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Abstract: This study explores the intricate process of cultural deconstruction in the refugee-centered narratives of Abdulrazak 
Gurnah, specifically focusing on By the Sea, Desertion, and Afterlives. Through a postcolonial lens, the paper examines how 
Gurnah dismantles fixed notions of cultural identity by portraying characters caught between memory, migration, and historical 
erasure. His refugee protagonists challenge the binaries of homeland versus exile, tradition versus modernity, and self-versus 
other. The paper argues that Gurnah’s fiction presents culture as a fluid and contested terrain, shaped by colonial histories and 
diasporic realities. By employing fragmented narrative techniques and hybridized language, Gurnah reclaims marginalized 
voices and reconstructs the cultural self in exile. This research contributes to broader conversations in postcolonial and refugee 
studies by highlighting how literature can become a site of cultural resistance and transformation. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 
In the contemporary literary landscape, the works of Abdulrazak Gurnah have carved an essential niche for their poignant and 
profound explorations of displacement, exile, and the ruptures of identity within the context of postcolonial migration. As a 
Tanzanian-born British novelist and recipient of the 2021 Nobel Prize in Literature, Gurnah offers a corpus that challenges dominant 
historical narratives and exposes the cultural, psychological, and political effects of colonialism and forced migration. His novels 
resonate not merely as tales of geographic displacement but as testimonies to cultural fragmentation and the profound complexity of 
refugee existence. By interrogating the nuanced experiences of characters in flux, Gurnah actively engages in what postcolonial 
theorists term cultural deconstruction—an analytical practice that seeks to unravel dominant cultural paradigms and disrupt 
essentialist conceptions of identity and belonging (Bhabha 2; Derrida 278). 
Gurnah’s narratives, particularly in novels such as By the Sea (2001), Desertion (2005), and Afterlives (2020), explore the lives of 
individuals navigating postcolonial societies and transnational spaces marked by trauma, memory, and estrangement. Through a 
refined and critical postcolonial lens, he renders visible the cultural contradictions and ambivalences that shape the refugee’s 
condition. His characters are often situated in a liminal space between homeland and hostland, tradition and modernity, belonging 
and alienation—spaces where cultural signifiers no longer hold firm ground and identities are endlessly in flux. It is this shifting 
terrain that positions Gurnah’s fiction within a larger discourse of deconstruction, where established cultural norms are interrogated, 
historical metanarratives are dismantled, and the reader is compelled to confront the multiplicities that characterize diasporic 
identities (Said 23; Spivak 28). 
The process of cultural deconstruction in Gurnah’s works begins with the destabilization of the colonial archive. Like many 
postcolonial writers, Gurnah contends with the residual legacies of empire, specifically the British and German colonization of East 
Africa. However, unlike those who advocate for a reclamation of precolonial purity, Gurnah’s project is more complex. He resists 
the binary between colonizer and colonized, revealing instead how identities are forged in the interstitial spaces between cultures. 
As Homi Bhabha notes, cultural identity in the postcolonial era emerges in the “Third Space of enunciation,” where hybridity 
challenges the authenticity of cultural narratives (Bhabha 56). In Desertion, for instance, the relationship between Rehana, a local 
Zanzibari woman, and Martin Pearce, a British colonial officer, is not simply one of subjugation. It is a site of cultural 
entanglement, betrayal, and misunderstanding, revealing how both colonial and indigenous identities are produced through 
encounters with the Other. 
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Moreover, Gurnah’s characters often display a dual consciousness, reminiscent of W.E.B. Du Bois’s concept of “double 
consciousness”—the internal conflict experienced by subordinated groups in an oppressive society (Du Bois 9). This is evident in 
By the Sea, where Saleh Omar, an elderly asylum-seeker, struggles with the erasure of his identity and the pressure to conform to 
Western expectations of victimhood. His silence, mistaken by immigration authorities as deception, becomes an act of resistance—a 
refusal to be reduced to a stereotype. The novel’s nonlinear structure, which moves between Zanzibar and England, past and present, 
underscores the fragmented temporality of the refugee’s experience. It is through this structural and narrative fragmentation that 
Gurnah deconstructs the idea of a coherent cultural self and instead presents identity as a palimpsest shaped by memory, trauma, and 
negotiation. 
