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Abstract. The movement of people from one location
to another is as old as man. The reasons for the
migration can be for social or economic upliftment.
But most times, the reasons for the migration are often
not realised. This is the focus of this paper. This paper
argues that as represented in contemporary Nigerian
fiction, the dreams of majority of migrants who
relocate to the diaspora are often not realised. The
paper leans on the psychoanalytic theory and it draws
illustrations from Helon Habila’s Travellers to
buttress its thesis. The analysis of the journey of the
migrants and their stay in the diaspora yields the
motifs of loss of identity, alienation, regrets,
dislocation and loneliness. The study also investigates
the outcome of the migrants’ dream whether in the
diaspora or their return to their home country. The
result is failure of the migrants’ dream. The themes of
loss of job, depression, divorce, dropout and death
become the outcome of the dream of social or
economic upliftment by the migrant. The techniques
of flashback, contrast and symbolism enable the
migrant storytellers to achieve a realistic point of view.
I also discovered in this paper that the major reason for
the failure of the migrants’ dream is the process of
acculturation and hybridity - the unsuccessful merger
of the migrants’ home culture and that of the diaspora.
The paper concludes that the migrant literature is a
realistic portrayal of the “Japa” syndrome. The
outcome of the syndrome is always negative in the
novel.

Keywords: Migrant, Relocation, Diaspora, Dream,
Failure

1. Introduction

The movement of people from one part of the world to
the other is as ancient as the origin of human beings.
The most important reason for the movement of
people is economic. People who are disadvantaged in
some parts of the world are often compelled to relocate
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to other parts that have better prospects. This reason
for the movement of people serves as a survival
instinct for all living things. Even when the basic needs
to survive are there, the insatiable nature of humans
still makes them to think that there are better options
elsewhere (Lusome & Bhagat, 2006). This
necessitates the movement to that envisaged place
known as the diaspora in this paper. Most times, the
hopes of the migrants are dashed as they discover that
the prevailing situation where they left is almost if not
better than the one they find in the place they have
relocated to (Bhugra & Gupta, 2011).

This paper argues that in the representation of the
migration in contemporary Nigerian fiction, the dream
that inspires the migrant to relocate to the diaspora is
often dashed and not realised at the end. This paper
relies on the psychoanalytic theoretical framework to
critically study Helon Habila’s Travellers. The
illustrations drawn from the novel enable me to
buttress the argument of this paper that the migrants’
hope of relocation is always dashed at the end of the
migrants’ story. In portraying the unfulfilled dreams of
the migrants as documented in the novels, | contrast
the situation in the home country before the relocation
with the situation in the diaspora. The paper also
critically analysed the remote and immediate causes of
the relocation of the migrants. This enables the paper
to establish the dream of each migrant as they travel
abroad. The analyses of the arrival and stay of the
migrant in the diaspora and the events that happened
there give a picture of situation of the migrant in the
diaspora. When this is compared with the situation of
the migrant before leaving the home country, the paper
is able to get its findings whether the migrant achieves
his/her dreams or not.

Several studies have been carried out on the issue of
migration (Nakash, Nagar, Shoshani, Zubida &
Harper, 2012; Unuajohwofia & Babogha, 2021;
Akung & Sunday, 2021)). Most of the studies deal
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with the return of the migrant and how they have to
deal with the feeling of alienation, strangeness and
hybridity. These works are mainly concerned with the
multicultural make-up of the migrant when they
return. The few which have studied the migrant
journey in the diaspora are concerned with how the
migrant deal with the issues of loneliness, alienation
and adaptation in the diaspora. There still exists the
need to study how the migrant handle the dreams that
inspire them to travel from their home country. There
is no better way to do this than to look at the
representation of the migrant life in contemporary
Nigerian novel.

The portrayal of the Nigerian migrant, which
constitutes a sizable number of migrants in the
diaspora, will enable one to make a case for migrants.
Another significance of studying the migrants
handling of their dreams and the success they make of
it will justify if the relocation of individuals from
Nigeria in search of greener pastures is the solution to
the economic challenges facing the people of the
country. The selection of the novel for illustration is
based on its graphic portrayal of the life of the migrant
in the diaspora. The novel also depicts the emotional
and psychological development of the migrants as they
grapple with the challenges associated with the
diaspora. At the end, the novel is able to represent the
outcome of the migrants’ dreams realistically.

