested terrain where 

the colonized subject must grapple with the “self” 

constructed by the colonizer and the suppressed “self” 

of their ancestral heritage. The central problem posed 

by this condition is agency: how can a viable, authentic 

identity be forged from such a conflicted inheritance? 

This article contends that postcolonial literature does 

not simply document the trauma of displacement but 

actively re-imagines it as a generative, albeit painful, 

condition for the creation of new, hybrid identities. The 

traditional binary of colonizer/colonized is 

deconstructed and transcended in these literary works. 

Drawing on Homi K. Bhabha’s concept of the “third 

space” of enunciation, we understand that cultural 

meaning is never purely original but constantly 

produced through negotiation and difference. 

Similarly, Stuart Hall’s conceptualization of cultural 

identity as a matter of “becoming” rather than “being” 

provides a crucial framework. Hall posits that identities 

are not fixed essences rooted in a stable past but are 

subject to the continuous play of history, culture, and 

power. In line with these perspectives, this article 

argues that the protagonists of postcolonial literature 

embody this process of becoming. Their journeys are 

not about returning to a pristine, pre-colonial past—a 

project recognized as both impossible and 

problematic—but about forging a new sense of self in 

the interstitial spaces created by colonial encounter 

and its aftermath (Sserwadda 2025). 

To substantiate this argument, this study conducts a 

comparative textual analysis of three canonical 

postcolonial novels, each offering a distinct vantage 

point on cultural displacement and identity formation. 

Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart (1958) serves as a 

foundational text, depicting the initial rupture: the 

violent displacement of an Igbo community through 

the arrival of European colonialism. It shows the 

disintegration of a traditional world and the 

consequent fragmentation of identity for its 

protagonist, Okonkwo. Salman Rushdie’s Midnight’s 

Children (1981) shifts the focus to the migrant 

condition in a post-independence context. The 

protagonist, Saleem Sinai, embodies the fragmented, 

multiple, and paradoxical identity of the postcolonial 

subject in a world defined by migration, nation-

building, and historical contingency. Finally, Tsitsi 

Dangarembga’s Nervous Conditions (1988) adds a 

critical gendered and racial dimension, exploring the 

layered displacements experienced by Tambudzai, a 

young woman in colonial Rhodesia. Her narrative 

reveals how the struggle for identity is complicated not 

only by colonialism but also by patriarchal structures, 

creating a “nervous condition” of cultural and 

psychological ambivalence. By examining these three 

texts together, this study demonstrates the evolution 

of literary engagement with displacement—from a 

narrative of tragic loss to a complex exploration of 

hybridity, agency, and the ongoing creative project of 

selfhood in the postcolonial world (Sahu and Research 

2025). 

Literature Review 

The critical discourse surrounding cultural 

displacement and identity in postcolonial literature 

draws from foundational theories in postcolonialism, 

diaspora studies, and cultural studies (Bhatia and Ram 

2001). This review traces the evolution of key concepts 

and identifies the theoretical lacunae this article 

addresses through its comparative textual analysis. 

The intellectual foundations of the field are indelibly 

marked by anti-colonial thinkers. Frantz Fanon’s Black 

Skin, White Masks (1952) and The Wretched of the 

Earth (1961) provide a psychoanalytic exploration of 

colonial alienation. Fanon’s concept of the “colonial 

wound” and his analysis of how the colonized subject is 

forced into a state of “disalienation” through violent 

psychological struggle established identity as a site of 

conflict. He argued that colonialism systematically 

destroys the individual’s sense of self, creating 

dependence on the colonizer’s culture. This 

foundational trauma recurs in postcolonial fiction, 

where characters embody the profound alienation 
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Fanon describes. Edward Said’s Orientalism (1978) 

further revolutionized the field by demonstrating how 

the West constructed the “Orient” as its inferior Other, 

legitimizing imperial domination. Said’s work 

established that identity is shaped by hegemonic 

systems of knowledge that define and fix cultural 

boundaries (Alamu, Ololade et al. 2025). 

