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Abstract

This study is grounded in the argument that Chinonso’s tragic experience in Chigozie
Obioma’s An Orchestra of the Minorities emerges from unresolved psychosocial
conflicts shaped by the constant tension between personal emotional needs and
constraining social realities. The study explores the relative lack of sustained
psychosocial criticism within Nigerian literary scholarship that explains how
character psychology and social environment jointly drive narrative development and
tragic outcomes. In response to this gap, the study examines the representation of
psychosocial development and identity crisis in the novel, with the objectives of
identifying key psychosocial issues, analysing their influence on Chinonso’s decisions
and relationships, and evaluating their contribution to the novel’s tragic trajectory.
The study is anchored in Erik Erikson’s psychosocial theory of development, which
foregrounds identity formation, intimacy, and despair as socially mediated processes.
The research adopts a qualitative literary approach, relying on close textual and
interpretive analysis of the novel. The findings reveal that Chinonso’s identity
confusion, emotional dependency, social marginalisation, and migration-induced
isolation progressively erode his psychological stability, culminating in despair. The
study concludes that Chinonso’s downfall is not merely a personal failure but a
socially produced tragedy that critiques class hierarchy, postcolonial aspirations, and
Western-centred notions of success.

Keywords: Psychosocial development, identity crisis, Erikson, characterisation,

migration, African fiction


mailto:Elnasir.alamin@kwasu.edu.ng

Kafin Hausa Journal of Language, Linguistics, and Literature ~ Vol. 3, Issue 1, June,
2026

ISSN: 30430-6648

Introduction

Literature has long been conceived as a reflective and interpretive medium through
which the lived experiences, emotions, values, and contradictions of human societies
are artistically represented. As a creative engagement with human realities, literature
functions not merely as entertainment but as a cultural archive that preserves
collective memory, social practices, and ideological struggles. It encompasses written
texts as well as oral and visual forms, including poetry, drama, and prose, which
together transmit culture, belief systems, and historical consciousness across
generations. In this sense, literature operates both as an artistic form and a social act,
centralising life and exerting profound influence on humanity. As Matthew Arnold
famously asserts, literature represents “the best that is known and thought in the world”

(Arnold, 1865), underscoring its ethical and intellectual significance.

Closely aligned with this understanding of literature is the concept of the psychosocial,
which refers to the dynamic interaction between psychological processes: thoughts,
emotions, motivations, and behaviour; and social forces, including culture,
environment, relationships, and institutional structures. Psychosocial analysis
examines how individuals’ inner worlds are shaped, constrained, or enabled by their
social contexts, and how these contexts, in turn, influence mental health, identity
formation, and behavioural outcomes. It foregrounds the idea that personal
development and well-being cannot be fully understood in isolation from the social

environments in which individuals are embedded (Erikson, 1950).

The psychosocial perspective thus focuses on the intersection between individual
cognition and emotion on the one hand, and external social realities on the other. It
interrogates how individuals negotiate their needs, desires, and aspirations within
familial, cultural, and communal frameworks, and how this negotiation affects their
sense of self and capacity to function meaningfully in society. This approach is

particularly relevant to literary studies, where characters often embody the tensions
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between personal agency and social constraint. Consequently, literary criticism has
increasingly drawn on psychosocial theory to illuminate character motivation,
emotional conflict, and narrative development, while literature itself offers rich

material for examining psychosocial dynamics.

Early foundations of psychosocial thought can be traced to Adolf Meyer in the late
nineteenth century. Meyer argued that mental illness and psychological distress could
not be understood without examining how individuals function within their
environments. His concept of ergasiology derived from the Greek notion of “working”
or “doing” emphasised the integration of biological, psychological, and social factors
in understanding mental health (Meyer, 1917). Rejecting purely pathological
explanations of mental illness, Meyer viewed psychological disorders as outcomes of
dysfunctional personality development shaped by life experiences and environmental
pressures. His holistic approach laid the groundwork for community-based
interventions and the recognition of everyday social activities as central to

psychological well-being.

