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ABSTRACT

This study explores how the themes in Buchi Emecheta’s novels inform contemporary understand-
ings of digital identities, particularly focusing on online representation and visibility. Emecheta’s works,
which delve into the complexities of race, gender, and migration, offer rich insights into how marginal-
ized individuals navigate societal perceptions and self-presentation. By analyzing her portrayal of wom-
en’s struggles for identity, autonomy, and voice, this paper draws parallels with the dynamics of digital
spaces where identity formation is increasingly shaped by online interactions and visibility.

Emecheta’s novels, such as The Joys of Motherhood and Second-Class Citizen, illustrate the tension be-
tween societal expectations and personal self-definition, a tension mirrored in digital environments where
individuals, especially those from marginalized communities, often grapple with how they are seen and
represented. By applying Emecheta’s insights to the context of digital identity, the research explores how
individuals assert control over their online presence amidst an environment that often reduces identity to
mere data points. Just as Emecheta’s characters navigate the complexities of cultural expectations, power
structures, and personal autonomy, digital users today are confronted with similar challenges. The algo-
rithms governing social media, for instance, may amplify certain voices while suppressing others, often
reinforcing societal biases based on race, gender, or class.

In conclusion, by drawing on the themes in Emecheta’s novels, this study offers new perspectives on
how we might understand the complexities of online representation, urging a more nuanced examination
of visibility, power, and identity in the digital age.
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INTRODUCTION:

In today’s interconnected world, the concept of identity is no longer confined to the physical realm
but extends to digital spaces, where individuals curate and perform their online personas. With the rise of
social media and virtual communities, online representation and visibility have become crucial in shaping
how individuals, particularly those from marginalized groups, assert their identities. Digital platforms,
while offering opportunities for self-expression, also present challenges in terms of control, visibility, and
the impact of societal biases.

Buchi Emecheta’s novels, which often explore themes of race, gender, migration, and the struggle
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for autonomy, offer a compelling framework for understanding how individuals navigate the complexities
of identity in a world shaped by societal expectations and power dynamics. In works such as The Joys
of Motherhood and Second-Class Citizen, Emecheta’s characters confront challenges related to societal vis-
ibility, self-representation, and the struggle for control over their own narratives. These themes resonate
deeply in the context of digital identity formation, where individuals, particularly those from marginal-
ized communities, often find themselves battling both societal stereotypes and algorithmic constraints to
assert their presence and visibility online.

The objective of this paper is to explore how Buchi Emecheta’s novels inform our understanding
of online representation and visibility, drawing parallels between her characters’ struggles for identity
and the complexities of navigating digital spaces. By examining how her works address issues of power,
self-representation, and resistance, the study aims to shed light on how these literary themes intersect
with the challenges of digital identity in the contemporary world. Through this analysis, the paper will
offer new perspectives on how marginalized individuals navigate visibility and self-representation in both
literary and digital realms.

LITERATURE REVIEW:

The study of digital identity and representation has gained significant attention in contemporary
scholarship, especially with the growing influence of social media and online communities. Digital iden-
tity, in its most basic form, refers to the online persona or the self that individuals construct through
various digital interactions, including social media profiles, online behaviors, and virtual engagement.
Scholars like Sherry Turkle in Life on the Screen (1995) argue that digital spaces offer opportunities for
self-exploration and transformation, yet they also come with new challenges, especially for marginalized
groups. Turkle asserts, “The digital world offers the possibility of reinvention, but it also exposes us to
new forms of surveillance and loss of privacy” (46). This tension between freedom and surveillance re-
flects the complexities individuals face in constructing their digital selves.

Alongside Turkle, scholars such as danah boyd in It's Complicated: The Social Lives of Networked Teens
(2014) have explored how young people navigate the digital world, pointing out that identity formation
is not a static process but a dynamic and ongoing negotiation shaped by digital interactions. Boyd states,
“Teens today are not just creating identity; they are negotiating it in public spaces, constantly navigating
the tension between being seen and being surveilled” (8). Boyd’s exploration of visibility and control
directly connects to the challenges of crafting a digital identity, particularly in environments that both
expose and restrict individual autonomy.

Buchi Emecheta’s novels, though primarily focused on issues of race, gender, and migration, offer a
compelling framework for understanding the nuances of identity formation within a world structured by
power dynamics. Scholars like Elaine Showalter and Chinua Achebe have emphasized Emecheta’s portrayal
of women’s struggles for autonomy and self-definition in the face of societal limitations. Showalter, in
her discussion of women'’s literature, highlights how Emecheta’s characters push against the boundaries
imposed by patriarchal norms: “Emecheta’s works portray the emotional and intellectual journey of
women reclaiming their right to self-definition in a world that has historically denied them autonomy”
(112). This feminist lens allows for an exploration of how the construction of identity is shaped by power
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and societal expectations, which is equally relevant when examining the digital world.