The novel selected for illustration in this paper is
written in an anecdotal style. This means that the
storyline is a series of sub-stories that narrate the
events that happen in the lives of several characters
who are migrants in Europe. Helon Habila’s
Travellers details primarily the story of about seven
migrants who relocated to several countries in both
Asia and Europe due to economic downturn in their
countries, the search for better western education,
emotion instability, or due to civil strife and wars in
their home country. All of these migrants are propelled
by the desire to live a life that is better than the one
they are fleeing from in their home country. As
Virupaksha et al (2014) put it, “migration is a
contemporary, complex phenomenon in which the
main intention behind is betterment or escaping from
the non-favorable factors” (p.238). What Virupaksha
et al do not say is that there is always a desire or dream
that propels this search for betterment or escape from
the home country. This desire is not limited to race,
location or gender.

One of the dreams of the migrant is to acquire quality
education in the western world that will change their
social status. Though the type of education they want
to acquire is available in their home country, they are
not always contented with it. There is this feeling of
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low self-esteem as a student in their home country
compared to those who study in the diaspora. This is
the case with the protagonist of Habila’s Travellers,
the protagonist is a Nigerian who travels to the United
States of America to study for his Ph.D. Though the
events that lead the protagonist to travel to the United
States are not clearly narrated in the novel, through the
use of the flashback technique, the reader is
transported back in time to the unfulfilled dreams
which are the propellant to his leaving home for the
diaspora in the first place. The implication is that the
hope that propels the protagonist whose name is not
given in the story to study abroad is unfulfilled. This
fact is glimpsed from Gina, his girlfriend who later
became his wife, in one of her reminiscences that is
recollected by the protagonist that “it was my fear of
commitment - Gina mentioned this, referring not just
to my uncompleted PhD dissertation, but also to the
fact that we had promised to get married after
graduating. She had graduated, I hadn’t” (p.11).

The protagonist insists that the unfulfilled dreams are
not due to non-commitment but “it was my
immigrant’s temperament, hoping for home and
permanence in this new world, at the same time fearful
of long-term entanglements and always hatching an
exit plan” (p.11). The effect of the protagonist’s
unfulfilled dreams in the diaspora has a spillover effect
on the people he leaves behind in Nigeria especially
his mother. According to the protagonist, “when I
came back from lItaly, she had pretended | was not
home when friends came to see me, or she’d say I was
asleep”. During his stay in Nigeria after his
deportation from Italy, his father calls him one day and
said to him that “your mother had built so much hope
on you. She used to tell her friends one day she’d go
visit you in America, to meet your wife and play with
your children ... I don’t know what happened to you”
(p.267). It is difficult to reconcile two conflicting
cultures and still achieve the dream hatched in the
former culture.

The argument is that the failure of the protagonist to
realise his dream is as a result of the conflict between
entrenched beliefs inculcated in him at home and the
demand of the new culture. This means that it does not
matter where the person comes from or the gender of
the person, the reaction of all migrant to this conflict
is always in the negative thereby leading to the failure
of the initial dreams of relocating to the diaspora. One
evidence to support this argument is the story of Gina,
the American that the protagonist later married. The
protagonist and Gina were studying in the same
university when they met in the United States. When
Gina graduated and the protagonist is unable to
graduate, they go ahead to marry each other after they
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have dated for some time. The dream of creating a
happy family is the desire that propels both of them.
According to the protagonist, “it was a good marriage,
stable, we had our routines, like most married people,
we woke up together, we went to work, in the evenings
we sat on our narrow balcony overlooking the parking
lot sharing a bottle of wine, sometimes we went to
movies, or to dinner...” (p.11). Gina becomes
pregnant. But she lost the pregnancy in its seventh
month and gloom sets in. The protagonist sums up the
situation of his life that “... everything had changed,
one moment we were normal married couple, young,
with our future before us, the next we were stricken by
misfortune, prone and helpless” (p.12). Gina leaves
her husband and moved in with her parents. It is this
period of depression that Gina wins a Berlin Zimmer
Fellowship for the Arts.