The psychosocial framework was further systematised by Erik Erikson, whose theory
of psychosocial development marked a significant departure from classical
psychoanalysis. In Childhood and Society (1950), Erikson proposed that human
development unfolds across the entire life span, from infancy to old age, through a
series of stages characterised by psychosocial crises. Unlike Freud’s emphasis on
instinctual drives, Erikson foregrounded the role of social relationships and cultural
contexts in shaping personality development. He argued that each developmental
stage represents a new “plateau” of potential mastery over the environment, allowing
individuals to achieve greater psychosocial integration and identity coherence
(Erikson, 1950; Greene, 1999).

Subsequent contributions by scholars such as Florence Hollis further expanded
psychosocial theory, particularly in clinical and therapeutic contexts. Hollis’s
psychosocial treatment model emphasised the importance of addressing both
individual psychological functioning and environmental stressors in understanding

and resolving psychosocial dysfunction (Hollis, 1964). Within this framework,
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psychosocial dysfunction refers to impairments in social and emotional development
that may coexist with physical, cognitive, or emotional difficulties. Today,
psychosocial studies constitute a cross-disciplinary field encompassing psychology,
sociology, psychiatry, social work, and cultural studies, with applications in contexts

of war, displacement, trauma, and social inequality (UNHCR, 2003).

Despite the influence of Freudian psychoanalysis on literary criticism, particularly
concepts such as repression, denial, and unconscious desire: psychosocial theory
offers a more socially grounded and culturally sensitive framework for literary
interpretation. While Freud’s structural model of the psyche (id, ego, and superego)
has been instrumental in analysing character psychology, it has been criticised for its
limited engagement with social structures and cultural specificity (Freud, 1923).
Erikson’s psychosocial approach, by contrast, situates psychological development
within expanding networks of social relationships, making it particularly suitable for
analysing postcolonial and African literary texts where communal values, cultural

expectations, and socio-economic pressures play decisive roles.

Chigozie Obioma’s An Orchestra of the Minorities (2019) provides a fertile ground
for psychosocial analysis. The novel, a tragic love story infused with Igbo cosmology,
is uniquely narrated by the protagonist’s chi, a personal guardian spirit in Igbo belief.
It follows Chinonso, a poor poultry farmer, whose life is transformed by his love for
Ndali, a woman from an affluent background. Chinonso’s aspirations for social
mobility, recognition, and belonging are continually undermined by entrenched class
structures, cultural expectations, and systemic inequalities. As he becomes
increasingly disillusioned and desperate, the tension between his psychological
desires and social realities intensifies, culminating in his tragic psychological and

emotional disintegration.

Through Chinonso’s journey, Obioma dramatizes the complex interplay between
individual psychology and social environment, revealing how cultural pressures,
economic marginalisation, and unequal power relations shape mental health, identity,
and behaviour. The novel foregrounds psychosocial struggles such as identity conflict,

emotional trauma, alienation, and fractured selfhood, thereby situating personal
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tragedy within broader social contexts. Chinonso’s unraveling is not merely an
individual failure but a consequence of cumulative psychosocial stressors embedded

in his social world.

Notably, despite the growing body of criticism on An Orchestra of the Minorities,
there remains a paucity of studies within Nigerian literary scholarship that adopt a
sustained psychosocial framework to analyse character development and its
contribution to narrative structure and social meaning. This study therefore fills a
critical gap by offering a psychosocial reading of Obioma’s novel, interrogating how
psychological experiences and social forces intersect to shape character trajectories,
plot progression, and thematic concerns. By doing so, the study contributes to broader
discussions on mental health, social inequality, and human resilience within

contemporary African literature.