Central to Gurnah’s cultural deconstruction is the motif of language. Language, as both a vehicle of communication and a tool of 
empire, is implicated in the construction and deconstruction of cultural identity. Gurnah’s use of English, interwoven with Swahili 
phrases, Quranic references, and coastal idioms, reflects the linguistic hybridity of his characters’ world. This polyphonic narrative 
strategy resists linguistic hegemony and asserts the multiplicity of cultural voices. As Jacques Derrida posits, language is inherently 
unstable, and meaning is always deferred through a process he terms différance (Derrida 278). Gurnah utilizes this instability to 
reveal how language can both anchor and alienate individuals, particularly those who must navigate foreign legal and social systems 
to justify their existence. For characters like Saleh Omar and Latif Mahmud, storytelling itself becomes a battleground where 
competing narratives vie for legitimacy. 
The sea, as a recurring symbol in Gurnah’s work, further encapsulates the fluidity of cultural identity and the uncertainties of exile. 
It is at once a boundary and a bridge, representing the perilous journey undertaken by refugees and the vast, uncharted territory of 
memory and history. In By the Sea, the ocean is not merely a geographic entity but a metaphor for the instability and motion of 
diasporic lives. It echoes Paul Gilroy’s notion of the “Black Atlantic,” where cultural identities are shaped through transoceanic 
crossings and intercultural exchanges (Gilroy 16). Gurnah’s use of the sea signifies the impossibility of return and the necessity of 
forging new modes of belonging beyond nationalist and ethnocentric boundaries. 
Cultural deconstruction in Gurnah’s refugee narratives also engages with the politics of historiography. In Afterlives, Gurnah revisits 
the often-overlooked chapter of East African involvement in the German colonial army during World War I. Through characters like 
Ilyas, Hamza, and Afiya, Gurnah exposes the silences and omissions in official historical accounts. The novel resists linear 
historiography and presents personal narratives as valid and essential to understanding cultural identity. By foregrounding 
marginalized voices, Gurnah challenges the Eurocentric construction of history and emphasizes the role of memory in shaping 
cultural consciousness. This aligns with Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s assertion that subaltern subjects must speak not only through 
institutional frameworks but also through literary expression, which offers a space for alternative epistemologies (Spivak 104). 
Furthermore, Gurnah’s characters often resist cultural essentialism—the belief that individuals possess an immutable cultural 
essence. Instead, they embody what Stuart Hall describes as “new ethnicities,” wherein identity is not a fixed inheritance but a 
positional articulation influenced by history, culture, and power relations (Hall 447). This is especially apparent in Desertion, where 
successive generations of characters’ grapple with questions of origin, legitimacy, and cultural transmission. The novel illustrates 
how culture is not a static set of practices but a dynamic process of meaning-making that is constantly evolving in response to 
internal and external pressures. 
Gurnah’s literary strategy of cultural deconstruction does not merely aim to dismantle dominant cultural frameworks; it also seeks to 
humanize the refugee by presenting their stories in all their complexity and contradiction. In doing so, he defies the reductive 
representations often found in political and media discourse, where refugees are either vilified as threats or pitied as helpless 
victims. Instead, Gurnah’s protagonists are rendered with emotional depth, intellectual nuance, and moral ambiguity. They are 
shaped by history but not defined by it, caught between worlds but not devoid of agency. 
In this regard, Gurnah’s work resonates with Edward Said’s vision of the intellectual as an outsider—one who speaks truth to power 
and questions the accepted narratives of authority (Said 89). Gurnah, through his fiction, performs a similar role by exposing the 
inconsistencies and hypocrisies in Western liberalism, particularly in its treatment of asylum-seekers and immigrants. He critiques 
the bureaucratic dehumanization of refugees and reveals how cultural identity is often instrumentalized to determine one’s 
worthiness of hospitality. 
