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Dear All, 

 

In September we read Orange prize winner "Half of a Yellow Sun" by the young Nigerian writer Chimamanda 

Ngozi Adichie. 

 

Half of a Yellow Sun is set in Nigeria during the 1960s, at a time of the vicious Nigeria- Biafra war in which 

more than a million people died and thousands were massacred in cold blood.  

Three characters are swept up in the rapidly unfolding political events. Ugwu, a boy from a poor village, is 

employed as a houseboy for a university lecturer.  

 

Olanna, a young, middle-class woman, has come to live with the professor, abandoning her privileged life in 

Lagos for a dusty university town and the charismatic idealism of her new lover.  

 

Richard is a tall, shy Englishman, in thrall to Olanna's twin sister Kainene, who refuses to belong to anyone. 

 

They are propelled into events that pull them apart and bring them together in the most unexpected ways. As 

Nigerian troops advance and they run for their lives, their ideals - and their loyalties to each other - are 

severely tested.  

 

Half of a Yellow Sun  is about Africa, about moral responsibility, the end of colonialism, ethnic allegiances, 

class and race, and about how love can complicate all these things. 

 

Adichie had received rave reviews for this, her second novel - 

 

 "Stunning. This novel is an immense achievement." The Observer   "A landmark novel." The Guardian   "A 

magnificent novel." The Independent.  The judges of the Orange prize had obviously agreed with the critics. 

 

But what had we thought ? 

 

Our views:Our views:Our views:Our views:    

 

" I loved the book. Until I read this book I didn't know very much about Africa . The descriptions were so 

detailed- I learnt about customs, food, clothes and tribal loyalties. I could picture the small African villages and 

the hustle and bustle of Lagos. The lives of the characters were vivid and moving. I couldn't put it down.". 

 

"I decided that I just couldn't read about the war. I couldn't cope with such a depressing topic. I read the 

beginning and then couldn't continue." 

 

" I found it very boring and very superficial- Adichie could have gone deeper into the Biafran conflict .I was 

disappointed" 

 

"It wasn't as frightening as I expected- the style was factual and not too emotional." 

 

"It was very informative- very well written from the Igbo point of view. African people should write their own 

history." 

 

"I had personal experience of the months leading up to Nigerian independence in 1960- I thought it was an 

excellent book- of course the Igbo perspective is emphasised and there is always more than one side to a story.  



The book would have been written differently by a Hausa or a Yoruba. " 

 

"Once Nigeria had its independence in 1960 the British government felt that they should not interfere in the 

future of Nigerian politics. Until 1967 the situation was quite stable in Nigeria. During the Biafran civil war 

1967-1970 should the British have intervened? it was a catch 22 situation- if the British did nothing they were 

criticised and if they had gone in like a colonial power they would have been wrong too. But surely some 

humanitarian aid would have been possible sooner." 

 

"I'm from Kenya. I want to point out that tribal bonds are much stronger than national ones. Dislike between 

tribes is very deep rooted and has lasted for many,many years." 

 

"Nigeria as a country was created by the British and didn't take into account tribal loyalties to land. Unnatural 

boundaries were created and these led to inevitable conflicts between the tribes." 

 

"The accounts of African history tend to be one-sided- recorded by the colonialists. African children were also 

taught British history in school- not their own African heritage." 

 

"The Igbo are referred to as the Jews of west Africa even today. They tend to be the most educated and 

successful tribe in Nigeria." 

 

" As a white man in Nigeria, I found a difference in the way the Igbos and the Hausa related to me. The Hausa 

would tell me what I wanted to hear- often a white lie- the Igbo would actually lie if necessary." 

 

"I liked the writing very much- it was factual and not sensational." 

 

"I was fascinated by the topic of African food - I couldn't believe that grasshoppers are seen as a delicacy." 

 

"But the French eat frogs legs and snails- how is that different?" 

 

"When people are starving they will eat anything at all to keep alive. After the second world war the Germans 

had to eat all kinds of things they hadn't eaten before- like guinea pigs " 

 

" My people the Japanese in our past had to eat each other in some cases."  

 

"The West perceives African governments as corrupt- and that is often true- but it may be interesting to know 

that a word for "corruption" doesn't exist in African languages." 

 

" A black cat is seen as evil or bad luck in Nigeria, Germany and Japan. In Germany if the cat appears from left 

to right it is bad but if it appears from right to left it is good. Although some of our German members had never 

heard this before!  It seems to only symbolise good luck in Britain. A curious cultural difference." 

 

"It was a new experience for me- I hadn't read a book by a black African writer before. I liked very much that 

the story is told at first by the poor village boy Ugwu. His astonishment at the comfortable academic lifestyle 

that he joins as houseboy is very well portrayed. He can't believe that he will be able to eat meat every day .He 

stuffs chicken into his pockets and takes it to bed with him." 

