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ABSTRACT

This paper explores the intricate processes of identity construction in the war memoirs - Malala Yousafzai's
I Am Malala and Ishmael Beah's A Long Way Gone. By analyzing their personal narratives, the research
examines how experiences of violence, displacement, and resilience shape selfhood. Drawing on theories of
trauma, postcolonialism, and narrative identity, the study highlights how these memoirs function both as
testimonies and as acts of self-definition. It argues that the fragmentation caused by conflict is not only a site
of trauma but also a foundation upon which new identities are built. Through comparative textual analysis,
this paper uncovers how memory, culture, and the global discourse on war influence the formation and
articulation of identity in youth caught in conflict.

Key Words: Identity construction, war memoirs, trauma narrative, postcolonialism, youth and conflict,
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INTRODUCTION

Memoirs emerging from war-torn regions offer readers intimate glimpses into the personal and political
upheavals experienced by individuals caught in the throes of conflict. Malala Yousafzai's | Am Malala and
Ishmael Beah's A Long Way Gone serve as powerful testaments to the resilience and transformation of young
individuals whose identities are forged in the crucible of war. While differing in geographical, cultural, and
gendered contexts, both memoirs share a central concern: the articulation of self in the aftermath of trauma.

This paper seeks to examine how identity is constructed, deconstructed, and reconstructed in the narratives of
Yousafzai and Beah. It investigates the ways in which their storytelling becomes a vehicle for reclaiming
agency and selfhood, disrupted by political violence and displacement. By placing their narratives in
conversation, this study foregrounds the universal yet culturally specific ways in which identity evolves in
response to crisis.

The analysis will be guided by questions such as: How do Yousafzai and Beah navigate the fractures in their
identities caused by war? In what ways do culture, memory, and narrative form contribute to their
reconstitution of self? How are global audiences implicated in the reception and interpretation of their stories?
Addressing these questions requires engagement with interdisciplinary approaches, particularly those rooted
in trauma studies, postcolonial theory, and narrative identity frameworks.

Through this comparative lens, the paper ultimately argues that the memoirs of Yousafzai and Beah reveal
the paradox of identity in wartime: it is simultaneously fragmented and forged, vulnerable and resilient,
personal and collective.
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LITERATURE REVIEW

The scholarship on war memoirs and identity construction is vast and interdisciplinary, intersecting fields
such as trauma studies, postcolonial theory, literary criticism, and youth studies. Scholars like Leigh Gilmore
and Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson have emphasized the transformative potential of autobiographical
writing, framing it as a critical space where subjects reclaim agency through narrative. In the context of war
memoirs, this agency is often complicated by the overwhelming forces of trauma and political violence.

Cathy Caruth’s foundational work on trauma (Unclaimed Experience, 1996) underpins much of the current
understanding of how traumatic experiences disrupt linear narratives and alter the sense of self. Caruth argues
that trauma resists integration into conventional memory, often returning in fragmented and non-verbal forms.
This insight is particularly relevant when analyzing the memoirs of Beah and Yousafzai, whose texts oscillate
between coherence and rupture, memory and silence.

Postcolonial theorists such as Homi Bhabha and Gayatri Spivak have further contributed to understanding
how subjects in formerly colonized nations articulate identity under global scrutiny. Bhabha’s concept of the
"third space" (1994) allows for a nuanced reading of hybrid identities—especially relevant for Yousafzali,
whose narrative traverses local and global spheres. Similarly, Spivak’s question, "Can the Subaltern Speak?"
(1988), challenges the representational politics surrounding the testimonial voices of marginalized subjects.
Yousafzai and Beah, while gaining international prominence, remain entangled in these politics of
representation.

The literature on child soldier narratives and female education activists provides further context. Scholars
such as Susan McKay have examined the gendered dimensions of conflict, highlighting how girls experience
war differently, often facing dual threats of violence and erasure. In contrast, the work of Laura Edkins and
Mark Drumbl on child soldiering explores the psychological and legal ramifications of conscription, which is
central to Beah’s memoir.