The success of Gina’s application for one year
fellowship in Berlin becomes the dream the couple
“needed, a break from our stagnating life and
routine ... a break from our breaking apart life”
(10,13). Gina migrates to Germany with the hope of a
happy life for the couple. But the dream that propels
migrants is always dashed in the diaspora. After
sometime in Berlin, the husband says of their marriage
that “when we first came to Berlin everything seemed
to be working out fine, but now I knew she sometimes
stayed in the studio just to get out of my way, just as I
went out to visit Mark and his friends to avoid her”
(p.47). When the protagonist thinks back on the things
they used to do together in the United States before
they relocated, he is “so lost in thought | bump into a
woman ...” (p.57). The failure of the protagonist to
achieve any of his dream of moving to the diaspora is
captured by his parents when eventually the
protagonist is deported home. The narrator explains
that,

-Where is your American wife? My mother asked me
when | got home. | explained to her that we were
separated, but each time people came to see me, she
would tell them, ‘He came back alone, but his
American wife is coming soon to join him.” I could
hear the shame in her voice, her son who had
gone to America had returned poorer and thinner than
he had left. | left as soon as as | recovered my health.
My father cleared his bank account and gave it all to
me; he wanted me gone to spare my mother the pain
of having me there, of having to explain to people why
my American wife still hadn’t arrived. (p. 247)

The dashed hope of the migrant is exemplified through
the emptiness of the protagonist’s return - “all my
worldly possessions are in there, a pair of pants, some
underwear, the book The Leopard by Tomasi di
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Lampedusa” (p.234). The emptiness of the migrants’
dream also manifests in regrets. At the end, the father
admonishes the failed migrant that “I just hope you did
nothing illegal. | hope you can go back someday and
set your affairs in order” (p.267). With this admonition
in mind, the protagonist returns to the diaspora to
complete his PhD.

At times, the failure of the migrant to achieve the
dream that propels her to the diaspora does not always
end in only disappointment. Sometimes, it ends
tragically. This is the result of Mark’s sojourn to the
diaspora to attain quality education that will change
his life for the better. Mark, who is known at birth as
Mary Chinomba, is a Malawian who travels to
Germany to study. In the words of the narrator, Mary
is “a preacher’s daughter who loved to dress in drag,
who loved to perform male roles onstage, whom
wasn’t interested in the nice boys nudged in her
direction by her parents” (p.67). Mary can be termed
as a cross-dresser who is not line with the parents wish
for her. Instead, she has a dream to live in a free world
where there will be equality for all race, gender and
class. It is this dream that propels her to leave her
parents and to stay with her uncle. Later, she gets a
scholarship to study in Germany. The narrator
explains that “the scholarship to Germany must have
been the perfect solution for everyone involved, a
godsend, literally” (p.67). The technique of flight
enables the narrator to transport the reader to
Germany.

It can then be said that Mary’s dream of leaving
Malawi is to be in a free environment where she can
practice what she believes. It is then not surprising that
after one year of her stay in Germany, she changed her
identity. She wrote a letter to her parents in Malawi
that “Mary had died in an accident, and that the body
had been cremated because nobody came to claim it.
She signed the letter “Mark”. According to the
narrator, “that was the day Mary died” (p.67). Mary
swaps her identity and becomes Mark, a male. In
Germany, Mark, formerly Mary, follows three of her
friends in protesting against the system. According to
Stan, one of Mark’s friends, “we believe there should
be an alternative to the way the world is being run
now ... this is the twenty-first century, no child should
be dying from hunger or disease” (p.20). The stance
of Mark and her friends is to pontificate on how to
change the world to become a better place.

It is this dream to make the world safe for everybody
to practice their sexual orientation that pushes Mark to
join other migrants in the refugee riots. Meanwhile,
Mark has dropped out of school and so has no valid
visa to stay in Germany. Mark joins the riots and he
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“was there, barricaded with the rest. They had locked
the doors from inside, blocking them with iron beds
and tables so the police couldn’t’ break in” (pp.65,66).
Later, the refugees climbed to the roof top to
demonstrate to the onlookers. When the protagonist
asks to know what happened, Lorelle, another of
Mark’s friend, explains that “I saw his red jacket. I saw
him fall from the roof to the concrete pavement”
(p.66). They assume that someone may have pushed
Mark off the roof. In trying to grasp why someone will
push Mark to death, Lorelle says that “because he is
different, and even in that moment, that desperate
moment, they couldn’t forget that” (p.67). Ironically,
Mark is killed in the environment where she feels she
will be safe.

