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Abstract
Abdulrazak Gurnah’s Paradise (1994) is a powerful novel that explores the deep themes of
displacement, memory, and the search for belonging in a world shaped by colonial and postcolonial
forces. The story follows Yusuf, a young boy whose life becomes a journey of loss, discovery, and
yearning for home. This paper focuses on how cultural memory plays a central role in shaping Yusuf’s
identity and his longing for a homeland that seems forever beyond his reach. Gurnah uses the
memories of the past expressed through oral traditions, ancestral stories, and the collective experiences
of East African coastal communities to show how personal and cultural histories intertwine. These
memories act as a bridge between the past and the present, reminding the characters of who they are,
even when colonial powers have disrupted their world. Yusuf’s longing for home is not just about a
physical place but about the need to feel connected, understood, and rooted in his culture. The paper
argues that Gurnah uses Yusuf’s story to reveal how memory becomes both a comfort and a burden; it
preserves the idea of home while also reminding the displaced of what has been lost. Placing Paradise
within postcolonial memory studies helps us understand how Gurnah transforms personal nostalgia
into a broader reflection on the broken identities of colonized people. Ultimately, the novel shows that
even in exile, memory and storytelling keep the sense of home alive, offering a fragile but enduring
link to the past and to cultural continuity.
Keywords: Cultural Memory, Homeland, Postcolonial Identity, Displacement, Nostalgia, Belonging.
Introduction
Abdulrazak Gurnah’s Paradise holds a central place in contemporary postcolonial literature for its
subtle exploration of memory, exile, and belonging in colonial East Africa. The novel is set during the
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. It follows Yusuf, a young boy who is sold into servitude
and begins a journey that separates him from his cultural and emotional roots. The story brings
together elements of history, trade, and migration to show how colonialism disrupts both social
structures and personal relationships. Gurnah’s writing captures the pain of displacement and the quiet
endurance of memory that keeps the idea of home alive, even when it is lost.
In Paradise, memory becomes more than personal recollection it serves as a form of resistance against
historical erasure. The characters’ acts of remembering through language, ritual, and storytelling
preserve fragments of a precolonial cultural identity that colonial modernity seeks to obliterate.
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Through this lens, Gurnah’s novel functions as a literary archive of cultural survival, exploring how
identity and belonging persist amid displacement. This paper examines how Gurnah employs cultural
memory as a narrative strategy to reclaim a fractured past and articulate the psychological yearning for
home.

Drawing on postcolonial theorists such as Homi K. Bhabha, Edward Said, and Jan Assmann, this study
situates Yusuf’s alienation within broader discourses of colonial dispossession, hybridity, and memory.
Gurnah’s narrative invites readers to consider how the memory of homeland transcends geography,
becoming a sustaining force for displaced subjects. In this sense, Paradise not only tells the story of
Yusuf’s servitude but also dramatizes the collective trauma and resilience of African societies
encountering colonial transformation. Ultimately, Gurnah suggests that home survives not through
physical return but through remembrance—the act of keeping alive what history seeks to silence.
Cultural Memory as Survival

Cultural memory, as defined by Jan Assmann, is “the collective concept for all knowledge that directs
behavior and experience in the interactive framework of a society” (Assmann 126). In Paradise,
Gurnah renders this concept through the lived experiences of Yusuf and those around him. The novel’s
world is structured by oral traditions, songs, legends, and daily rituals forms of “communicative
memory” that sustain identity even in the face of displacement. Through these fragments, the novel
demonstrates that cultural memory is not static but adaptive, surviving through transmission and
storytelling.

Yusuf’s recollection of his mother’s voice and his home garden, filled with mango and guava trees,
becomes a recurring motif of rootedness and loss. Gurnah writes, “He remembered her hands and the
smell of the earth when she worked in the garden” (Paradise 52). This brief sensory image embodies
both nostalgia and survival: it allows Yusuf to retain a connection to his origins even as servitude and
travel detach him from them. Memory, here, is not mere sentiment but a counter-narrative to colonial
displacement, a psychological resource that helps Yusuf maintain a sense of self.

As Homi Bhabha observes in The Location of Culture, the postcolonial subject inhabits a “third space”
of enunciation where identity is negotiated between histories of colonization and the persistence of
cultural memory (Bhabha 37). Yusuf’s fragmented memories of family, faith, and homeland exemplify
this space. He lives between belonging and unbelonging neither fully free nor entirely alienated—and
memory becomes his only inheritance. The tension between the remembered past and the alien present
defines Yusuf’s struggle to articulate identity in a colonial world that denies him agency.