The act of storytelling itself becomes an instrument of cultural deconstruction in Gurnah’s novels. His characters often engage in 
storytelling as a means of survival, resistance, and self-definition. In By the Sea, the exchange of stories between Saleh Omar and 
Latif Mahmud serves not only to fill the gaps in each other’s memory but also to reconstruct a fragmented cultural history. 
Storytelling, in this context, is a dialogic process that challenges singular truths and embraces multiplicity. It mirrors the Derridean 
notion that meaning is never fixed but always contingent upon context and interpretation. 
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In sum, Abdulrazak Gurnah’s refugee narratives perform a vital function in deconstructing dominant cultural ideologies and 
reimagining identity as a dynamic, contested, and relational construct. His fiction transcends the personal and the local to engage 
with global questions of migration, history, and belonging. Through a postcolonial lens, Gurnah unveils the mechanisms through 
which culture is constructed, deconstructed, and reconstructed in the lives of displaced individuals. His work invites readers to 
inhabit the in-between spaces where identities are forged not in isolation but in relation to histories of power, resistance, and 
resilience. 
This paper, therefore, aims to investigate the strategies of cultural deconstruction in Gurnah’s selected refugee works, with a focus 
on how narrative, language, memory, and identity intersect in the construction of postcolonial subjectivity. By doing so, it 
contributes to the broader discourse on migration literature and postcolonial theory, offering insights into the cultural implications of 
displacement in the 21st century. In the fractured worlds of Abdulrazak Gurnah’s fiction, we find not only a critique of past and 
present injustices but also a vision of cultural identity that is fluid, plural, and profoundly human. 
 

II. METHODOLOGY 
This study adopts a qualitative, interpretative approach grounded in postcolonial literary theory to examine the cultural 
deconstruction present in Abdulrazak Gurnah’s refugee narratives. The selected primary texts—By the Sea, Desertion, and 
Afterlives—are analyzed through close reading to uncover how Gurnah dismantles fixed cultural identities and interrogates colonial 
legacies. Drawing on the theoretical perspectives of Homi Bhabha, Edward Said, and Jacques Derrida, the research emphasizes 
themes of hybridity, liminality, and différance as tools of cultural critique. Particular attention is paid to narrative structure, 
character development, linguistic choices, and symbolic representations of displacement and memory. The methodology involves a 
comparative textual analysis that traces recurring patterns of identity fragmentation, cross-cultural conflict, and postcolonial 
resistance. Rather than relying on a historical or sociological reading alone, this study privileges a literary lens to explore how 
narrative devices and character psychology contribute to the deconstruction of cultural norms. The goal is to reveal how Gurnah’s 
refugee figures disrupt conventional understandings of culture, belonging, and historical continuity within postcolonial discourse. 
 

III. DISCUSSION 
Abdulrazak Gurnah’s refugee-centered novels intricately map the terrain of cultural dislocation and identity negotiation. His works 
do not merely recount stories of migration; rather, they interrogate the very concept of culture and its perceived fixity. By 
deconstructing cultural binaries and unraveling the intertwined layers of history, Gurnah positions his refugee characters in spaces 
of in-betweenness—caught between home and exile, memory and forgetting, tradition and transformation. This discussion explores 
the mechanisms of cultural deconstruction within three of Gurnah’s most influential works—By the Sea (2001), Desertion (2005), 
and Afterlives (2020)—arguing that his portrayal of cultural identity resists essentialist definitions and instead embraces hybridity, 
fragmentation, and fluidity. 
In By the Sea, Gurnah introduces Saleh Omar, a displaced Zanzibari who arrives in England under a false identity. His silence at the 
immigration office is symbolic: it signifies both erasure and resistance. Omar’s muteness dismantles the expectation that refugees 
must justify their displacement through a coherent, performative cultural narrative. Gurnah uses silence as a cultural rupture—a 
refusal to be pinned down by cultural essentialism. In this, he echoes Homi Bhabha’s notion of “hybridity,” which challenges the 
idea of a pure, authentic cultural identity. According to Bhabha, "the 'interstitial' is a third space that enables other positions to 
emerge" (Bhabha 56). Omar occupies this interstitial space, negotiating his fragmented identity through memory and storytelling 
rather than fixed cultural definitions. 
