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Abstract

Abdulrazak Gurnah’s fiction presents social transformation not as a sudden historical event but as a
continuing process shaped by migration, colonial violence, exile, memory, and cultural negotiation. His
novels repeatedly show how individuals are displaced from familiar social worlds and forced to reinterpret
family, community, trade, language, belonging, and identity under changing historical conditions. This
paper examines social transformation in selected works of Gurnah, particularly Paradise, By the Sea,
Desertion, and Afterlives. Through a qualitative textual analysis, the study argues that Gurnah’s fiction
represents transformation as both structural and personal. Social institutions do not disappear in his novels;
rather, they are reorganized and refunctionalized under the pressures of colonialism, war, migration, and
exile. While functionalist ideas help explain how communities seek order and continuity, conflict theory
reveals how domination, class, race, colonial authority, and unequal mobility shape human experience.
Gurnah’s characters rarely achieve complete liberation, yet they survive by adapting, remembering,
narrating, and negotiating new forms of identity. The paper concludes that Gurnah’s contribution lies in
his ability to portray migration as a force that transforms not only individuals but also the social structures
through which people understand home, history, and belonging.
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Introduction

Abdulrazak Gurnah occupies a significant place in contemporary postcolonial literature because his fiction
explores the intimate connection between history and human displacement. Born in Zanzibar and later
associated with Britain, Gurnah writes about colonialism, migration, exile, memory, and the fragile search
for belonging. His works are especially important because they do not treat migration merely as physical
movement from one place to another. Instead, migration becomes a social, cultural, and psychological
condition that transforms the way individuals relate to family, community, nation, language, and history.
The Nobel Prize in Literature 2021 was awarded to Gurnah for his powerful literary engagement with the
effects of colonialism and the fate of refugees across cultures and continents. This recognition confirms
the centrality of displacement and historical injustice in his literary imagination. Gurnah’s novels are not
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only stories of individual suffering but also studies of how societies are reorganized by colonial power,
trade, war, racial hierarchy, and forced movement. Social transformation in Gurnah’s fiction is complex.
It does not simply mean progress, modernization, or improvement. In his novels, transformation often
begins through violence, loss, and displacement. Yet the same process also creates new forms of memory,
resistance, adaptation, and identity. His characters are placed in conditions where old structures no longer
function in stable ways. Family becomes insecure, trade becomes exploitative, hospitality becomes
politically charged, and home becomes a memory rather than a fixed location. Through these changes,
Gurnah shows that society is not static. It is constantly reshaped by power, movement, and historical
pressure.

This paper examines social transformation in four selected novels: Paradise (1994), By the Sea (2001),
Desertion (2005), and Afterlives (2020). These novels represent different historical and social contexts,
but they are connected by common concerns: migration, colonial rule, social hierarchy, memory, and the
struggle for identity. The paper argues that Gurnah’s fiction presents social transformation as a process of
refunctionalization, in which existing social structures are altered and made to perform new functions
under changing historical conditions.

Theoretical Framework: Social Transformation and Refunctionalization

The idea of social transformation refers to deep changes in social institutions, cultural practices, power
relations, and collective identities. In literary studies, social transformation can be examined through the
way fiction represents changing relationships between individuals and society. Gurnah’s novels are
particularly suitable for such an approach because they dramatize how historical forces enter ordinary
lives.

Functionalism helps explain how societies attempt to preserve order and continuity. From a functionalist
perspective, institutions such as family, religion, trade, and community exist because they perform certain
social functions. They create meaning, regulate behaviour, provide belonging, and maintain social order.
However, Gurnah’s novels also reveal the limits of functionalism. Social institutions may appear stable,
but they can also hide inequality and domination.

Conflict theory is therefore necessary for reading Gurnah. Marxist and conflict-based approaches show
that social structures are not neutral. They are shaped by unequal access to power, wealth, mobility, and
authority. In Gurnah’s fiction, colonialism, race, class, patriarchy, and empire determine who can move
freely, who must serve, who is silenced, and who has the power to define history. Social transformation is
therefore not a peaceful adjustment. It is often produced through conflict, exploitation, and resistance.
The concept of refunctionalization strengthens this reading. Refunctionalization means that an existing
structure or practice begins to perform a new function in a changed context. In Gurnah’s novels, home,
trade, memory, hospitality, storytelling, and identity are refunctionalized. They do not remain fixed. For
example, memory becomes a means of survival for exiled characters; trade becomes a structure of
dependency and domination; hospitality becomes a site of cultural contact and social suspicion; and
storytelling becomes a way of reclaiming suppressed histories. Migration theory also contributes to the
analysis. Migration in Gurnah is not only voluntary movement. It includes forced displacement, exile,
colonial recruitment, economic mobility, refugee experience, and historical uprooting. Migration
transforms both the migrant and the society that receives or rejects the migrant. Gurnah’s fiction therefore
presents migration as a structural force that reorganizes social life.
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Social Transformation in Paradise