Memoirs like I Am Malala and A Long Way Gone also engage with global humanitarian narratives. Didier
Fassin and Richard Rechtman’s concept of the “moral economy of trauma™ is instrumental in understanding
how suffering is commodified and circulated within global media, which in turn shapes the reception of these
memoirs. Thus, identity construction in such texts cannot be fully understood without accounting for their
performative and transnational dimensions.

This literature review underscores the need for an interdisciplinary approach that considers narrative form,
cultural context, and theoretical models of trauma and postcolonial identity. It sets the foundation for the
ensuing analysis by highlighting the complexities and tensions inherent in telling war stories—particularly
when the storytellers are young, marginalized, and globally visible.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

To critically examine identity construction in I Am Malala and A Long Way Gone, this study draws upon an
integrated theoretical framework comprising trauma theory, postcolonial theory, and narrative identity.

Trauma theory provides a foundational lens through which the disruptions and reconstructions of self can be
understood. Cathy Caruth’s assertion that trauma is experienced belatedly and resists linguistic articulation is
crucial to interpreting the fragmented and recursive structures of these memoirs. These texts exemplify the
trauma narrative’s oscillation between memory and forgetfulness, coherence and rupture. Dori Laub’s concept
of ‘bearing witness’ further enhances this analysis, emphasizing the testimonial dimension of memoirs and
the role of the reader as a secondary witness in the process of meaning-making.

Postcolonial theory offers tools to unpack the cultural and geopolitical dynamics that shape the identities of
Beah and Yousafzai. Homi Bhabha’s notion of hybridity and the "third space" elucidates the in-betweenness
experienced by postcolonial subjects, enabling a reading of both authors’ negotiations with multiple cultural
affiliations. Gayatri Spivak’s critique of Western appropriation of subaltern voices foregrounds the
complications involved in speaking for or about marginalized individuals within global circuits of
representation.
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Narrative identity theory, as developed by scholars such as Paul Ricoeur and Jerome Bruner, posits that
identity is not a fixed essence but rather a continuous process constituted through storytelling. Ricoeur’s idea
of “emplotment” (the act of organizing events into a coherent story) is particularly relevant to how Beah and
Yousafzai impose narrative structure on their chaotic experiences. This framework recognizes narrative not
merely as a mode of representation, but as a primary site where identity is constituted.

The convergence of these theories allows for a comprehensive approach to identity construction in war
memoirs. Trauma theory accounts for the psychological dimensions of fragmented identity; postcolonial
theory contextualizes the sociopolitical and cultural forces shaping these identities; and narrative identity
theory illuminates the storytelling process through which these young authors attempt to forge coherent selves.
Together, they form an interdisciplinary scaffold that supports a nuanced and empathetic analysis of I Am
Malala and A Long Way Gone.

METHODOLOGY

This research adopts a qualitative, comparative literary analysis methodology to examine identity
construction in I Am Malala and A Long Way Gone. By employing close reading techniques, the study attends
to narrative structure, language, imagery, and rhetorical strategies used by the authors to represent their
identities. The methodology is grounded in hermeneutic interpretation, allowing for a nuanced engagement
with the texts as sites of meaning-making shaped by both personal experience and broader sociocultural
forces.

The primary texts are analyzed through the lens of the integrated theoretical framework outlined above—
trauma theory, postcolonial theory, and narrative identity. Attention is paid to how each memoir articulates
experiences of violence, displacement, and recovery, and how these experiences inform the protagonists’
evolving sense of self. The analysis also considers the role of the reader and the intended global audience,
examining how narrative choices are shaped by and contribute to transnational discourses of trauma and
resistance.

The comparative element is central to this study. While acknowledging the distinct cultural, geographical, and
gendered contexts of the two memoirs, the research draws out thematic resonances and divergences that shed
light on universal and particular aspects of identity construction. The focus is not only on what is said, but
how it is said—how narrative form and voice reflect and mediate the processes of self-definition.