This study aims to conduct a psychosocial reading of Chigozie Obioma’s An
Orchestra of Minorities through the theoretical lens of Erik Erikson’s psychosocial

stages of development:

I. to examine the psychosocial stages of development represented in Chinonso’s
character in Chigozie Obioma’s An Orchestra of the Minorities, with particular
attention to identity formation and psychological vulnerability.

ii. to analyse how social forces such as class hierarchy, cultural expectations,
migration, and postcolonial value systems interact with Chinonso’s psychological
experiences to produce identity crisis and emotional instability.

iii. to evaluate how unresolved psychosocial conflicts shape the narrative trajectory
and tragic outcome of the novel, thereby revealing Obioma’s critique of societal

structures that mediate selfhood and human worth.

The study adopts a qualitative research methodology grounded in close textual
analysis and informed by psychosocial theory. The primary method involves a
systematic and interpretive reading of An Orchestra of the Minorities in order to
identify and analyse key psychosocial issues embedded in the narrative. Particular

attention is paid to manifestations of identity struggle, emotional conflict, social
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marginalisation, and psychological distress as they unfold through characterisation,

dialogue, and plot development.

Data for the study are derived solely from the primary text, from which relevant
textual excerpts are purposively selected to support analysis. The analytical process is
guided by psychosocial and developmental theories, with particular reliance on Erik
Erikson’s psychosocial framework to illuminate the interaction between individual
psychological experiences and social environments within the novel. This interpretive
approach enables an examination of how unresolved psychosocial conflicts shape
character trajectories and contribute to the novel’s thematic concerns and tragic

resolution within a specific cultural and socio-historical context.
Conceptualising Psychosocial Theory and Dynamic Personality

Empirical scholarship across psychology, sociology, and literary studies increasingly
affirms that personality development is neither static nor exclusively intrapsychic, but
rather a dynamic psychosocial process shaped by continuous interaction between the
individual and the social environment. Classical psychoanalytic theory, particularly
Sigmund Freud’s model of personality, laid the groundwork for understanding the
internal dynamics of human behaviour by foregrounding unconscious processes,
instinctual drives, and early childhood experiences. Freud’s tripartite model of
personality: the id, ego, and superego, conceptualises personality as a site of ongoing
tension between instinctual desire, moral regulation, and reality-based mediation
(Freud, 1923). Empirical studies within clinical psychology have since validated the
role of unconscious processes in shaping behaviour, particularly in relation to trauma,

repression, and affect regulation (Solms, 2021).

However, while Freudian theory provides a robust framework for analysing
intrapsychic conflict, it has been criticised for its limited engagement with socio-
cultural contexts, especially in non-Western societies (Kirmayer, 2015). This
limitation necessitated theoretical expansions that account for social relationships,
culture, and historical conditions: an intellectual gap addressed by Erik Erikson’s

psychosocial development theory.
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Erikson’s psychosocial model reorients personality development as a lifelong process,
unfolding across eight stages, each marked by a psychosocial crisis that emerges from
the interaction between individual needs and social expectations (Erikson, 1950).
Contemporary research continues to support Erikson’s proposition that identity
formation, autonomy, and role negotiation are socially mediated processes rather than
purely internal achievements (C6té & Levine, 2016). Studies conducted in African
and collectivist societies further demonstrate that identity development is profoundly
shaped by communal values, kinship structures, and socio-economic realities, thus
affirming the relevance of psychosocial theory beyond Western contexts (Nsamenang,
2006; Mkhize, 2004).

The notion of dynamic personality aligns closely with Eriksonian and psychosocial
perspectives. Dynamic personality theory conceptualises personality as adaptable,
evolving, and responsive to lived experiences, social interactions, and environmental
pressures. Empirical personality research increasingly rejects essentialist models of
fixed traits, instead emphasising personality plasticity across the lifespan (Roberts,
Walton, & Viechtbauer, 2006). Longitudinal studies demonstrate that major life
events: such as social mobility, migration, trauma, and marginalisation can
significantly reshape personality structures and behavioural patterns (Specht, Egloff,
& Schmukle, 2011). These findings reinforce the psychosocial position that

personality development is inseparable from social conditions.