Paradise is one of Gurnah’s most important novels for understanding social transformation because it
presents East African society at a moment of historical change. The novel follows Yusuf, a young boy
who is taken from his family and placed in the world of trade, debt, and adult authority. His personal
journey becomes a way of exploring larger social structures. Through Yusuf’s experience, Gurnah shows
how childhood, family, labour, religion, trade, and colonial presence are transformed by systems of
dependency and power.

The world of Paradise is structured by movement. Caravans, markets, coastal settlements, and inland
routes create a social network in which people, goods, stories, and beliefs circulate. At first, trade appears
to connect communities and maintain social relations. A functionalist reading may understand trade as a
system that links different groups and sustains economic exchange. However, Gurnah complicates this
view by showing that trade is also connected to debt, coercion, and hierarchy. Yusuf’s movement is not
free migration. He is moved because of his father’s debt, and his life becomes controlled by adults and
merchants.

This is where social transformation becomes visible. The family, which should protect the child, is unable
to function as a secure institution. It is refunctionalized by economic pressure. Yusuf’s relationship to his
family is replaced by his relationship to Aziz and the trading world. The child becomes part of a wider
structure of exchange. His body, labour, and future are absorbed into a system that treats dependency as
normal. The garden in Paradise also has symbolic importance. It appears as a space of beauty, order, and
protection, but it is not free from power. It is controlled by ownership and social hierarchy. The garden
may suggest harmony, but it also reveals exclusion. In this sense, Gurnah challenges romantic ideas of
paradise. The title itself becomes ironic because the world of the novel is filled with inequality, desire,
fear, and domination.

Colonialism enters the novel as an approaching force that will transform existing social arrangements. The
German presence represents a new political structure that will reorganize local systems of trade, authority,
and movement. Gurnah does not present colonialism as an isolated external event. Instead, he shows how
colonial power enters already existing networks of dependency and intensifies them. Social transformation
in Paradise therefore occurs through the interaction of local hierarchy and imperial expansion.

Yusuf’s identity is also transformed. He begins as a child attached to family and place, but he gradually
becomes a subject shaped by movement, labour, observation, and uncertainty. His transformation is not
heroic in a simple sense. He does not completely overcome the system. Rather, he becomes aware of the
structures that control him. Gurnah’s achievement lies in showing that social transformation is felt through
confusion, silence, fear, and partial understanding.

Exile and Memory in By the Sea

By the Sea shifts the focus from caravan movement and colonial encounter to exile, asylum, and memory.
The novel explores the lives of Salen Omar and Latif Mahmud, whose pasts are connected through
personal betrayal, political conflict, and historical displacement. Here, social transformation is represented
through the experience of the refugee and the exiled subject.

The novel begins with arrival, but arrival does not immediately produce belonging. Saleh Omar reaches
England as an asylum seeker, but the new society does not fully receive him. He enters a bureaucratic
structure that controls his identity through documents, interviews, suspicion, and institutional procedures.
In this context, migration transforms the individual into a case, a file, or a problem to be managed. The
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refugee is not seen first as a complete human being but as someone who must prove suffering, identity,
and legitimacy.

This transformation of personhood is central to the novel. Saleh’s silence is not merely weakness. It
becomes a survival strategy. In a system where speech can be misunderstood or used against him, silence
becomes protective. Later, storytelling becomes equally important because it allows the past to be
reconstructed. Thus, memory is refunctionalized. It is no longer only personal recollection; it becomes a
method of survival, testimony, and identity formation.

By the Sea also transforms the meaning of home. Home is not presented as a stable place to which one can
easily return. For exiled characters, home exists through memory, loss, and narration. The homeland is
marked by political violence, family conflict, and historical betrayal. England, on the other hand, offers
physical safety but not emotional belonging. Gurnah therefore rejects a simple opposition between
homeland and host country. Both spaces are complicated.