Gurnah carefully crafts Omar’s recollections to highlight the unreliability of memory and the multiplicity of self. He reveals that 
culture, far from being a monolithic entity, is layered and selectively remembered. The protagonist reassembles his past not to 
reclaim a lost identity, but to make sense of its deconstruction. The structure of the novel—nonlinear and shifting between Zanzibar 
and England—mirrors the fragmented consciousness of the refugee subject. As Omar retells the story of his betrayal by Hussein, he 
simultaneously reconstructs a personal and cultural narrative that subverts colonial historiography. His storytelling undermines the 
colonial archive by centering the voices and memories of those historically marginalized. 
The sea, as a recurring motif, functions metaphorically to signify both the physical and cultural crossing. It represents dislocation 
but also possibility. “The sea is the edge of the known world,” Omar notes, pointing to the idea that his journey across the sea is not 
just spatial but epistemological—a passage from known cultural identity to uncertain hybridity (Gurnah, By the Sea 17). In this 
framework, Gurnah deconstructs the idea of home as a stable cultural anchor. Home becomes, instead, a constellation of memories, 
fragmented narratives, and emotional attachments rather than a fixed geographical or cultural space. 
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Gurnah’s Desertion explores cross-cultural relationships during British colonial rule in East Africa. The novel spans generations, 
with central characters like Rehana, Martin Pearce, and their descendants inhabiting the liminal spaces between cultures. Martin 
Pearce, an injured British officer saved by local inhabitants, becomes entangled in a romantic relationship with Rehana, an 
indigenous woman. At first glance, their union appears to represent the possibility of cultural reconciliation. However, Gurnah 
subverts this narrative by exposing the inherent power imbalance in colonial desire. Rehana, while depicted with agency, is 
nevertheless subject to exoticization and abandonment. Pearce’s eventual departure and failure to maintain contact underscores the 
unequal stakes in cross-cultural intimacy. 
By situating a personal love story within the broader context of colonialism, Gurnah critiques the superficial harmony often 
portrayed in colonial narratives. Edward Said’s critique of Orientalism resonates here, as the colonial gaze continues to define the 
native other as both alluring and subordinate (Said 87). Gurnah deconstructs this cultural myth by showing how Pearce’s feelings, 
though possibly genuine, are steeped in imperialist ideologies. His inability to imagine a shared future with Rehana reflects the 
cultural and institutional barriers that persist even in intimate relationships. 
The novel’s second narrative layer focuses on Rashid and Amin, descendants of this colonial entanglement. Their stories are 
characterized by a constant oscillation between cultural affiliations. Rashid, who travels to England for education, experiences racial 
discrimination and alienation despite his academic excellence. His cultural identity is neither fully African nor comfortably British. 
This cultural in-betweenness reflects Derrida’s idea of différance, the notion that meaning is always deferred and identity is never 
complete or present in itself (Derrida 28). Rashid’s cultural experience is shaped not by continuity but by rupture, silence, and 
reinterpretation. 
Importantly, Gurnah resists nostalgia. The past is not romanticized; rather, it is portrayed as deeply flawed and often painful. The 
family's reluctance to discuss Rehana’s relationship with Martin Pearce points to a collective cultural repression. In deconstructing 
these silences, Gurnah highlights the cultural tension between remembering and forgetting, tradition and transgression. His narrative 
structure, like in By the Sea, privileges nonlinear storytelling, allowing contradictions and ambiguities to surface without being 
resolved. 
