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| ABSTRACT 

Contemporary Nigerian fiction frequently returns to questions of memory, identity, displacement, and 

colonial experience. Rather than treating the colonial past as a closed historical period, many Nigerian 

writers represent it as an experience that continues to shape individual identities, family relationships, 

cultural practices, and social institutions. This paper examines the representation of memory and identity in 

selected contemporary Nigerian fictional narratives, focusing particularly on the ways characters negotiate 

inherited histories and competing cultural frameworks. Through a close-reading approach, the study 

examines narrative voice, recollection, symbolism, cultural conflict, and representations of place. The 

analysis suggests that memory functions not merely as a record of historical experience but as an active 

process through which characters reconstruct their identities. The study further observes that colonial 

experience is frequently represented through fragmented memories, generational tensions, linguistic 

conflicts, and negotiations between indigenous traditions and Western cultural influences. The narratives 

examined demonstrate that identity remains fluid and contested rather than fixed. By bringing personal 

memory into dialogue with collective history, contemporary Nigerian fiction creates literary spaces in 

which the meanings of belonging, cultural continuity, and historical inheritance can be reconsidered. 

| KEYWORDS 

Nigerian literature, postcolonial literature, memory, identity, colonialism, cultural conflict, African fiction, literary studies  

|ARTICLE INFORMATION 

Article history: 

Received 30 May 2026 
Received in revised form 20 june 2026 
Accepted 21 July 2026 

 

 
 Introduction 

Literature has long provided a space in which societies remember, question, and reinterpret their histories. 

In the Nigerian literary tradition, the relationship between literature and history is particularly significant 

because the country's modern cultural and political formation has been shaped by encounters between 

indigenous societies and European colonial structures. 
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The colonial period transformed political institutions, systems of education, religious practices, language 

use, and social organization. Its consequences did not disappear with political independence. Instead, they 

continued to influence subsequent generations through institutions, cultural expectations, family histories, 

and competing understandings of identity. 

Contemporary Nigerian writers frequently return to these questions. Their narratives often move between 

past and present, allowing individual experiences to intersect with broader historical processes. A character 

remembering a parent's experience, for example, may simultaneously be confronting a history that predates 

their own birth. 

Memory consequently becomes an important literary device. It enables writers to represent history through 

individual consciousness rather than through chronological historical narration alone. Memories may be 

incomplete, contradictory, emotionally charged, or shaped by later experiences. 

This paper examines the relationship between memory, identity, and colonial experience in contemporary 

Nigerian fiction. It argues that literary representations of memory provide a means through which characters 

negotiate inherited histories and construct changing understandings of themselves. 

A.  Literature and the Question of Identity 

Identity in postcolonial literature is rarely presented as a simple or permanent category. Characters 

frequently exist between cultural systems, languages, geographical spaces, and competing expectations. 

The Nigerian literary tradition contains numerous representations of this tension. Characters may 

experience conflict between indigenous cultural practices and Western educational or religious institutions. 

Such conflicts are not always presented as a straightforward opposition between two completely separate 

worlds. Instead, the narratives often demonstrate that individuals incorporate elements of multiple cultural 

experiences. 

This complexity has contributed to sustained scholarly interest in concepts such as hybridity, cultural 

negotiation, displacement, and belonging. 

Stuart Hall's discussion of cultural identity is particularly relevant to this context because identity can be 

understood as a process rather than as an unchanging essence. From this perspective, identity is 

continuously shaped by history, representation, memory, and social experience. 

Postcolonial literary narratives frequently dramatize this process through characters who revisit the past 

while attempting to understand their present circumstances. 

B.  Memory as a Literary Device 

Memory occupies a distinctive position between individual experience and collective history. Unlike an 

archival document, memory is subjective. It may emphasize certain experiences while suppressing or 

overlooking others. 

In literary narratives, this subjectivity provides writers with opportunities to challenge conventional 

understandings of history. A remembered event can be presented from several perspectives, allowing 

readers to recognize the difference between historical occurrence and individual interpretation. 