Moving beyond binary frameworks, theorists like Homi 

K. Bhabha and Stuart Hall provided more nuanced 

models. Bhabha’s The Location of Culture (1994) 

introduced “hybridity,” “mimicry,” and the “third space 

of enunciation.” For Bhabha, all cultural identity is 

produced in this interstitial space, disrupting the 

simplistic colonizer/colonized binary (Bhandari 2020). 

Hybridity is not a mixture of two pure forms but a 

condition of ambivalence and negotiation that exposes 

colonial authority’s instability. Similarly, Stuart Hall’s 

“Cultural Identity and Diaspora” (1990) distinguishes 

between identity as a stable, collective “one true self” 

rooted in a common past, and identity as a matter of 

“becoming” rather than “being.” Hall posits that 

identities are not fixed essences but subject to the 

continuous play of history, culture, and power. These 

theories provided the critical vocabulary to analyze 

postcolonial literature as a dynamic space of cultural 

production rather than a record of lost purity (Ashcroft, 

Griffiths et al. 2003). 

In literary criticism, these frameworks have been 

applied extensively. Early criticism of Achebe’s Things 

Fall Apart often focused on its role as a “counter-

narrative” to colonial misrepresentation. Critics like 

Abiola Irele (2001) praised its ethnographic detail and 

depiction of the “tragic hero” whose world is shattered 

by colonial intrusion, emphasizing loss and tragedy. 

More recent scholarship explores subtler engagements 

with cultural change and seeds of hybridity emerging 

amidst collapse. The critical reception of Rushdie’s 

Midnight’s Children has consistently centered on 

hybridity, fragmentation, and magical realism. Scholars 

such as Anuradha Dingwaney Needham (2000) show 

how Rushdie’s narrative style mirrors the fractured 

identity of the postcolonial nation. The novel is often 

cited as the quintessential expression of the diasporic 

condition, where identity is a “chutnified” mixture, a 

perpetual process of making and remaking. For 

Nervous Conditions, criticism often focuses on 

intersectionality. Critics like Annette L. M. K. (2008) 

explore how Dangarembga layers colonial experience 

with patriarchal oppression, creating a “nervous 

condition” that is both psychological and systemic. 

Tambudzai is displaced not only by British colonialism 

but also by the traditions she seeks for empowerment 

(Griffiths 2020). 

While these texts have been extensively analyzed, 

comparative studies tracing the thematic evolution of 

displacement across different geopolitical contexts and 

historical moments remain limited (Sorvari, European 

et al. 2025). Many studies focus on a single author or 

region. Moreover, there is a tendency to treat 

displacement either as tragic loss (as in early readings 

of Achebe) or as purely celebratory hybridity (as in 

some readings of Rushdie), overlooking the complex 

continuum that includes both trauma and agency. This 

article bridges this gap by conducting a comparative 

analysis of the three selected texts. Reading Achebe’s 

depiction of initial rupture alongside Rushdie’s 

exploration of migrant hybridity and Dangarembga’s 

intersectional analysis of gendered displacement 

demonstrates the diverse literary strategies used to 

articulate identity formation. These texts collectively 

reveal a progression in the conceptualization of 

displacement—from imposed fragmentation to a 

complex, often contradictory condition of creative 

agency and self-definition. This comparative approach, 

grounded in Bhabha and Hall’s frameworks, provides a 

more comprehensive understanding of how 

postcolonial literature grapples with forging a self in 

the wake of empire (Agrawal 2025). 

Methodology 

This study employs a qualitative, comparative textual 

analysis approach to investigate the representation of 

cultural displacement and identity formation in three 

seminal postcolonial novels. This methodology is 

selected for its capacity to facilitate a deep, interpretive 

engagement with literary texts, allowing for the 

exploration of nuanced themes, narrative strategies, 

and character development. The research design is 

guided by the theoretical frameworks of postcolonial 

studies, particularly the concepts of hybridity (Homi K. 