Importantly, scholars argue that understanding personality in collectivist or
authoritarian societies requires a reconceptualisation of Western individualistic
models. Sampson (1989) contends that in collective societies, personality is not
primarily an internal construct but an interpersonal and relational one, constituted
through social roles, communal obligations, and shared moral frameworks. Markus
and Kitayama’s (1998) influential work on self-construal empirically demonstrates
that individuals in collectivist cultures construct the self as interdependent, fluid, and
socially embedded, rather than autonomous and self-contained. African psychological
studies similarly highlight that personhood is often defined relationally, through
family lineage, communal responsibility, and moral accountability (Gyekye, 1997;
Okeke, 2018).
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Empirical developmental research further complicates Western assumptions of
individuation as the universal endpoint of human development. While Freud, Erikson,
object relations theorists (Mahler et al., 1975), and humanistic psychologists (Rogers,
1961) posit autonomy and independence as markers of psychological maturity, cross-
cultural studies suggest that interdependence, rather than individuation, may signify
healthy development in many African and Asian societies (Kagitcibasi, 2007).
Nsamenang’s African-centered developmental psychology empirically demonstrates
that social responsibility, communal embeddedness, and relational competence are

central developmental outcomes within African contexts.

Within personality psychology, empirical debates persist regarding the primacy of
internal versus external determinants of behaviour. Western trait, psychodynamic, and
cognitive theories largely privilege internal constructs: traits, schemas, or unconscious
processes, as primary drivers of consistent behaviour across situations (Allport, 1961;
Beck & Emery, 1985). By contrast, behaviourist approaches, as advanced by Pavlov
and Skinner, empirically foreground environmental stimuli, reinforcement, and
conditioning as determinants of behaviour. While strict behaviourism has declined,
contemporary psychological research acknowledges the interactive influence of both

internal dispositions and situational contexts (Bandura, 2001).

The relationship between psychology and society has therefore become a central
concern in empirical social psychology and cultural psychology. Social influence
studies, such as Asch’s (1951) conformity experiments, empirically demonstrate how
social norms and group pressures significantly shape individual judgement and
behaviour. Cultural psychology further establishes that cognition, emotion, and
motivation are culturally patterned rather than universally uniform (Shweder, 1991).
Recent African social psychological studies corroborate these findings, showing how
cultural norms, religious belief systems, and socio-economic hierarchies shape
emotional regulation, moral reasoning, and identity construction (Akinwale, 2020;
Ratele, 2017).

The interdependence between psychology and sociology is thus empirically grounded.

While psychology traditionally focuses on individual mental processes, sociology
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examines structural forces such as class, power, institutions, and culture.
Contemporary interdisciplinary research increasingly recognises that individual
behaviour cannot be adequately explained without reference to both psychological
dispositions and social structures (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Slavich, 2009). This
ecological perspective reveals the necessity of integrating psychosocial analysis into
literary studies, particularly in texts that foreground marginalisation, identity struggle,

and socio-economic constraint.

In literary criticism, empirical psychosocial approaches have proven especially
productive in analysing character development and narrative causality. Studies in
African literary scholarship demonstrate that characters’ psychological trajectories
often mirror broader social pathologies such as poverty, colonial legacy, gender
inequality, and class stratification (Nwahunanya, 2015; Ogunyemi, 2019).
Psychosocial criticism thus enables scholars to examine how individual suffering is

socially produced and narratively structured.

In sum, empirical literature across psychology, sociology, and cultural studies
substantiates the claim that personality is dynamic, socially embedded, and
historically situated. Psychosocial theory offers a robust framework for analysing how
internal psychological processes interact with external social forces to shape
behaviour, identity, and meaning-making. This framework is particularly suited to the
analysis of African literary texts such as An Orchestra of the Minorities, where

individual tragedy is inseparable from collective structures and cultural expectations.
Psychosocial Trajectory and Identity Formation in Chinonso’s Character

Erik Erikson’s psychosocial theory of development provides a useful framework for
understanding how individuals construct identity, emotional stability, and social
belonging through the resolution of internal conflicts across different life stages.
Erikson proposes eight developmental stages, each characterised by a central
psychosocial crisis whose resolution significantly shapes personality formation and
psychological well-being (Erikson 227). This study foregrounds three stages that are

particularly germane to Chinonso’s psychological evolution in An Orchestra of



Kafin Hausa Journal of Language, Linguistics, and Literature ~ Vol. 3, Issue 1, June,
2026

ISSN: 30430-6648

Minorities: identity versus role confusion, intimacy versus isolation, and despair

Versus ego integrity.