Memory also creates structural possibilities. A narrative may begin in the present and move backward 

through recollection. Alternatively, different characters may remember the same event differently. 
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Such techniques make memory both a thematic concern and a formal strategy. 

In Nigerian fiction, memories of colonialism may appear indirectly through family stories, names, 

languages, educational experiences, religious practices, and inherited attitudes toward cultural traditions. 

C.  Colonial Experience and Generational Memory 

One of the recurring tensions in postcolonial fiction concerns the transmission of historical experience 

between generations. 

Characters born after colonial independence may nevertheless inherit memories of colonial institutions from 

parents and grandparents. These memories can influence their understanding of language, education, social 

status, and cultural identity. 

The younger generation may not experience colonialism directly, but its effects can remain visible in 

everyday life. 

This creates a temporal paradox: the past is historically distant but socially present. 

Literary narratives are particularly effective in representing this phenomenon because fiction can place 

different generations within the same narrative framework. A conversation between parent and child can 

therefore become a dialogue between different interpretations of history. 

The older generation may understand colonial experience through direct memory, while the younger 

generation may encounter it through stories, education, or cultural practices. 

D. Language and Cultural Identity 

Language occupies an especially important position in postcolonial Nigerian literature. 

English became an important language of administration and education during colonial rule and 

subsequently remained one of Nigeria's major languages of public and literary communication. Nigerian 

writers have consequently engaged with the question of whether English can be transformed into an 

instrument for representing indigenous experiences. 

The use of Nigerian English expressions, indigenous words, proverbs, oral storytelling techniques, and 

culturally specific metaphors can create a literary language that differs significantly from standardized 

British English. 

This process can be understood as an act of cultural negotiation. 

Rather than abandoning English, writers may reshape it. Indigenous concepts can enter English-language 

narratives without being completely translated into Western conceptual frameworks. 

The resulting literary language reflects a hybrid cultural environment. 

E. Representation of Place and Belonging 

Place is another significant element in narratives concerned with identity. 
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The village, city, school, religious institution, and foreign country can each represent different forms of 

belonging. A character's movement between these spaces may correspond to changes in self-perception. 

The urban environment, for instance, may represent modernity, education, employment, and social 

mobility. The village may be associated with ancestry, family memory, and cultural continuity. 

However, these associations are rarely absolute. Nigerian fiction often complicates the distinction between 

tradition and modernity by demonstrating that both spaces contain contradictions. 

A character may feel culturally connected to a rural community while simultaneously experiencing 

alienation within it. Similarly, a city may initially appear unfamiliar but eventually become a space of 

personal development. 

Place therefore becomes a symbolic component of identity rather than merely a geographical setting. 

F. Fragmented Narratives and the Reconstruction of the Past 

Contemporary literary narratives increasingly employ fragmented structures to represent memory. 

Chronological storytelling suggests that events can be organized into a stable sequence. Memory, by 

contrast, rarely operates in such a linear fashion. An object, photograph, conversation, or location may 

unexpectedly trigger a recollection. 

Fragmented narration can reproduce this experience. 

A character may remember childhood during an adult crisis, return to a family event, and subsequently 

reconsider the meaning of that event from the perspective of later knowledge. 

Such narrative movement encourages readers to understand the past as something reconstructed rather than 

simply retrieved. 

The distinction is important because it suggests that remembering is also an act of interpretation. 

G. Discussion 

The representation of memory in Nigerian fiction reveals the close relationship between personal identity 

and collective history. 

Characters often discover that their understanding of themselves depends partly on stories they have 

inherited. Family narratives can explain why particular traditions are maintained, why certain relationships 

remain conflicted, or why particular cultural practices are viewed with pride or suspicion. 

Colonial history therefore enters the individual narrative indirectly. 

It may appear through education, language, religion, social class, or family expectations rather than through 

explicit descriptions of colonial administration. 

This indirect representation can be particularly powerful because it demonstrates how historical processes 

become embedded in ordinary life. 
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The literary treatment of identity also challenges the assumption that postcolonial subjects must choose 

between two fixed cultural positions. Characters may adopt elements of several cultural traditions 

simultaneously. 

Identity thus emerges as negotia 

 

 