Critics such as Gurnah scholar Earl Ingersoll have noted that “the Indian Ocean world in Paradise
functions as a site of cultural memory, where trade routes and oral traditions intersect to preserve a
sense of shared heritage” (Ingersoll 147). Through the polyglot characters who traverse the coast and
interior, Gurnah reconstructs an East African cosmopolitanism rooted in exchange and memory rather
than fixed borders. The journeys of traders, servants, and travellers serve as a metaphor for the
movement of memory itself fluid, diasporic, and resistant to imperial definitions of place.

Moreover, Gurnah’s use of the Swahili language and Islamic cultural references situates Paradise
within a broader Afro-Islamic cultural sphere often neglected in colonial historiography. As Elleke
Boehmer argues, “postcolonial writing recovers suppressed local histories and restores them to cultural
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consciousness” (Colonial and Postcolonial Literature 89). Gurnah’s depiction of oral storytelling,
prayer rituals, and Swahili customs performs precisely this act of recovery. In doing so, Paradise
asserts the endurance of indigenous memory even under the weight of colonial domination.

Longing for Homeland and Colonial Displacement

Yusuf’s longing for his homeland in Paradise is not simply emotional but existential. His servitude
under Aziz mirrors the larger colonial experience of dislocation, a separation not only from land but
from history and identity. Gurnah’s narrative subtly intertwines personal displacement with the
collective experience of colonized East Africa, where European imperialism and Arab trade networks
reshaped social hierarchies and eroded the idea of home.

As Boehmer points out, “Colonialism’s greatest violence is not merely territorial but psychological,
displacing the colonized from their own narratives of belonging” (Boehmer 88). Yusuf’s enslavement
and subsequent travels dramatize this inner violence. His encounters with caravan traders, men who
speak multiple languages but belong nowhere, reflect a world where home has become an unreachable
ideal. The repeated motif of journeying without destination underscores the existential homelessness at
the heart of the colonial condition.

Edward Said’s concept of “exile” in "Reflections on Exile"” resonates deeply with Gurnah’s portrayal
of Yusuf. Said writes that exile “is strangely compelling to think about but terrible to experience. It is
the unhealable rift forced between a human being and a native place” (Said 173). Yusuf’s longing for
his mother, his garden, and the familiarity of his coastal home exemplify this rift. His memories do not
simply comfort him, they haunt him, reminding him of a past that can never be recovered. In this
sense, Paradise transforms nostalgia into a form of historical consciousness, revealing how memory
keeps the loss of homeland alive.

C. L. Innes observes that “Gurnah’s fiction is haunted by the memory of a homeland that can be
approached only through recollection and storytelling” (Innes 213). Indeed, Yusuf’s journey through
the diverse landscapes of East Africa lush coasts, arid interiors, foreign towns serves as both a physical
and psychological map of exile. The further he travels, the more vividly he remembers his home,
suggesting that home exists most powerfully in absence. This echoes Paul Gilroy’s idea of the “Black
Atlantic” as a space of diasporic memory where identity is forged in motion rather than rootedness
(Gilroy 19). Like the Atlantic in Gilroy’s theory, the Indian Ocean in Gurnah’s fiction becomes a site
of circulation, where histories of slavery, trade, and migration intersect to produce hybrid identities.
Furthermore, Yusuf’s longing for homeland is intricately tied to his loss of language and narrative
voice. Under Aziz’s control, he is often silenced, forced into the background of others’ stories. This
silence parallels the colonial suppression of native voices. As Frantz Fanon argues in Black Skin, White
Masks, colonialism alienates the colonized subject from self-expression, making him “a being whose
essence is to be no longer himself” (Fanon 217). Yusuf’s internalization of servitude, his inability to
articulate his pain, reflects this psychological colonization. Yet his memories resist this silencing,
preserving a fragment of his lost identity.

In this way, longing for a homeland in Paradise becomes both a symptom of loss and a strategy of
survival. It propels Yusuf’s consciousness, shaping his perception of the world and his place within it.
Through memory, he sustains an inner geography of belonging that resists total erasure, embodying
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what Said calls “the contrapuntal awareness of exile”—a simultaneous attachment to and detachment
from home.

Storytelling as a Repository of Cultural Memory

Storytelling in Paradise functions as the novel’s most significant act of cultural preservation.
Characters such as Hamid and Khalil recount tales of spirits, sultans, and travelers, embedding
Gurnah’s narrative in the oral tradition of the Swahili coast. These stories are more than diversions;
they are acts of remembering that resist colonial silencing. Each tale evokes a precolonial world where
African, Arab, and Indian cultures intersected through commerce and kinship, offering a
counter-history to the Eurocentric narratives of discovery and conquest.

Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths, and Helen Tiffin argue in The Empire Writes Back that postcolonial
writers “reclaim language and narrative as instruments of resistance” (Ashcroft et al. 7). Gurnah’s
prose, interwoven with Arabic and Swahili idioms, performs this reclamation. His narrative rhythm
mimics oral storytelling, creating a sense of continuity between written and spoken forms of memory.
By doing so, Gurnah not only records cultural memory but enacts it, turning the novel itself into a
repository of endangered traditions.

The stories within Paradise often blur the line between history and myth, illustrating how memory
operates in non-linear, symbolic ways. For instance, tales of enchanted forests and talking animals
reflect indigenous cosmologies that colonial rationality sought to dismiss. Yet, as Achille Mbembe
notes in On the Postcolony, the postcolonial imagination “reclaims the right to dream, to myth, to
narrate the world in one’s own idiom” (Mbembe 25). Gurnah’s narrative embraces this principle: by
incorporating mythic elements, he restores a sense of agency to a culture whose stories were once
marginalized.

Moreover, storytelling in Paradise underscores the collective dimension of memory. The caravan
travellers share stories not only to entertain but to survive to affirm the community amid alien terrain.
As Marianne Hirsch suggests in her work on postmemory, the transmission of cultural memory often
takes place through narrative acts that bridge generations (Hirsch 33). Similarly, in Gurnah’s novel, the
telling of stories becomes an intergenerational dialogue through which cultural continuity is
maintained. Yusuf, as a listener and later as a participant in this oral world, absorbs fragments of
identity through the stories he hears, even as he loses his original home.

Through storytelling, Gurnah also interrogates the power dynamics of narration itself. The colonial
archive, built upon European documentation, has historically silenced African voices. By contrast,
Paradise re-centers indigenous narratives, showing how memory persists in non-archival forms, songs,
proverbs, and legends. As Homi Bhabha asserts, “the postcolonial text re-inscribes the past not as an
origin but as a presence, a rearticulation of cultural difference” (Bhabha 124). Gurnah’s novel enacts
this re-inscription, transforming oral memory into literary resistance.

Memory, Landscape, and the Poetics of Displacement

One of Gurnah’s most striking achievements in Paradise is his use of landscape as a mnemonic device.
The shifting geography of the novel from the coastal towns to the dense interiors mirrors the
fragmentation of memory itself. Each place Yusuf encounters evokes traces of a lost world while
revealing the transformations wrought by colonial and commercial intrusion. The lush gardens of his
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childhood contrast with the arid, hostile terrains of his later journeys, symbolizing the erosion of
cultural harmony under foreign domination.

As Ingersoll observes, “The landscape of Gurnah’s East Africa is never mere background; it is a site of
historical sedimentation where memory and power intersect” (Ingersoll 149). The caravan journeys
traverse spaces layered with multiple histories African, Arab, Indian, and European each leaving its
mark on the collective memory of the region. Through Yusuf’s eyes, the reader witnesses how
geography itself becomes a witness to displacement. The river, the desert, and the sea serve as
recurring motifs of transition, exile, and the possibility of return.

The Indian Ocean, in particular, functions as a metaphor for cultural interconnectedness and
dislocation. It represents both the medium of trade that links East Africa to the wider world and the site
of exploitation that uproots Yusuf and others like him. Gurnah transforms the sea into a space of
paradox: it connects and divides, sustains and alienates. In this sense, Paradise participates in what
Isabel Hofmeyr calls “oceanic thinking” a framework that reimagines the sea as a medium of memory
and cross-cultural exchange (Hofmeyr 10). Through the oceanic lens, Gurnah situates East Africa
within a global history of migration and diaspora, challenging the insularity of colonial historiography.
Conclusion

Abdulrazak Gurnah’s Paradise ultimately portrays homeland as an imagined space sustained through
cultural memory. Yusuf’s journey reveals that belonging is not a fixed state but a continuous process of
remembering, retelling, and reimagining. The novel concludes without closure. Yusuf’s fate remains
uncertain, but his memories endure, symbolizing the persistence of identity amid historical dislocation.
Through the interplay of memory and longing, Gurnah articulates a profoundly postcolonial vision: the
recovery of home lies not in physical return but in the act of remembrance.

By weaving together oral storytelling, historical narrative, and lyrical prose, Gurnah constructs a
literary space where memory resists erasure and the yearning for homeland becomes a creative force.
Paradise stands as both a historical reconstruction and an elegy for a lost cultural world, one where
exile is transformed into a form of artistic and ethical resistance. As Said reminds us, exile can produce
“a contrapuntal awareness” that sees home and world together (Said 186). Gurnah’s novel embodies
this awareness, revealing how the pain of dislocation can generate new forms of understanding and
solidarity.

In preserving the voices and memories of a colonially fragmented world, Paradise affirms that cultural
memory is not merely about the past; it is an enduring act of survival, a testament to the human
capacity to remember, to imagine, and to belong even in exile.
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