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Abstract: 
This paper is based on a work of fiction by African writer Nuruddin Farah’s novel ‘Maps’, his 
first novel in “The Blood in the Sun Trilogy” series. Set in war-torn Ogaden in the African 
continent, the postmodernist novel raises the pertinent question of ethnicity, political and 
national identity of people born in the region. Because of their spurious and often fragmented 
identities, they are constantly confronted by the question of “Who am I?” Maps highlights the 
issue of love and loyalty to one’s nation, and its effect on relationships that aren’t bound by 
blood ties. It is also a critique on maps — the effortlessness with which it is drawn by foreign 
hands on paper, and the stark reality and harsh impact, the creation of such boundaries has on the 
human mind. Farah thematizes all these facets of national identity in his works focusing on the 
Ogaden war of 1977. This paper seeks to explore the identity crisis in the life of the protagonist, 
Askar surrounded by individual, national and collective confusion. 
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Ogaden, also known as the ‘horn of Africa’ shares its borders with Somalia and Ethiopia and has 
always been a land of dispute between the two nations. It is in this embattled Ogaden that Farah 
tells a story of parental love, which finally culminates in Somalia with betrayal.  
 
Farah, like his protagonist Askar, was born in the Somali-speaking region of “Ogaden that was 
put under Ethiopian control by the Western powers that drew the modern map of Africa.” He 
grew up in the town of Kallafo, where he spent his formative years as a student. However, in 
1963, the Somalian war with Ethiopia forced Farah and his family to leave for the Somalian 
capital of Mogadiscio. His torment of having to leave his homeland, and deal with the question 
of “Am I a Somalian or Ethiopian?” was further complicated by the other cultural currents that 
wind through the region. 
 
In a way, Farah has given a voice to his own torment and conflict through Askar, the protagonist 
and his surrogate mother, Misra. Through the retrospective narrative, told in turns; in first, third 
and a speculative second persons (standing for the judge or the body questioning Askar in court) 
the protagonist Askar recounts his Ogadenese childhood and his adolescence years in 
Mogadiscio with Uncle Hilal and Aunt Salaado, and his eventual decision to join the Western 
Somali Liberation Front.  
 
Askar recounts the life he spent with Misra through fragmented and half – hallucinatory 
memories. Though they don’t have any biological bonds, they share an intense relationship and 
are emotionally inseparable from each other. Askar finds his identity enmeshed with that of 
Misra’s. What Farah accomplishes with such conviction is a linkage between motherhood and 
nationhood. 
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However as he grows up, Askar feels the need to live an independent life. He begins by 
gradually detaching himself from his mother figure – Misra. This significant change takes place 
with the escalation of the war in Ogaden which runs parallel to Askar growing up.  Influenced by 
his peers about the Somali cause, the realization of having “an Ethiopian mother” suddenly 
dawns upon him, and there is a subconscious desire to obliterate her from his life. As he grows 
into adulthood he struggles with his identity, ethnicity and loyalty, constantly asking himself: 
should he stay loyal to Misra, the one who protects him and raises him as her own, or stay loyal 
to his people; bringing a conflict between motherhood and nationhood. 
 
His move towards distancing himself from the emotional and psychological dependence on his 
mother, to the cause of political independence, and the desire to serve his mother country, is 
furthered when he is sent to his uncle Hilaal in Mogadiscio. Moving to Mogadiscio he is 
introduced to the politics of Ethiopia. Slowly he begins shifting his love from his foster mother 
to his motherland concluding that inorder to embrace his motherland; he needs to ‘discard’ 
Misra. 
 
With his physical removal from Kallafo, he discovers a new life, which is far from all things 
natural to all things cosmopolitan, urban and civilized. Under the guidance of aunt Salaado, he 
learns how to take charge of his life, nothing like Misra who pampered him with love and 
affection. He experiences a new kind of independence, which is stimulated with education, 
building a career for himself, again different from Misra’s which was based on oral tales and 
folklore. It is in Mogadiscio that he begins divorcing himself from Misra.  
 
Simultaneously, unknown to his foster parents, his militant ideas are being honed by his tutor 
Cusmaan, who secretly encourages him to join the liberation movement and fuels his 
nationalistic and fundamentalist aspirations, enlightening him with his own biased opinions 
about the politics of Somalia.  
 
He reaches the pinnacle of militancy when he hears that Misra, ‘betrays’ the people of Kallafo. 
Caught between conflicting loyalties of mother and motherland, Askar’s life ‘becomes a war of 
sorts.’ Unable to accept the fact that his very own Misra has committed treachery makes it a 
painful experience for him who himself is in a terrible dilemma at this point of time, wondering 
how to liberate his country. 
 
Parallel to this, the Somalia war causes the loss of Ogaden to Ethiopia and Askar is made to 
believe that Misra is the cause of it. With this ‘the mother figure’ and the ‘Ethiopian’ becomes 
the same person “Misra”, making her the enemy, the other. In the end, Misra is mutilated and 
killed by the very militant forces; he hoped to be part of. Gradually, he is overcome by guilt of 
him having committed matricide. The bloody conflict between the two countries over the 
disputed land, however, becomes an extension of his conflict with Misra. 
 
Misra in this novel remains a victim oppressed at the intersection of class, gender and ethnicity 
all her life. She emblematizes or rather embodies the land of Ogaden; ploughed, tilled, and 
assaulted by various men, including her son. She becomes a symbol of the victimized nation.  
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Askar throughout the novel is on a quest for a mother figure, developing his identity with the 
persons in his life. He becomes a revolutionary in a quest for embracing his nation and fighting 
back as Cusmaan directs him to fight and avenge all the betrayers of his motherland. Thus we see 
Askar metamorphing from an orphaned Somali infant in the Ogaden into a militant revolutionary 
at the end of the novel. Askar changes as a child from the Ogaden who has lost both his 
biological parents and who throughout is on a quest to seek a mother – figure. 
 
The painful tender question of “Who am I”? is one that Askar obsessively asks himself 
throughout the novel and is yet left wondering with the same till the end as he testifies in court. 
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