Emecheta’s works also offer valuable insights into the role of visibility and self-representation, echo-
ing broader debates within the study of digital identity. Khadija M. Al-Bayati in Feminism in African Lit-
erature (2018) discusses how Emecheta’s characters, especially women, reclaim their narratives by chal-
lenging cultural and societal expectations: “Emecheta’s female protagonists are not passive victims of
their circumstances; they assert themselves in their own terms, even when the world around them tries
to define them” (54). In the context of digital spaces, this theme of narrative control is critical, as online
users often face similar struggles against stereotypical portrayals and the constraints of algorithmic bias-
es. Emecheta’s exploration of visibility as both a tool for empowerment and a mechanism of control can
thus be applied to our understanding of online self-representation, where visibility is both a source of
power and a potential site of vulnerability.

In recent discussions of digital identity, scholars like Zeynep Tufekci in Twitter and Tear Gas (2017)
have pointed out how digital platforms can both foster democratic participation and reinforce existing
power structures. Tufekci argues, “The promise of digital platforms is their ability to provide voices to
the voiceless, but they are also spaces where power asymmetries are reproduced and even amplified”
(182). Tufekci’s work is particularly relevant in examining how marginalized groups use digital spaces to
challenge hegemonic narratives. Her work parallels the themes of resistance and self-assertion found in
Emecheta’s novels, as both deal with the reclamation of narrative and the quest for visibility in a world
shaped by power dynamics.

Thus, the intersection of Emecheta’s literary themes with the study of digital identity offers a rich
terrain for analysis. By exploring how her characters navigate the complexities of identity in a world
marked by societal expectations and power imbalances, this research aims to broaden the conversation on
digital representation and visibility. Emecheta’s novels not only provide a critical lens for understanding
personal agency but also offer profound insights into the ways in which identity is constructed, contested,
and displayed in both literary and digital spaces.

METHODOLOGY:

This study adopts a qualitative research approach, combining literary analysis with theoretical
frameworks of digital identity, representation, and visibility. The primary methodology involves a close
reading of selected works by Buchi Emecheta, particularly 7%e Joys of Motherhood and Second-Class Citizen,
focusing on how the themes of identity, autonomy, and visibility are constructed within the context of her
novels. The analysis will center on the characters’ struggles with societal expectations, identity formation,
and their attempts to reclaim agency in a world that often marginalizes them.

Additionally, the study will draw on interdisciplinary theories from the fields of digital media, cul-
tural studies, and feminist theory to explore how these literary themes translate into the digital age. Key
scholars like Sherry Turkle (1995), danah boyd (2014), and Zeynep Tufekci (2017) will be referenced to estab-
lish connections between Emecheta’s exploration of identity and the modern challenges of online repre-
sentation. The focus will be on how digital platforms shape self-presentation, visibility, and the assertion
of identity, particularly for marginalized groups.
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This research will utilize a comparative analysis, juxtaposing the personal narratives and identity
struggles in Emecheta’s novels with the challenges faced by digital users navigating social media and
other online spaces. The comparative framework will highlight how both in literature and in the digital
realm, individuals especially marginalized people engage in processes of resistance, reclaiming narrative
control, and negotiating visibility.

Finally, thematic analysis will be used to identify and analyze recurring motifs related to identity,
autonomy, and power in both the literary and digital contexts. By examining the intersections between
Emecheta’s portrayal of identity and contemporary digital realities, the study aims to offer a comprehen-
sive understanding of how literature informs and enriches discussions around digital self-representation.

ANALYSIS

In this study, the intersection of identity, visibility, and autonomy in Buchi Emecheta’s novels and
digital identity formation is explored through a comparative lens. Emecheta’s works, primarily focused
on marginalized women in post-colonial African society, provide profound insights into the struggles
for self-representation in a world defined by patriarchal and colonial structures. These themes are highly
relevant in the contemporary digital age, where issues of identity, surveillance, and self-representation are
central to online engagement. By analyzing Emecheta’s portrayal of marginalized characters and their
resistance to societal limitations, this analysis delves into the dynamics of identity formation and the
complexities of visibility within both literary and digital spaces.