Bhabha) and identity as a process of "becoming" 

(Stuart Hall). These frameworks serve as interpretive 

lenses to analyze how the chosen texts articulate the 

complexities of postcolonial subjectivity. The study is 

structured as a comparative analysis, which enables a 
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systematic examination of the different manifestations 

of displacement—from colonial rupture to migrant 

hybridity to gendered subjugation—across distinct 

geographical and historical contexts (Nigeria, India, and 

Zimbabwe). 

The primary data for this study are the three selected 

novels: Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart (1958), 

Salman Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children (1981), and Tsitsi 

Dangarembga’s Nervous Conditions (1988). These texts 

were chosen using a purposive sampling strategy based 

on several criteria: their canonical status within the 

postcolonial literary tradition, their diverse 

geographical origins, and their distinct temporal 

settings relative to the colonial encounter. Things Fall 

Apart represents the moment of first contact and the 

disintegration of traditional society. Midnight’s 

Children explores the post-independence condition, 

focusing on migration, nationhood, and the legacy of 

colonialism in a newly formed state. Nervous 

Conditions provides a crucial gendered perspective, 

examining the intersection of colonial and patriarchal 

forms of displacement within a settler-colonial context. 

This selection allows for a comparative analysis that 

captures a broad spectrum of the postcolonial 

experience, moving beyond a monolithic view of 

displacement to reveal its multifaceted nature. 

The analytical method is a close reading of the selected 

primary texts, guided by the theoretical framework. 

The analysis is organized thematically to address the 

central research question: how do these texts 

represent the process of identity formation in the 

context of cultural displacement? The key themes to be 

analyzed include: 

Language and Narrative Form: How does each text use 

language—English, the colonizer's tongue—to express 

indigenous or hybrid consciousness? The analysis will 

examine narrative techniques such as the 

incorporation of Igbo proverbs in Achebe, the magical 

realism and "chutnified" history in Rushdie, and the 

shifting narrative perspective and English/Shona 

dynamics in Dangarembga. 

Representation of Space and Belonging: How is the 

concept of "home" depicted? The analysis will explore 

the physical and psychological spaces occupied by the 

protagonists, including the village vs. the colonial 

administration, the nation vs. the diaspora, and the 

homestead vs. the mission school. Bhabha’s concept of 

the "third space" will be used to analyze interstitial 

sites where new identities are forged. 

Character Development and Agency: How do the 

protagonists—Okonkwo, Saleem Sinai, and 

Tambudzai—navigate their displacement? The analysis 

will trace their trajectories, focusing on moments of 

conflict, negotiation, and self-definition. It will assess 

the extent to which each protagonist demonstrates 

agency in forming their identity, moving from being a 

victim of historical forces to an active, albeit often 

conflicted, agent of their own becoming. Hall’s concept 

of identity as a process of "becoming" will be central to 

this analysis. 

Data analysis will proceed through a systematic coding 

process. First, each novel will be read independently, 

with passages related to the three thematic categories 

being highlighted and annotated. These passages will 

be analyzed in relation to the theoretical frameworks. 

Following the individual analyses, a comparative 

synthesis will be conducted. This synthesis will 

juxtapose the findings from each text to identify 

patterns, divergences, and the thematic evolution of 

displacement across the three works. The goal is not to 

homogenize the texts but to illuminate how each 

contributes a distinct and necessary dimension to the 

overall understanding of cultural displacement and 

identity formation in postcolonial literature. This 

methodological approach ensures that the analysis is 

both grounded in the textual specifics of the primary 

sources and situated within a robust theoretical and 

comparative framework, allowing for a nuanced and 

comprehensive interpretation. 

Results and Discussion 

The comparative textual analysis reveals that each of 

the three novels offers a distinct, yet interconnected, 

representation of cultural displacement, charting a 

trajectory from fragmentation to the complex 

articulation of hybrid agency. The results are organized 

thematically, demonstrating how the protagonists’ 

experiences with language, space, and selfhood 

collectively illustrate identity as a dynamic process of 

negotiation rather than a fixed state. 