These stages are not treated as rigid chronological markers but as overlapping
psychosocial tensions that illuminate Chinonso’s emotional vulnerabilities, social
dislocations, and eventual psychological collapse. By applying Erikson’s framework,
the analysis demonstrates how his inner conflicts are exacerbated by social class
hierarchies, postcolonial aspirations, and affective dependency, thereby offering a

nuanced understanding of his tragic trajectory.

Identity Crisis and the Burden of Role Confusion

The stage of identity versus role confusion, which Erikson associates with
adolescence and early adulthood, involves the struggle to achieve a coherent sense of
self amid competing social expectations. In An Orchestra of Minorities, Chinonso’s
psychological development is profoundly shaped by this crisis of identity. From the
outset, he is presented as a marginal figure: a humble poultry farmer in Umuabhia,
orphaned and socially isolated. His self-concept is largely constructed through deficit
and lack, particularly when measured against societal standards that privilege formal

education, economic capital, and Westernised success.

Chinonso’s sense of inadequacy is evident in his internalised shame regarding his
educational background and linguistic competence: “He had only completed his
secondary education, and his spoken English was clumsy. He had nothing of honour
to offer a girl like NdaZi” (Obioma 61). This self-assessment reflects the core of
Erikson’s identity crisis, where the individual struggles to reconcile personal worth
with socially imposed roles. Chinonso’s identity is not self-generated but externally

mediated, shaped by what he lacks rather than who he is.

This crisis intensifies in his relationship with Ndali, whose social and educational
status becomes a mirror through which he measures his own worth. His identity
increasingly hinges on her validation, as captured in the line: “Ndali’s words made
him feel like someone—a man of value” (Obioma 69). Such emotional dependence

portrays Erikson’s notion of role confusion, where the self becomes fragmented and
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contingent upon external approval. He does not possess a stable internal identity;

instead, he adopts aspirational identities aligned with Ndali’s world.

In an attempt to resolve this identity dissonance, Chinonso decides to pursue higher
education abroad. However, this decision is less an expression of intrinsic ambition
than a desperate bid to transform himself into someone socially acceptable. His
declaration, “I will go to Cyprus. I will become somebody. Then they will know”
(Obioma 102) which reveals a fragile selfhood premised on recognition rather than
self-realisation. Ironically, this pursuit leads to the erosion of his original identity as a
compassionate, grounded individual who once derived meaning from simple acts of

care and responsibility.

It is argued that unresolved identity crises render individuals vulnerable to instability
and manipulation. Chinonso’s willingness to sell all his possessions to finance a
dream rooted in external validation exemplifies this vulnerability. When the dream
collapses, so does his sense of self: “He felt like a shadow of himself... he did not
know who he was anymore” (Obioma 224). Thus, the stage of identity versus role
confusion is central to understanding Chinonso’s psychological fragility, revealing
that his tragedy is rooted not merely in circumstance but in a self that was never

securely formed.

Affective Dependency and the Failure of Intimacy

Erikson’s stage of intimacy versus isolation examines the capacity to form
emotionally secure and meaningful relationships in early adulthood. Chinonso’s
relationship with Ndali represents a profound attempt to achieve intimacy in the face
of emotional deprivation. Having endured parental abandonment and early loss,
Chinonso seeks emotional anchorage in Ndali, who becomes both a romantic partner
and a symbol of psychological healing. His longing for emotional reassurance is
evident in his desire for permanence and safety: “He wanted her to wrap him in her

arms and say that she would stay with him for the rest of his life” (Obioma 65).