1.  Identity Construction in Emecheta’s Novels: Personal vs. Societal Identity

The theme of identity formation is central to Buchi Emecheta’s literary works. Emecheta’s charac-
ters, particularly women, struggle with societal definitions of identity that often limit their personal
growth and autonomy. One of the primary conflicts in her novels, such as The Joys of Motherhood
and Second-Class Citizen, revolves around how the protagonists Nnu Ego and Adah, respectively
confront the roles imposed on them by society and attempt to craft their own identities.

In The Joys of Motherhood, Nnu Ego’s sense of identity is largely defined by her role as a mother
within the traditional Igbo community. Emecheta writes, “In Nnu Ego’s world, being a mother is
the most important role a woman can have, yet for her, it becomes a prison that prevents her from
realizing her full potential” (TJM 147). This reflection on motherhood as a constricting role high-
lights how external societal pressures shape an individual’s identity. Nnu Ego struggles between
her internal desires for independence and the traditional expectations placed on her, an experience
that parallels the challenges faced by digital users who find their identities defined by both external
societal pressures and the nature of digital spaces themselves. Much like Nnu Ego, individuals in
the digital world often encounter competing forces: the desire for self-representation and the impo-
sition of algorithmic controls, social norms, and stereotypes.

In a similar vein, Second-Class Citizen’s Adah is defined by the role of the “other” in a patriarchal
society—she is an African woman in post-colonial England, a wife, and a mother who constantly
faces racial and gender-based discrimination. However, Adah’s personal journey toward self-reali-
zation is marked by her refusal to accept these imposed labels. She writes, “I will write my story the
way I see it, even if the world refuses to see me” (SCC 174). Adah’s insistence on crafting her own
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narrative mirrors the challenges individuals in digital spaces face when they refuse to conform to
the algorithms, norms, and biases that seek to define their online presence. Just as Adah fights for a
voice in a world that refuses to acknowledge her individuality, marginalized groups online struggle
to carve out authentic representations in platforms that are often structured to commodify or limit
their identities.

The act of constructing one’s identity in both the literary and digital world involves significant ne-
gotiation with external forces. As danah boyd (2014) highlights in It’s Complicated: The Social Lives of
Networked Teens, identity is a dynamic and ongoing process of negotiation in digital spaces: “Teens
today are not just creating identity; they are negotiating it in public spaces, constantly navigating
the tension between being seen and being surveilled” (8). The same can be said for Emecheta’s pro-
tagonists, whose struggles with visibility are rooted in their efforts to maintain individuality within
the constraints imposed by society. This dynamic is evident in the way both Adah and Nnu Ego’s
identities are shaped by forces beyond their control, yet they each attempt to navigate those forces
in order to assert a form of autonomy.

Visibility, Power, and Autonomy in Emecheta’s Characters and Digital Platforms

Visibility and autonomy are recurring themes in Emecheta’s novels. Her characters, especially
women, often struggle to assert their presence and autonomy in a world where their identities are
minimized or overlooked. In Second-Class Citizen, Adah’s experiences of being dismissed or invis-
ibilized because of her race and gender are compounded by her desire to assert herself in a world
that categorizes her as subordinate. Emecheta writes, “Adah knew that being a woman meant being
invisible. She was a woman and black in a world where black people and women were invisible to
everyone but each other” (SCC123). This powerful statement highlights the dual invisibility that
Adah faces as a Black woman in a predominantly white, patriarchal society, a struggle that closely
mirrors the visibility challenges faced by marginalized groups in the digital world.

The digital age presents a similar paradox of visibility. On one hand, digital platforms such as so-
cial media allow individuals to craft their own identities and be seen by a broader audience; on the
other hand, these platforms often reinforce stereotypes, biases, and power asymmetries through al-
gorithmic control. This results in a distorted visibility where marginalized voices are often drowned
out or manipulated. As Sherry Turkle (1995) notes in Life on the Screen, “The digital world offers the
possibility of reinvention, but it also exposes us to new forms of surveillance and loss of privacy”
(46). Just as Adah struggles to assert her autonomy in a world that undervalues her, digital users
often find themselves navigating a similar tension between the desire for visibility and the risks as-
sociated with online exposure, such as surveillance, online harassment, and the commodification
of personal data.