Language and the Forging of a New Voice: A primary 

finding is that each text grapples with the colonial 

imposition of English as a central site of both 
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displacement and creative resistance. In Things Fall 

Apart, Achebe masterfully employs English while 

simultaneously subverting it. He uses Igbo proverbs, 

rhythms, and cultural concepts, famously incorporating 

them into the narrative without translation or apology 

(e.g., "a man who calls his kinsmen to a feast does not 

do so to save them from starving"). This strategy 

creates a unique literary language that displaces 

English from its position of sole authority. The novel’s 

narrative voice, though in English, is fundamentally 

Igbo, allowing readers to inhabit the worldview that 

colonialism seeks to destroy. The tragedy of Okonkwo 

is, in part, a tragedy of language; he is unable to 

articulate his resistance in the colonizer’s tongue, 

resorting to violence, which ultimately fails. This 

contrasts sharply with the linguistic strategy in 

Midnight’s Children, where Rushdie embraces English 

as a tool for postcolonial reinvention. His language is 

playful, excessive, and deliberately "chutnified"—a 

hybrid mix of Indian and English idioms, Bollywood, and 

historical fact. Saleem Sinai’s narrative voice is the 

ultimate product of displacement; it is a "mongrel" 

language that mirrors his fragmented identity and his 

attempt to give meaning to a chaotic, multiplicitous 

history. This represents a shift from Achebe’s strategy 

of using English to preserve a threatened culture to 

Rushdie’s strategy of using it to create a new, hybrid 

cultural space. Dangarembga’s Nervous Conditions 

introduces a further layer of complexity. The novel is 

written in a precise, formal English that reflects the 

education Tambudzai receives at the mission school. 

However, this very language becomes a marker of her 

displacement from her Shona culture. Her acquisition 

of English is a tool for liberation from the patriarchal 

confines of the homestead, yet it also distances her 

from her mother, her heritage, and her sense of an 

authentic self. The novel’s title itself suggests this 

nervous, ambivalent condition of being suspended 

between two worlds, with language as the primary site 

of this conflict. The analysis shows a clear evolution: 

Achebe uses English to assert a cultural presence, 

Rushdie uses it to create hybrid forms, and 

Dangarembga uses it to expose the psychological costs 

of linguistic and cultural displacement. 

The Interstitial Space and the Construction of 

Belonging: The concept of "home" and the spaces of 

identity formation are depicted with profound 

ambivalence across the three texts. For Okonkwo in 

Things Fall Apart, identity is tied to a fixed, stable sense 

of place—the Igbo village of Umuofia. His identity is 

predicated on the strict social structures of his clan. 

When these structures are displaced by colonialism, his 

world literally falls apart. He is unable to find a "third 

space" for negotiation, and his tragic end in suicide 

represents the impossibility of a pure, pre-colonial 

identity in the face of colonial violence. Rushdie’s 

Midnight’s Children, in stark contrast, constructs 

identity in a fluid, trans-national space. Saleem Sinai, 

born at the exact moment of India’s independence, is 

physically and metaphorically tied to the new nation, 

but he is a displaced figure from the start. His identity 

is not rooted in a single place but in a network of 

connections, migrations, and historical accidents. He 

forges a sense of self in what Bhabha would call the 

"third space" of the nation-in-progress, a space that is 

neither traditional nor modern, neither fully Indian nor 

British, but something new and contingent. His identity 

is constituted by his multiple, often conflicting, 

affiliations. Nervous Conditions portrays the most 

layered experience of spatial displacement. 

Tambudzai’s journey takes her from the Shona 

homestead, to the mission school, and finally to the 

elite Sacred Heart convent. Each space represents a 

different set of cultural expectations—traditional 

patriarchy, colonial education, and Western 

refinement. Tambudzai is never fully at home in any of 

these spaces. Her identity is forged in the movement 

between them, in the "nervous condition" of navigating 

these conflicting demands. Unlike Okonkwo, she does 

not seek a return to a lost past, but unlike Saleem, her 

negotiation is not celebratory but deeply painful, 

highlighting the gendered and racialized dimensions of 

displacement. The analysis reveals a progression from 

a binary conflict between tradition and colonialism, to 

a fluid, transnational hybridity, to a nuanced, 

intersectional exploration of how space and identity 

are contested on multiple fronts. 