However, this pursuit of intimacy is undermined by structural inequalities and social

exclusion. Ndali’s father’s rejection of Chinonso on the basis of class and educational
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status reinforces Chinonso’s feelings of inadequacy and deepens his emotional
insecurity. Consequently, intimacy becomes conditional and transactional in his mind,
something to be earned through social elevation. His plea, “I want to become a man
worthy of you. I will go abroad, study, and return as a somebody” (Obioma 104),
reveals a distorted understanding of intimacy grounded in performance rather than

mutual emotional connection.

As Chinonso prepares for migration, his emotional dependence on Ndali intensifies,
creating an imbalance that Erikson identifies as a precursor to isolation. When
Chinonso is defrauded by Jamike and Ndali gradually withdraws, the fragile
emotional structure he has built begins to collapse. The chi narrator poignantly notes
that “Ndali’s silence, like a long shadow, stretched across his heart” (Obioma 178),

symbolising the transition from intimacy to emotional abandonment.

In Cyprus, Chinonso’s isolation becomes absolute. Cut off from social networks,
emotionally abandoned, and legally precarious, he experiences the full weight of
psychosocial isolation. His admission, “I have no one. No home, no name, no love”
(Obioma 274) confirms Erikson’s assertion that the failure to achieve intimacy results
in profound loneliness and emotional disintegration. Chinonso’s inability to sustain
intimacy is thus not merely personal but structurally induced, shaped by class

prejudice, betrayal, and emotional dependency.

Existential Collapse and the Onset of Despair

The final psychosocial stage under consideration: despair versus ego integrity centres
on retrospective life evaluation and the individual’s capacity to derive coherence,
meaning, and acceptance from lived experience (Erikson, 1980). In An Orchestra of
Minorities, Chinonso’s life trajectory culminates not in reconciliation or narrative
closure but in profound despair, signalling a catastrophic failure to attain ego integrity.
His psychological collapse emerges from the realisation that his sacrifices have
yielded neither fulfilment nor recognition, leaving him trapped in regret and

existential disorientation.
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The decisive rupture occurs with the discovery of Jamike’s betrayal, a moment that
violently dismantles Chinonso’s remaining illusions of hope and continuity. After
relinquishing home, vocation, dignity, and emotional stability in pursuit of a promised
future, he is confronted with the stark negation of that future: “Your name is not here”
(Obioma 161). This utterance functions symbolically as an erasure of identity, both
literal and existential. It marks the point at which Chinonso’s life narrative fractures

irreparably, transforming aspiration into futility and effort into loss.

Ndali’s prolonged silence deepens this existential rupture. Silence, in the novel,
operates not merely as emotional absence but as a sustained form of psychological
violence. The chi’s narration poignantly records Chinonso’s erosion: “He waited each
day for a letter that never came” (Obioma 196). Each unfulfilled expectation
intensifies his sense of abandonment, reinforcing Erikson’s assertion that despair
arises when individuals are unable to reconcile past choices with present realities.
Deprived of emotional affirmation and social legitimacy, Chinonso’s inner world

becomes increasingly barren, characterised by obsessive rumination and self-blame.

This despair reaches its most acute form during Chinonso’s imprisonment, which
functions simultaneously as a literal site of confinement and a metaphor for total
psychological enclosure. Incarceration strips him of agency, temporal orientation, and
social identity, accelerating his descent into existential collapse. As the chi observes,
“He began to lose his memory, his sense of time and of himself” (Obioma 243). This
moment signifies not merely mental deterioration but the dissolution of meaning itself.
Existential psychologists argue that when individuals lose narrative continuity. The
ability to situate themselves meaningfully across time, psychic disintegration becomes
inevitable (Frankl, 1959).