Latif Mahmud’s role is equally significant. His encounter with Saleh forces both men to revisit the past.
Their conversation becomes a space in which history is reorganized. Through narration, suppressed
experiences return. The past is not fixed; it is reinterpreted from different perspectives. This is another
form of social transformation. Memory changes relationships. Storytelling changes identity. The migrant
subject is not only someone who has lost a place but someone who must continually reconstruct meaning.
From the perspective of conflict theory, the novel exposes the unequal conditions that produce exile.
Colonial history, postcolonial instability, property disputes, family rivalries, and state violence all shape
the characters’ lives. From a functionalist perspective, one may observe how asylum systems attempt to
regulate migration and maintain social order. However, Gurnah reveals that such systems often reduce
human suffering to procedure. The novel therefore shows the tension between institutional order and
human dignity.

Cultural Conflict and Social Change in Desertion

Desertion examines social transformation through colonial encounter, interracial intimacy, family
memory, and cultural prohibition. The novel begins with the arrival of Martin Pearce, an Englishman who
is rescued and sheltered by Hassanali. This act of hospitality becomes a moment of cultural contact. At
one level, hospitality functions as a moral and social practice. It protects the vulnerable stranger and
affirms communal responsibility. Yet in Gurnah’s fiction, hospitality is never simple. It becomes
entangled with race, desire, empire, and social surveillance.

The relationship between Pearce and Rehana becomes the central site of transformation. Their intimacy
crosses racial and cultural boundaries. It challenges the social expectations of the time and exposes the
limits of community acceptance. Love here is not only private emotion; it becomes a social disturbance.
The relationship reveals how colonial society regulates bodies, desire, and belonging.

Rehana’s position is especially important. Her life is shaped by gender, family honour, racial hierarchy,
and colonial power. The social world around her does not allow complete freedom. Her relationship with
Pearce becomes a form of personal choice, but it also produces social consequences. Gurnah shows that
women often bear the burden of social transformation more painfully than men. When social boundaries
are crossed, female characters are more likely to be judged, isolated, or remembered through scandal.
The later generational narrative in Desertion shows how history continues to shape the present. The past
is not closed. It survives through family stories, silences, rumours, and inherited shame. In this way,
memory becomes a social structure. It organizes how later generations understand themselves. The novel
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suggests that social transformation does not happen only at the moment of colonial encounter. It continues
through the afterlife of that encounter in family narratives and cultural memory.

Desertion also shows that identity is relational. Characters do not possess identity as a fixed essence.
Instead, identity is formed through social recognition, exclusion, desire, and memory. This connects with
Stuart Hall’s idea that cultural identity is a process of becoming rather than a fixed state. Gurnah’s
characters are shaped by what they remember, what they are denied, and how others name them. Thus,
Desertion presents social transformation as intimate and historical at the same time. Colonialism changes
not only political structures but also emotional life, family memory, and cultural possibility.

War, Displacement, and Reconstruction in Afterlives

Afterlives returns to German colonial East Africa and examines the destructive and transformative effects
of war. The novel focuses on characters such as Ilyas, Hamza, Afiya, and others whose lives are shaped
by colonial recruitment, military violence, domestic vulnerability, and the struggle to rebuild community.
The title itself suggests that history does not end when violence ends. People continue to live in the
aftermath of war, carrying its wounds into new social arrangements. War in Afterlives is a force of social
breakdown. It separates families, interrupts childhood, damages bodies, and creates uncertainty. Colonial
military structures transform local men into soldiers or labourers within imperial projects. Hamza’s
experience demonstrates how colonial power enters the body through discipline, violence, and
dependency. His life is shaped by command, fear, and survival.

Yet the novel is not only about destruction. It is also about reconstruction. After violence, characters
attempt to rebuild ordinary life. Work, marriage, care, friendship, and storytelling become methods of
survival. Afiya’s story is particularly important because it shows how domestic life can be both a site of
oppression and a space of recovery. The family is not automatically safe, but it can be refunctionalized
through care, affection, and mutual responsibility. Hamza’s later life shows how damaged individuals seek
new forms of belonging. He does not escape history, but he slowly enters relationships that allow partial
healing. Gurnah does not romanticize recovery. Trauma remains, silence remains, and colonial history
continues to shape the present. However, the novel suggests that survival itself can become a form of
resistance.

Afterlives also transforms the meaning of community. Community is not presented as a pure or harmonious
structure. It includes hierarchy, gossip, patriarchy, poverty, and fear. Nevertheless, it also provides the
possibility of care. Gurnah’s social vision is therefore balanced. He does not idealize traditional society,
nor does he present colonial modernity as progress. Instead, he shows that people live within damaged
structures and try to make them function differently. Through Afterlives, Gurnah presents one of his
clearest visions of refunctionalization. War destroys established patterns of life, but the survivors
reorganize social relations through work, affection, memory, and responsibility. Social transformation is
not complete liberation. It is the difficult process of continuing to live after historical violence.