Agency and the Process of Becoming: The trajectories 

of the protagonists demonstrate a significant shift in 

how agency is conceptualized in the face of 

displacement. Okonkwo is a figure of tragic agency. He 

fights against the change brought by colonialism, but 

his agency is limited to the terms of the old world. He 

is a man of action, but his actions are reactive, and his 
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inflexibility ultimately renders him powerless. His 

identity is fixed, and when the world that gave it 

meaning is destroyed, he is destroyed with it. This 

represents an early stage in the literary exploration of 

displacement, where the focus is on the traumatic 

rupture. Saleem Sinai’s agency is of a different order. 

He has little control over the historical events that 

shape his life, but his power lies in his narrative. By 

telling his story, by "pickling" time in the jars of his 

memory, he asserts a form of agency. He constructs an 

identity not by resisting history, but by re-imagining it. 

His identity is a constant process of "becoming," as Hall 

theorizes, created through the act of narration itself. 

Even his physical fragmentation mirrors the 

postcolonial condition he embodies. This represents a 

shift towards seeing agency in creative, symbolic, and 

narrative terms. Tambudzai’s journey in Nervous 

Conditions offers the most complex model of agency. 

Her story is one of gradual awakening. She navigates 

the patriarchal constraints of her family and the 

colonial structures of her school with a quiet but 

persistent determination. Her agency is not expressed 

through grand gestures (like Okonkwo) or magical 

narration (like Saleem), but through her pursuit of 

education and her growing critical consciousness. By 

the end of the novel, she has achieved a form of 

liberation, but it is a "nervous" one, fraught with 

ambivalence. She has gained the tools to navigate the 

colonial world, but at the cost of alienation from her 

own culture. Her identity is not a triumphant synthesis 

but an ongoing, unresolved negotiation. This evolution 

in the representation of agency—from reactive 

tragedy, to creative narration, to ambivalent 

negotiation—demonstrates the growing complexity 

with which postcolonial literature has engaged with the 

question of how individuals can forge a self in the face 

of overwhelming historical and cultural pressures. 

Conclusion 

This study has explored the multifaceted 

representations of cultural displacement and identity 

formation in three canonical postcolonial novels. The 

analysis, grounded in the theoretical frameworks of 

Homi K. Bhabha and Stuart Hall, reveals that these 

literary works do not simply document the trauma of 

colonialism but actively engage in re-imagining 

displacement as a complex, generative condition. 

Through a comparative analysis of Things Fall Apart, 

Midnight’s Children, and Nervous Conditions, the 

research has traced a thematic evolution. Achebe’s 

novel powerfully captures the initial rupture and tragic 

fragmentation of a world shattered by colonial 

imposition. Rushdie’s work, in contrast, embraces the 

condition of fragmentation and migration, celebrating 

the hybrid identities that emerge from the "third 

space" of postcolonial and diasporic experience. 

Dangarembga’s narrative adds a crucial intersectional 

lens, exposing how the experience of displacement is 

further complicated by gender and patriarchy, resulting 

in a state of perpetual ambivalence. Collectively, these 

texts demonstrate that identity in the postcolonial 

context is not a return to a fixed, essential past but a 

dynamic, ongoing process of "becoming," forged in the 

interstitial spaces between cultures, languages, and 

histories. The findings underscore the critical role of 

literature in articulating the complex realities of 

postcolonial subjectivity, moving beyond simplistic 

binaries of loss and gain to reveal a nuanced terrain of 

negotiation, agency, and creative survival. Ultimately, 

these narratives affirm that cultural displacement, 

while rooted in a history of violence, also gives rise to 

new forms of selfhood that challenge monolithic 

notions of identity, offering a more fluid, pluralistic, 

and resilient understanding of what it means to belong 

in a postcolonial world. Further research could extend 

this comparative framework to include more recent 

postcolonial and diaspora literature, exploring how 

contemporary global dynamics of migration and digital 

culture are shaping new forms of identity and 

displacement. 
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