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On the Ethnic Identity Performativity and Ethical Choices of llyas in Gurnah's Afterlives

Chunmei Fei

China University of Mining and Technology

Abstract: Abdulrazak Gurnah’ s historical novel Afterlives depicts the harsh living conditions of ordinary

people in Tanzania's Zanzibar region during the Anglo—German colonial period of the early to

mid—20th century. This paper focuses on the ethical choices of Ilyas, the novel’ s implicit central figure,

in his process of self—colonization under the call of Germany’ s "civilizing mission." It examines his

adoption of an othered identity through abandoning his family to join African mercenary forces and

immigrating to Germany, revealing the performativity of Ilyas’

ethnic identity and his symbolic

significance as an "absent presence" within the decentralized narrative chain. The study highlights the

impact of colonial history and geopolitics on individual ethical choices while offering a profound

reflection on Germany’ s cultural colonialist strategies in Africa.
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