Comparative Analysis: Transformation across the Selected Novels

Across Paradise, By the Sea, Desertion, and Afterlives, Gurnah presents social transformation through
different historical situations, but the novels share a common pattern. Each novel begins from a moment
of displacement or disturbance. Yusuf is removed from his family; Saleh Omar is displaced into exile;
Rehana’s life is transformed by forbidden intimacy; Hamza and Afiya live in the aftermath of colonial
war. In each case, individual life becomes the entry point into larger social structures. One major pattern
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is the transformation of home. In Gurnah’s fiction, home is never simple. It may be lost, remembered,
damaged, desired, or reconstructed. Home becomes less a fixed geographical location and more a fragile
social and emotional arrangement. This is especially clear in By the Sea, where exile makes home a matter
of memory and narration. It is also visible in Afterlives, where characters attempt to rebuild domestic life
after war.

A second pattern is the transformation of social institutions. Family, trade, hospitality, law, religion, and
community appear throughout the novels, but they do not function in stable ways. In Paradise, family is
weakened by debt and trade. In By the Sea, law and asylum systems regulate migrant identity. In Desertion,
hospitality becomes entangled with colonial intimacy and social suspicion. In Afterlives, family and
community are reconstructed after violence. These examples show that institutions are refunctionalized
under historical pressure. A third pattern is the transformation of identity. Gurnah’s characters are rarely
allowed fixed identities. They are renamed, displaced, misunderstood, or silenced. Their identities are
shaped by migration, memory, race, language, and social recognition. This supports the view that identity
is not a completed possession but an ongoing process. Gurnah’s fiction repeatedly shows identity as
becoming. A fourth pattern is the connection between transformation and suffering. Social transformation
in Gurnah is not automatically positive. It often involves trauma, loss, exploitation, and exclusion.
However, it is not purely negative either. Transformation also produces new forms of awareness, survival,
care, and narration. Gurnah’s characters may not overthrow oppressive systems, but they reinterpret their
lives within them. They survive, negotiate, remember, and sometimes quietly resist.

Social Transformation as Resistance

Gurnah’s fiction may be understood as a literature of resistance, but its resistance is subtle. His novels do
not usually present dramatic political rebellion. Instead, resistance appears through memory, storytelling,
survival, ethical care, and refusal to forget. By narrating the lives of displaced and marginalized people,
Gurnah challenges dominant histories that often ignore the human cost of empire and migration.
Storytelling becomes one of the most powerful forms of resistance in his fiction. In By the Sea, narration
allows hidden histories to emerge. In Desertion, family memory exposes the long afterlife of colonial
intimacy. In Afterlives, the recovery of damaged lives challenges the erasure of colonial violence. In
Paradise, Yusuf’s perspective reveals the vulnerability of those caught within systems of trade and
imperial expansion. This literary resistance is important because it changes how readers understand
history. Gurnah does not present colonialism only as a political system. He presents it as a force that enters
homes, bodies, languages, relationships, and memories. By doing so, he transforms private suffering into
historical knowledge.

Conclusion

Abdulrazak Gurnah’s selected novels present social transformation as a complex process shaped by
migration, colonialism, war, exile, memory, and power. His fiction shows that societies do not remain
unchanged when people move, when empires expand, or when violence disrupts ordinary life. Social
structures such as family, trade, hospitality, community, law, and memory are altered and made to function
in new ways. The study has argued that Gurnah’s fiction can be read through the concept of
refunctionalization. In his novels, existing institutions are not simply destroyed; they are reorganized under
pressure. This reorganization may produce suffering, inequality, and alienation, but it may also create new
possibilities for survival, narration, and identity formation. Functionalism helps explain the search for
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order and continuity in his fictional societies, while conflict theory reveals the domination and inequality
hidden within those structures. Migration theory further shows how movement transforms both individuals
and communities. Gurnah’s originality lies in his refusal to simplify transformation. He does not present
migration as complete liberation or complete loss. Instead, migration becomes a condition through which
people experience pain, adaptation, resistance, and becoming. His characters do not always defeat
oppressive systems, but they continue to live, remember, and reinterpret their worlds. In this way,
Gurnah’s fiction offers a profound literary understanding of social transformation: society changes
through displacement, but human beings also change society through memory, survival, and storytelling.
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