Afterlives, Gurnah’s more recent novel, expands the scope of cultural deconstruction to include African participation in colonial 
wars, particularly under German rule in East Africa. By centering African perspectives, Gurnah dismantles Eurocentric historical 
narratives that either marginalize or erase the contributions and traumas of African communities during colonial conflicts. The 
characters in Afterlives—notably Ilyas, Hamza, and Afiya—are emblematic of disrupted cultural legacies. Ilyas, taken by German 
colonialists and later returning as a soldier, embodies the contradiction of serving an oppressive regime. His fragmented identity 
reflects the deep internalization of colonial ideology. He becomes alienated from his native culture, illustrating the psychological 
toll of cultural assimilation. Gurnah’s portrayal of Ilyas reveals how colonial education and militarization can sever an individual 
from their indigenous roots, leaving them in a cultural vacuum. 
Afiya, on the other hand, offers a counter-narrative. She actively seeks knowledge and questions patriarchal and colonial norms. Her 
role as an intellectual and emotional center of the story challenges traditional gender and cultural roles. Afiya’s resilience and 
critical thinking highlight the potential for cultural agency even within oppressive structures. Gurnah uses her character to 
deconstruct the assumption that colonized subjects are passive recipients of history. Instead, they are agents capable of resistance, 
reinvention, and critical reflection. 
The novel also critiques the cultural consequences of war and displacement. Hamza, a former soldier, returns to a community that 
no longer recognizes him. His trauma is not merely physical but cultural. He struggles to reintegrate into a society that has been 
transformed by war and colonial intrusion. This cultural alienation echoes Bhabha’s assertion that “the cultural temporality of the 
nation inscribes a radical split between the pedagogical and the performative” (Bhabha 208). Hamza’s lived experience as a soldier 
diverges from the official nationalist narrative, illustrating the disjunction between imposed cultural memory and lived reality. 
Language again plays a crucial role. Gurnah’s interweaving of Swahili, German, Arabic, and English destabilizes linguistic 
authority. By refusing to prioritize a singular language, Gurnah reflects the multilingual and multicultural reality of his characters. 
Language becomes both a tool of oppression and resistance—colonial languages impose control, but indigenous languages preserve 
cultural memory. The polyphonic nature of the text illustrates Derrida’s claim that language always carries the trace of the other, 
making pure meaning impossible (Derrida 61). 
Moreover, Gurnah’s rejection of linear history challenges the colonial narrative of progress. Afterlives concludes not with resolution 
but with reflection. The characters are not returned to an idealized cultural wholeness; instead, they navigate ongoing uncertainty. 
Gurnah’s refusal to offer cultural closure is a deliberate deconstructive strategy, emphasizing that cultural identity, particularly in 
postcolonial and refugee contexts, is an ongoing, unfinished process. 



International Journal for Research in Applied Science & Engineering Technology (IJRASET) 
                                                                                           ISSN: 2321-9653; IC Value: 45.98; SJ Impact Factor: 7.538 

                                                                                                                Volume 13 Issue IV Apr 2025- Available at www.ijraset.com 
     

 
1489 ©IJRASET: All Rights are Reserved | SJ Impact Factor 7.538 | ISRA Journal Impact Factor 7.894 | 

Across his body of work, Gurnah consistently destabilizes cultural binaries. The refugee condition in his fiction is not simply about 
physical exile but about epistemological rupture. His characters often straddle multiple worlds, embodying what Gloria Anzaldúa 
calls “borderlands”—spaces of cultural collision and convergence (Anzaldúa 25). These borderlands are not only geographical but 
existential, marked by shifting allegiances, reconstructed memories, and hybrid identities. What sets Gurnah apart is his ability to 
show that cultural deconstruction is not a loss but a space of creation. By challenging essentialist narratives of home, origin, and 
belonging, he invites readers to reimagine identity as dynamic rather than static. His refugee characters are not defined by 
victimhood but by their capacity to narrate, critique, and reinvent their cultural worlds. Gurnah’s narrative techniques—nonlinear 
timelines, fragmented memories, unreliable narrators—mirror the cultural disintegration experienced by his characters. In doing so, 
he not only tells stories of refugees but makes readers experience the instability and multiplicity of refugee subjectivity. 
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