Erikson defines despair as the inability to accept one’s life course with understanding,
dignity, or peace. Chinonso’s anguished reflection, “I should not have left. I should
have remained with my chickens” (Obioma 288) encapsulates this failure. Rather than
integrating suffering into a coherent life narrative, he is overwhelmed by
counterfactual thinking and regret. His earlier life, once perceived as inadequate, now

appears retrospectively meaningful, underscoring the tragic irony of his journey. Ego
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integrity, which requires acceptance of one’s choices as necessary within a broader

life arc, remains tragically unattained.

Crucially, Chinonso’s despair transcends individual psychology and acquires
symbolic resonance within a postcolonial framework. His collapse reflects a broader
condition in which self-worth is tethered to Western validation, mobility, and
recognition, rendering local identities vulnerable to devaluation. Postcolonial theorists
such as Fanon (1967) argue that such systems produce subjects who internalise
inferiority and measure their lives against unattainable external standards. Chinonso’s
despair thus becomes emblematic of a socio-cultural order that promises

transcendence through departure but delivers alienation and erasure instead.

In this sense, Chinonso’s existential collapse is both personal tragedy and structural
critigue. Obioma presents despair not as a moral failure or psychological weakness
but as the final consequence of unresolved psychosocial conflicts intensified by
postcolonial aspiration, emotional abandonment, and systemic dehumanisation. The
novel ultimately suggests that when society forecloses the possibility of ego integrity,

despair is not merely an outcome, it is an indictment.

A Synthesis of Psychosocial Decline and Tragic Consciousness

Chinonso’s emotional trajectory in An Orchestra of Minorities may be most
coherently interpreted as a cumulative psychosocial failure that unfolds across
interlocking stages of identity instability, fractured intimacy, and existential despair.
Drawing on Erik Erikson’s theory of psychosocial development, Chinonso’s tragedy
reflects an unresolved negotiation of key developmental crises: particularly identity
versus role confusion and intimacy versus isolation, within a hostile socio-cultural

environment that continually undermines his sense of worth.

From the outset, Chinonso exhibits symptoms of identity confusion, marked by deep-
seated insecurity, internalised inferiority, and a persistent sense of inadequacy. His
self-perception is shaped not by intrinsic affirmation but by external validation,
especially within a postcolonial context where social esteem is often equated with

educational attainment, foreign exposure, and class mobility. Erikson (1968) argues
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that failure to resolve identity crises results in a fragile ego structure, leaving
individuals susceptible to shame, anxiety, and dependency. Chinonso’s repeated self-
doubt and feelings of social unworthiness exemplify this condition, as his identity

remains contingent upon approval from others rather than self-coherence.

This fragile selthood directly informs Chinonso’s pursuit of intimacy. Rather than
emerging from mutual emotional autonomy, his relationship with Ndali becomes a
compensatory strategy, an attempt to stabilise his fractured identity through emotional
fusion. Erikson’s concept of failed intimacy is particularly instructive here: when
individuals who lack a stable sense of self seek closeness, intimacy often devolves
into dependency and fear of abandonment (Erikson, 1980). Chinonso’s emotional
investment thus exceeds relational balance, rendering him psychologically vulnerable
to rejection and betrayal. His inability to sustain intimacy reflects not moral weakness

but a deeper psychosocial deficit rooted in unresolved identity formation.

As the narrative progresses, Chinonso’s psychological condition deteriorates further
under the weight of betrayal, displacement, and social isolation. These experiences
propel him into a state of existential despair akin to what existential psychologists
describe as meaning collapse, where the individual perceives life as fundamentally
hostile and purposeless (Frankl, 1959). Chinonso’s alienation is intensified by
migration, racialised exclusion, and economic precarity, which sever his remaining

social anchors and confirm his internalised sense of disposability.