Supplementary sources include scholarly articles, interviews, and critical reviews to contextualize the
memoirs within both literary and sociopolitical frameworks. These secondary materials enhance the analysis
by providing insight into public reception, authorial intent, and critical interpretations.

Ethical considerations are also taken into account. Given the sensitive nature of the memoirs’ content, the
analysis avoids voyeuristic or reductive readings of trauma. Instead, it seeks to respect the agency of the
authors and the complexity of their experiences, emphasizing the memoirs’ roles as acts of witness and
resistance.

By combining close textual analysis with theoretical and contextual inquiry, this methodology enables a
holistic understanding of how identity is constructed in the war memoirs of Malala Yousafzai and Ishmael
Beah.

TEXTUAL ANALYSIS

This section offers a close textual analysis of I Am Malala and A Long Way Gone, focusing on the literary
and rhetorical strategies through which identity is constructed in response to trauma and socio-political
upheaval. The memoirs are read comparatively to illuminate both the convergences and divergences in their
representations of selthood.

1. The Fragmented Self and Narrative Coherence. Both memoirs open with disruptions to a sense of
normalcy—Malala’s life in the Swat Valley is fractured by the rise of the Taliban, while Beah’s
childhood is ruptured by the outbreak of civil war in Sierra Leone. The authors use retrospection to
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impose coherence on their fragmented experiences. Malala's narrative voice, characterized by clarity
and assertiveness, weaves her cultural and religious identity with global human rights discourse.
Beah’s voice is more introspective and lyrical, often veering into surrealism as he recounts the
psychological impact of combat. Despite the different tones, both memoirs employ narrative as a tool
of reconstitution, piecing together a stable sense of self from traumatic pasts.

2. Memory, Silence, and Testimony Memory functions ambivalently in both texts—as a source of
identity and a site of pain. Beah’s memoir is marked by lacunae and silences, particularly around
moments of intense violence. These narrative absences reflect the unspeakability of trauma as
theorized by Caruth. Malala, conversely, uses memory to reconstruct a communal identity, frequently
invoking her ancestors, homeland, and educational lineage. Testimony becomes a crucial form of
agency: while Beah’s narrative is a reluctant disclosure, Malala’s is a deliberate act of advocacy. Both,
however, position their readers as witnesses, implicating them in the ethical reception of their stories.

3. Gendered and Cultural Identity Malala’s identity is inextricably tied to her position as a girl
advocating for education in a patriarchal, Taliban-dominated society. Her narrative counters
stereotypes of Muslim women by foregrounding autonomy, intellectualism, and resistance. Beah, on
the other hand, navigates masculinity in a militarized context. His forced transition from child to
soldier complicates traditional notions of boyhood. Post-war, his identity as a former perpetrator and
victim generates ambivalence, further compounded by his reintegration into civilian life. These
gendered experiences illustrate the complex interplay between personal identity and cultural
expectations under duress.

4. Language and Global Address The memoirs are linguistically calibrated for international audiences.
Malala often references Western education, democracy, and Nobel recognition, positioning her
narrative within a global humanitarian discourse. Beah, although less explicitly didactic, constructs a
moral universe where the human cost of war is foregrounded. The use of English, metaphor, and
Western narrative structures in both texts reflects a form of strategic hybridity. Their global address
serves dual purposes: amplifying their voices and navigating the politics of representation as subaltern
subjects in the global literary marketplace.

5. The Role of Education and Healing Education functions as a central motif in both memoirs. For
Malala, it is both a right and a symbol of resistance. Her identity as a student becomes a political
statement against fundamentalism. For Beah, education is rehabilitative; post-war schooling enables
him to articulate his past and imagine a future beyond violence. In both cases, learning is not only
transformative but also redemptive—offering a means to recover a fractured identity and to envision
a life beyond trauma.

This textual analysis reveals that identity construction in war memoirs is a layered and dynamic process.
Through narrative, Malala Yousafzai and Ishmael Beah confront trauma, assert agency, and negotiate the
cultural and political terrains that shape their lives. Their memoirs exemplify how storytelling can both
document suffering and serve as a blueprint for resilience and reinvention.

