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Plot Summary

Purple Hibiscus is a novel set in postcolonial Nigeria, a country beset by political
instability and economic difficulties. The central character is Kambili Achike, fifteen
for much of the period covered by the book, a member of a wealthy family
dominated by her devoutly Catholic father, Eugene. Eugene is both a religious
zealot and a violent figure in the Achike household, subjecting his wife Beatrice,
Kambili herself, and her brother Jaja to beatings and psychological cruelty.

Told through Kambili's eyes, the story is essentially about the disintegration of her
family unit and her struggle to grow to maturity. A key period is the time Kambili and
her brother spend at the house of her father’s sister, Ifeoma, and her three children.
This household offers a marked contrast to what Kambili and Jaja are used to.
Though Catholic, it practices a completely different form of Catholicism, making for
a happy, liberal place that encourages its members to speak their minds. In this
nurturing environment both Kambili and Jaja become more open, more able to
voice their own opinions. Importantly, also, while at Aunty Ifeoma'’s, Kambili falls in
love with a young priest, Father Amadi, which awakens her sense of her own
sexuality.



» Ultimately, a critical mass is reached in ferms of the lives of Kambili,
Jaja and the existence of their family as it once was. Unable to
cope with Eugene’s continual violence, Beatrice poisons him. Jaja
takes the blame for the crime and ends up in prison. In the
meantime, Aunty Ifeoma and her family go to America to live after
she is unfairly dismissed from her job as lecturer at the University of
Nigeria. The novel ends almost three years after the events just
described, on a cautiously optimistic note. Kambili has become a
young woman of eighteen, more confident than before, while her
brother Jaja is about to be released from prison, hardened but not
broken by his experience there. Their mother, Beatrice, having
deteriorated psychologically to a great degree, shows small signs of
improvement. In essence, a better future is possible for them all,
though exactly what it might involve is an open question.



KEY CHARACTERS

» Kambili Achike

Kambili Achike is the central character in Purple Hibiscus and also the narrator of
the story. She is an infelligent, observant, religious young woman, aged fifteen for
much of the novel. At the same time, Kambili is shy and inhibited, at least unfil she
has spent an extended amount of time away from her family home at the house of
Aunty Ifeoma and her family. Kambili is the younger of Eugene and Beatrice
Achike's two children.

» Eugene Achike

Eugene Achike is Kambili's father. He is a wealthy businessman and very strict
Catholic who dominates his family for much of the novel by imposing a harsh
religious regime in the family home. Indeed, for much of Purple Hibiscus he controls
almost every aspect of his family’s life, including imposing a schedule upon the lives
of Kambili and her brother Jaja so that every minute of the day is mapped out for
them. While on the one hand Eugene is an important man in his society and
donates considerable amounts of money to needy individuals and worthy causes,
he is prone to outbreaks of violence within the family house, subjecting his wife
Beatrice and the two children to severe physical punishment.



» Beatrice Achike

Beatrice, mother and wife in the Achike family, is a quiet, maternal figure
for much of the work, presenting a softer, warmer presence in the home in
confrast to the often tyrannical presence of Eugene. Passive is another
term applicable to her, at least for a great deal of the book. In this
context, Kambili says, “there was so much that she did not mind (p. 19)."
Ultimately, however, Beatrice cannot cope with Eugene’s behaviour and
poisons him. Her son, Jaja, takes the blame for the crime and she is o
shattered wreck after this point. At the conclusion of the novel, however,
with Jgja’s impending release from prison, there are some indications that
her condition will improve.

» Chukwuka “Jaja” Achike

Chukwuka Achike, nicknamed “Jaja” by his family, is an intelligent young
man about two years his sister’'s senior. For most of the novel, in the same
way as the rest of his family, he is dominated by his father, although
ultimately he displays more overt defiance than them, especially by not
going to communion on Palm Sunday and causing a massive family scene
as a consequence. He takes the blame for his mother’s crime and spends
almost three years in prison before obtaining an amnesty. Through this
time, his personality has hardened but not been broken.



» Aunty Ifeoma

Aunty Ifeoma is Eugene’s sister, a tall, striking, infelligent woman who
works as a lecturer at the University of Nigeria. She is highly capable in
many aspects of her life, displaying determination and resourcefulness
in bringing up her children without a husband. Though financially
struggling, she creates a much happier environment for her children
than does her brother Eugene for his family.

» Father Amadi

Father Amadi is a young attractive priest in the circle of Aunty Ifeoma
and her family. Being youthful, indigenous and well-versed in
contemporary life, he could be described as a “new generation”
priest, as opposed 1o white European priests in the country such as
Eugene’s pastor, Father Benedict. When Kambilli falls in love with Father
Amadi, he shows considerable thoughtfulness and honour in the
sensitive way he makes it clear to her that, because he is devoted to
the church, he will never be able to become her partner.



» Papa-Nnukwu

Papa-Nnukwu is both father and grandfather in the Achike family,
being Eugene and Ifeoma’s father. He is a kind, loving man rooted in
the traditional non-Christian beliefs of his indigenous culture, presenting
a marked contrast, in particular, to his son Eugene’s adherence to
European religion and lifestyle.