Obioma’s narrative strategy deliberately situates Chinonso’s collapse at the
intersection of the psychological and the socio-political. Through this fusion, the
novel transcends an individualised reading of tragedy and advances a broader critique
of postcolonial value systems that privilege foreignness, elitism, and material success
over indigenous identity and emotional well-being. Scholars of postcolonial
psychology have noted that such systems often generate what Fanon (1967) terms
psychic dislocation, wherein the colonised subject internalises hierarchies that negate
local worth. Chinonso’s tragic consciousness thus emerges not solely from personal

failure but from systemic structures that repeatedly invalidate his humanity.
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In this sense, Chinonso’s demise functions simultancously as a psychological
breakdown and a socio-cultural indictment. Obioma exposes the devastating
consequences of unresolved psychosocial conflicts exacerbated by class prejudice,
emotional neglect, and the illusion of postcolonial aspiration. Chinonso’s tragedy
reveals a central insight of Eriksonian psychology: when society obstructs the healthy
resolution of psychosocial stages, individual collapse becomes not an anomaly but an

inevitability.

Findings

This study set out to conduct a psychosocial reading of Chigozie Obioma’s An
Orchestra of Minorities through the theoretical lens of Erik Erikson’s psychosocial
stages of development. The analysis reveals that Chinonso’s tragic trajectory is deeply
rooted in unresolved psychosocial conflicts shaped by personal vulnerability and
socio-cultural pressures. One major finding of the study is that Chinonso’s identity
crisis precedes his physical journey and eventual downfall. His struggle with identity
versus role confusion is marked by internalised feelings of inferiority, low self-worth,
and social inadequacy, largely influenced by class hierarchies, educational privilege,
and postcolonial value systems that prioritise Western validation. Rather than
developing a stable sense of self, Chinonso constructs his identity through external

approval, particularly through his relationship with Ndali.

Secondly, the study finds that Chinonso’s pursuit of intimacy is emotionally
imbalanced and psychologically precarious. His relationship with Ndali, though
rooted in genuine affection, becomes a site of emotional dependency rather than
mutual support. Social rejection by Ndali’s family and Chinonso’s inability to
separate love from social status undermine the possibility of secure intimacy. This
leads to emotional isolation, especially after betrayal by Jamike and Ndali’s eventual

silence.

Another key finding is that migration functions as a catalyst for psychosocial collapse
rather than self-actualisation. Chinonso’s journey to Cyprus exposes the fragility of

his psychological foundation. The loss of community, legal status, emotional support,
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and identity accelerates his descent into despair. His imprisonment symbolises not
only physical confinement but also the culmination of unresolved psychosocial

tensions.

Finally, the study finds that Chinonso’s inability to attain ego integrity results in
overwhelming despair. Instead of reconciling his life experiences into a meaningful
narrative, Chinonso is consumed by regret and self-blame. His tragic end reveals
Erikson’s assertion that unresolved earlier psychosocial crises significantly impair
later emotional stability. Collectively, these findings demonstrate that Chinonso’s

tragedy is not merely individual but structurally and psychologically produced.
Conclusion

This study has demonstrated that An Orchestra of Minorities is a profoundly
psychosocial novel that interrogates identity formation, emotional vulnerability, and
the devastating consequences of unmet psychological needs. By applying Erik
Erikson’s psychosocial theory, the research reveals how Chinonso’s emotional life is
shaped by unresolved conflicts across critical developmental stages such as identity
versus role confusion, intimacy versus isolation, and despair versus ego integrity. His
downfall is shown to be the cumulative result of psychological fragility, social
exclusion, betrayal, and postcolonial aspirations that equate worth with external
validation. His story illustrates how personal dreams, when built on unstable self-
concepts and emotional dependency, can lead to profound psychological
disintegration. Obioma’s use of the chi as a narrative voice further reinforces the
inevitability of Chinonso’s fate, while simultaneously critiquing the socio-cultural

systems that limit self-realisation.

Ultimately, the novel presents a tragic consciousness that extends beyond individual
failure to interrogate broader societal values, particularly the privileging of Western
education, class mobility, and migration as markers of success. Through Chinonso’s
story, Obioma exposes the emotional costs of these ideals and portrays the necessity
of self-acceptance, emotional balance, and rootedness. This study therefore

contributes to literary scholarship by foregrounding the psychological depth of the
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novel and demonstrating the relevance of psychosocial theory to African literary

analysis.
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