FINDINGS/DISCUSSION

The comparative analysis of | Am Malala and A Long Way Gone reveals several overarching insights into the
ways in which identity is constructed amid the destabilizing effects of war and displacement. The memoirs
demonstrate that identity is not a static or singular entity but a complex, evolving construct shaped by memory,
trauma, cultural belonging, and acts of narration.

First, both memoirs underscore the central role of narrative in reconstituting selfhood. For Malala and Beah,
storytelling becomes a form of resistance—a way to assert personhood against forces that sought to silence
or dehumanize them. Through narrative, they reclaim agency, impose coherence on chaos, and engage with
both local and global audiences to affirm their place in the world.

Second, the memoirs highlight the interplay between personal and collective identity. Malala’s narrative is
deeply interwoven with her community’s struggles for education and peace, reflecting how individual identity
can become a symbol of broader socio-political movements. Beah’s story, though more focused on internal
psychological conflict, similarly speaks to the collective trauma of a generation of child soldiers in Sierra
Leone. These memoirs illustrate that personal identity is inseparable from the cultural and historical contexts
in which it is embedded.
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Third, gender and geography critically inform the shaping of identity in both texts. Malala’s Pakistani Muslim
identity and Beah’s West African male identity expose how gendered expectations and regional dynamics
mediate experiences of violence, resistance, and recovery. Malala’s femininity is politicized by both Taliban
oppression and Western liberal narratives, while Beah’s masculinity is distorted by his conscription and the
militarization of youth.

Fourth, the performative aspect of trauma and survival is evident in the way these memoirs are constructed
and marketed. Both authors navigate the expectations of international readers, humanitarian discourse, and
media narratives, which shape the framing of their stories. While these global platforms amplify their voices,
they also risk flattening the complexity of their experiences into digestible tropes of suffering and redemption.

Lastly, education emerges not just as a motif but as a foundational pillar of identity reconstruction. It is
portrayed as both a personal salvation and a means of engaging with the world. For Malala, education is a
lifelong mission and the essence of her activism. For Beah, education provides the tools to confront and narrate
his past. Their shared emphasis on learning illustrates how knowledge and reflection enable healing and
future-oriented identity formation.

Together, these findings demonstrate that the war memoirs of Malala Yousafzai and Ishmael Beah are not
merely records of survival but powerful interventions in the discourse on youth, violence, and identity. They
offer a nuanced view of how trauma disrupts and simultaneously reconfigures the self, emphasizing the
fluidity, resilience, and narrativity of identity in post-conflict settings.

CONCLUSION

The memoirs of Malala Yousafzai and Ishmael Beah provide powerful testimonies of youth navigating the
profound upheavals of war, violence, and displacement. Through their narratives, both authors offer insight
into the ways trauma shapes and redefines personal and collective identities. Rather than portraying identity
as an inherent or stable essence, their memoirs depict it as a fluid, dynamic process continually reshaped by
context, memory, and resistance.

Malala and Beah use their narratives to reclaim agency, construct coherence from chaos, and position
themselves as actors in both local and global spheres. Their stories, while rooted in particular geopolitical and
cultural realities, resonate with broader themes of resilience, education, and the transformative potential of
storytelling. The dual roles they occupy—as survivors and spokespersons—highlight the complex ways in
which identity is both lived and performed in the wake of trauma.

This research has demonstrated that identity construction in war memoirs transcends personal healing; it
becomes a form of socio-political engagement, cultural negotiation, and ethical witnessing. The comparison
of these two distinct voices underscores the multiplicity of post-conflict identities and the necessity of
nuanced, contextualized approaches in understanding them.

As the global community continues to grapple with conflict, displacement, and reconstruction, the voices of
individuals like Malala Yousafzai and Ishmael Beah remain vital. Their memoirs remind us not only of the
costs of war but also of the indomitable spirit of those who survive it—and the stories they tell to build new
foundations from the fragments of the past.
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