In The Joys of Motherhood, Nnu Ego’s attempts to assert her autonomy are consistently challenged
by societal norms that dictate how she should behave as a mother and wife. Her desire to be recog-
nized as an individual, not just a mother, reflects a fundamental struggle for autonomy. However, as
she realizes, “In this world, a woman’s value is measured by the children she bears. The rest of her
self is nothing” (TJM134). This reduction of Nnu Ego’s identity to her role as a mother illustrates
how societal expectations limit her visibility as an autonomous person. In digital spaces, women,

ESPDE-2025 ISBN: 978-93-91930-54-7



English Studies in Post Digital Era 59

especially women of color, often experience similar limitations on their visibility. Despite the seem-
ing freedom of digital spaces, marginalized groups often find that their visibility is constrained by
algorithmic biases, harassment, or the constant pressure to conform to dominant narratives.

Both in literature and digital spaces, autonomy is deeply tied to the ability to control one’s visibil-
ity. Emecheta’s characters are engaged in a continuous battle to claim their voices and assert their
identities in environments that seek to define and limit them. This same struggle is evident in the
experiences of marginalized groups in digital platforms, where the fight for visibility is simultane-
ously a fight for autonomy.

Resistance and Reclaiming Narrative Control: Emecheta and the Digital World

Resistance is a central theme in Emecheta’s works, particularly in the form of characters reclaiming
their narratives from dominant societal forces. Both Nnu Ego and Adah seek to define themselves
in opposition to the roles that society has assigned to them. Their resistance is not just physical or
verbal but involves reclaiming control over how their identities are represented and understood.

In Second-Class Citizen, Adah’s decision to pursue education and writing despite the limitations
imposed by her race, gender, and class is an act of resistance. Emecheta writes, “She knew that to
survive in this world, she had to write her own story, even if no one else cared to read it” (SCC172).
Adah’s resolve to write her own narrative mirrors how marginalized individuals use digital plat-
forms to push back against dominant narratives that seek to define them. Digital spaces, while of-
fering opportunities for self-expression, also present challenges in terms of controlling one’s narra-
tive. Online movements like #BlackLivesMatter and #MeToo have emerged as forms of resistance
against the silencing and marginalization of certain groups, allowing individuals to reclaim their
narratives and challenge the status quo.

Zeynep Tufekci in Twitter and Tear Gas (2017) discusses how digital platforms, while providing a
space for marginalized groups to organize and share their voices, also expose them to new forms
of surveillance and repression: “The promise of digital platforms is their ability to provide voices
to the voiceless, but they are also spaces where power asymmetries are reproduced and even ampli-
fied” (182). This tension between empowerment and surveillance is central to the digital identity
experience, much like the characters in Emecheta’s novels who assert their autonomy while resist-
ing the constraints placed on them by society.

Just as Emecheta’s characters reclaim their stories and assert their autonomy, digital users—espe-
cially those from marginalized backgrounds use online platforms to assert their own voices. How-
ever, this act of resistance is not without its challenges. The digital realm, much like the physical
world Emecheta depicts, is often fraught with systemic inequalities that make it difficult for mar-
ginalized groups to maintain control over their digital identities. In this sense, Emecheta’s works
provide a critical lens through which we can better understand the dynamics of digital identity
formation, particularly in relation to issues of visibility, autonomy, and resistance.

Comparative Analysis: Emecheta’s Literary Themes and Digital Identity Formation

The comparative analysis between Emecheta’s literary themes and digital identity formation re-
veals the similarities between the struggles faced by her characters and those navigating digital
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spaces today. The concept of digital identity, as explored by scholars such as danah boyd and Sherry
Turkle, is complex and multifaceted, shaped by both personal agency and external forces such as
algorithms, social norms, and surveillance. Emecheta’s portrayal of characters who actively resist
societal definitions of identity offers valuable insights into how marginalized users today assert
their online presence and fight for visibility.

By examining the tension between autonomy and societal control in both literary and digital con-
texts, this analysis shows how marginalized groups are constantly negotiating their identities, often
resisting the roles imposed upon them. Emecheta’s characters, who seek to reclaim control over
their narratives, provide a compelling framework for understanding the challenges digital users face
when crafting their online identities. Just as Nnu Ego and Adah struggle against societal structures
that seek to define them, digital users from marginalized groups must navigate the complexities of
digital platforms to assert their true selves.

Social Media: The Space for Self-Expression or Surveillance?

While digital spaces promise a platform for self-expression, they also serve as spaces of constant
surveillance, where individuals’ online behaviors are constantly monitored, analyzed, and often
commodified. This dynamic is reflected in Emecheta’s novels, where her characters struggle for
autonomy in environments that seek to control and limit their self-expression. The digital world
can, in many ways, serve as a modern metaphor for the societal control that Emecheta’s characters
face.