 

"That image of Ugwu reminded me of the story of "Heidi." 

 

"For me the most powerful part of the novel was the way in which people's lives were transformed by the civil 

war. And the resilience of the people during such hard times." 

 

"I found the story within the story rather confusing and the time shifts from the late sixties back to the early 



sixties. Who was Baby who had suddenly appeared? I thought Olanna had had a child herself." 

 

"I knew very little about Nigeria and was astonished to discover how British it still seemed ." 

 

"It was a very, very good book. Outstanding!  I love to read an interesting story which teaches me about a 

subject I don't know very much about- especially the history of another country.". 

 

" I have never read such a "nice" book about a war before." 

 

"I had to look up the plot summary to fully understand it. But once I'd done that I enjoyed it a lot." 

 

"I liked the book very much- particularly the characters. They were all slightly mysterious. Ugwu was my 

favourite- he had such a positive way of looking at the world. Olanna was very warm and genuine and 

endearing. She showed no snobbery towards her poor relations." 

 

"It was a wonderful novel and we learn so much about another continent. I was surprised at the class system in 

Africa- I hadn't expected that.' 

 

"Every day I looked forward to reading it. It was a  real pleasure to resume reading - a treat ! " 

 

" I don't connect with colonial writers- I didn't enjoy it all and I haven't finished it." 

 

" The sexual freedom of the characters seemed unrealistic in 1960s Nigeria.  It certainly would have been 

difficult to live with a man before marriage in 1960s Germany." 

 

"I'm Nigerian and was living in Biafra at the time. I found many inaccuracies in the novel- especially the 

sexual freedom that the women seemed to have. Women are second class citizens in Nigeria and sons are still 

hugely important. Many men take a second wife if their first wife has only produced daughters. It would have 

been socially unacceptable for Olanna to live with Odenigbo as his lover at that time." 

 

"The ousider is the white man Richard- he is searching for roots and wants to belong - even learning the Igbo 

language. But he is weak and ineffective and doesn't manage to write his book about Biafra. It is Ugwu who 

writes the book - the world was silent when we died-  and I think Adichie is making a point that it should be 

the African writing their story not the outsider- the white man." 

 

"The book started slowly for me and then I was drawn into the story- more and more - and reminded of "war 

and Peace."I had some difficulty following the minor characters- I had to start several times." 

 

"I especially loved the beginning. I hadn't heard of the Biafran war and then remembered having seen the 

pictures of the starving chidren. I began to make the connection and feel involved." 

 

"The political aspect was handled well but there was too much war for me!" 

 

"I had mixed feelings. There was too much sex!" 

 

"I was gripped by it and enjoyed the sex scenes." 

 

"I really struggled with the book- I never got into it- and only read it for the group. There was too much about 

war for me."  

 

"As a Nigerian I asked the question- who is Adichie writing for? Is she writing for Africans, Europeans or 

Americans? There were too many contradictory elements. I loved her first novel "Purple Hibiscus"- it was an 



accurate picture of her  strict upbringing in a Catholic school- this novel was too ambitious and didn't work for 

me." 

 

"I think Adichie is trying to show the human qualities that are present even in the worst situations and to 

record the horror of the Biafran war as a tribute to her grandfathers who lost their lives in the conflict." 

 

"But she also shows the dehuminisation that war brings about in the scene where Ugwu is forced by peer 

pressure to rape a girl." 

 

"We tend to have stereotypical images of Africa in the West- poverty, Aids, slavery,corruption, tribal hatred, 

safari parks etc. Perhaps we now have a  more balanced image of Africa." 

 

"We mustn't look at Africa as one place-  I am often asked as a Kenyan to give my views on "Africa" eg on 

Egypt- which I know very little about. It's important that we remember how diverse Africa is."  

 

"The only authentic identity for the African is the tribe." 

 

"The British Council character ( Richard' first girlfriend) symbolises the old colonial attitudes- living the 

British lifestyle impervious of her surroundings- the lavish parties etc." 

 

"Ugwu symbolises the potential success for a poor but intelligent village boy when he is given the opportunity 

for education." 

 

 

A rich blend of impressions and differences in opinion. Overall we found the book stimulating and very well 

written but we had some strong critics amongst us too. 

 

So much more could be said but let' s give the acclaimed Nigerian writer Chinua Achebe the last word. He says 

that Adichie is"a new writer endowed with the gift of ancient storytellers."  I'm sure we can all agree with 

that. 

 

Looking forward to seeing everyone again- and in the meantime good reading! 

 

All the best 

 

Jan 