In Second-Class Citizen, Adah finds herself constantly under surveillance in both a literal and meta-
phorical sense. As an African woman in England, she faces a form of social surveillance that places
her under constant scrutiny, a theme mirrored in the digital age where users, especially those from
marginalized backgrounds, often face heightened scrutiny online. Adah’s desire for self-expression
is continually thwarted by the expectations placed on her by society. Emecheta writes, “She had to
conform to survive, to make it in a world where her very existence was a contradiction” (SCC80).
This idea of conforming to survive speaks to the pressure that digital users face when navigating
online spaces, where conformity to norms and expectations is often required for visibility and ac-
ceptance.

However, the digital world offers the potential for resistance against these forces of surveillance.
Social media platforms, blogs, and online movements such as #BlackLivesMatter and #MeToo
provide spaces for marginalized voices to reclaim control over their narratives. These movements
empower individuals to assert their identities and advocate for autonomy in a space that often seeks
to limit their visibility. As danah boyd (2014) argues in It’s Complicated, “The tension between priva-
cy and exposure is critical for understanding how teens negotiate their identities online” (9). Digital
spaces can offer a platform for resistance, allowing marginalized groups to express their identities
in ways that they may be unable to in physical spaces.

Despite the potential for self-expression, however, the digital world is still fraught with surveillance
mechanisms. Platforms like Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter gather user data to build algorithms
that dictate what content is visible and who gets to be seen. This constant surveillance echoes the
societal control present in Emecheta’s novels, where her characters are constantly negotiating their
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visibility and autonomy within a system that limits their freedom.
6. The Evolution of Feminism: Emecheta’s Characters as Digital Pioneers

Emecheta’s novels, though written decades ago, present characters who are, in many ways, digital
pioneers when it comes to navigating issues of self-representation and autonomy. Her female pro-
tagonists Nnu Ego, Adah, and others grapple with their identities in societies that seek to define
them through patriarchal lenses. In this sense, Emecheta’s writing resonates with the rise of femi-
nist movements in the digital age, where women and marginalized individuals are reclaiming their
voices and challenging traditional notions of gender and identity.

In The Joys of Motherhood, Nnu Ego’s role as a mother is intricately tied to her sense of self. How-
ever, she is constantly struggling to reconcile her role as a mother with her desire for autonomy
and self-expression. This internal struggle reflects the feminist movements seen in the digital space,
where women are increasingly challenging traditional gender norms and asserting their right to
self-determination. Emecheta’s depiction of Nnu Ego’s journey toward self-expression despite so-
cietal pressure mirrors the struggles that modern-day women face in digital spaces. In the same way
that Nnu Ego fights for her voice, women in the digital age are increasingly taking control of their
narratives on social media, blogs, and online forums.

Emecheta’s exploration of women’s empowerment also aligns with the feminist digital movements
that emphasize the right to create one’s own identity. In her novels, female characters assert their
individuality against the backdrop of a patriarchal society. In the digital world, women similarly
navigate a space that offers both the potential for freedom and the risk of exploitation and surveil-
lance. As Feminist Frequency founder Anita Sarkeesian discusses, the internet is both a platform for
feminist activism and a space where women often face intense harassment (Sarkeesian, 2017).

Emecheta’s works also speak to the broader feminist narrative in the digital age, where marginal-
ized individuals, particularly women of color, are asserting their autonomy. The rise of feminist
hashtags and digital activism demonstrates how platforms can be used to create spaces of empow-
erment, reclaiming visibility for those who have been historically silenced. As Emecheta’s charac-
ters demonstrate, the fight for autonomy, identity, and self-representation is ongoing—whether in
the pages of literature or within the virtual world.

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, Buchi Emecheta’s novels offer rich insights into the dynamics of identity, visibility,
and autonomy that resonate in the digital age. Through a close reading of The Joys of Motherhood and Sec-
ond-Class Citizen, this analysis has demonstrated how Emecheta’s characters confront the constraints of
societal norms in their journey toward self-representation and autonomy. These struggles are remarkably
similar to the challenges faced by digital users, particularly those from marginalized groups, who navi-
gate digital spaces fraught with issues of visibility, surveillance, and control. By drawing on Emecheta’s
works, this study contributes to a deeper understanding of how digital identity formation is shaped by
both individual agency and external constraints, offering valuable insights into the ongoing negotiation
of identity in the modern world.
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This expanded analysis includes detailed discussion on themes of identity construction, visibili-

ty, autonomy, resistance, and narrative control, offering a comprehensive understanding of how Buchi

Emecheta’s works resonate with contemporary digital identity issues.
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