The death of Mark epitomises the thesis of this paper
that the dreams of the migrants that they have hoped
to achieve in the diaspora all end in failure. Mark has
hoped that in Germany her wish of being free in her
sexual orientation will be realised unperturbed. But
this is not to be because only the identity swap cannot
create a different person. Through the use of
symbolism, the narrator likens the migrant’s life in the
diaspora to Marks description of the kind of movie he
will loves to make:

Itisaboutaman inatunnel. A long and endless tunnel,
at the end there is his lover waiting for him, but he
begins to realize that also, next to his lover, there is
death waiting. But we never see him reach the lover or
death, just a single continuous shot of him in the
tunnel, nothing more. The journey is the thing, the
monster that leap at him from the dark are all in his
mind. (p.61)

The man in the tunnel symbolises the migrant while
the girl and death are the dreams that propel the
migrant. It either ends in achievement or failure. The
girl stands for achievement of the dream while death
is failure. So, why is it that the migrants’ dream always
ends in failure. An anecdote narrated by Portia, a
Zambian who is friend to the protagonist in Germany
says it all.

... I saw this girl, a school-girl, a black girl, about six
or seven years old. Her hair was nicely braided. The
whole class was going somewhere, walking in a neat
file, their teachers walking beside them. The
black girl was alone at the back of the line. All the
other kids were chatting and laughing, except the black
girl. I saw her nice braids, and her little red barrette,
and I thought of her poor mother, she’d be anxious all
day thinking of her little daughter, the only black girl
inthe class in that strange, cold country. (p.269)

Portia recognises the factors of racism, strangeness of
the diaspora culture, alienation and loneliness as the
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bane of the failure of the migrants’ dream. Even those
who travels to the diaspora to search for better
opportunities are not spared the failure of the
migrants’ dream.

This motif of relocating to the diaspora is borne out of
the need to improve the economic status of the would
be migrant (Skeldon, 2018). In this type of scenario,
the would-be migrant is solely preoccupied with how
to leave home and improve on his or her socio-
economic status. This is the case of David, the brother
of Portia. David’s father, David Karika, is a poet,
writer and social critic who fled from Zambia during
the reign of Kenneth Kaunda. After his return to
Zambia, he didn’t live long. It was while he is exile
that his son, David, leaves home and travels to South
Africa. He is arrested in South Africa where he spends
a year in their jail. After his release, he moves back to
Zambia and stays for a year before he takes a boat to
West Africa onward to Europe. Portia tries to
articulate the reasons for the migrants who must try to
get to Europe or die trying. According to her, “it is as
if some homing device, focused toward Europe, is
implanted in their brains and it never stops humming
till their feet are on European soil” (p.109). David gets
to Mali and stays there for some time. In Mali, he
changes his name to Moussa and his nationality to
Malian. He travels to Switzerland from Mali. At one
time, Davis is deported to Mali but through the
assistance of his girlfriend, Brigitte who came to Mali
to marry him, he is able to travel back to Switzerland.
At this stage, it is as if the dream of David has been
realised.

But this is not to be. He quarrels with Brigitte and
divorce her. David marries another Swiss, Katrina.
Later, Katrina discovers that “he was sending all his
money back home to Mali ... Sometimes he was
supposed to pay the bills, but he wouldn’t, he will
forget, instead he will send the money to Mali”
(p.152). It is as if David is paying back the money the
cleric he stayed with in Mali spent to send him to
Europe, though this is not reported in the novel.
Whatever the case, the relationship between David and
Katrina deteriorates till the extent that Katrina has to
leave him in order to safeguard her life. After the
separation, David meets Katrina in a rail station and
Katrina out of fear pushes David in the front of a
moving train and David is smashed to pieces. Portia
surmises the pattern of sojourn of David, like all other
migrants including her own father - David Karika -
that,

... philosophers and poets always describe life as a
fever, a burning raging fever from which we all seek
relief. Her father had sought his in his activism and
exilic delusions. Her brother had left home and taken
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a boat to Mali, and he had ended up in the home of the
preacher who became his father, but the fever had still
raged, driving him to Europe, and she wondered if it
was all worth it. He had died at thirty-three, so
young ... ultimately we all make our way, driven by
our own appetites and predilection. (p. 157)

David’s hope for a better future that has made him to
travel half of the world all end up in illusion and death.

Once the dream of relocating to the diaspora is dashed,
the migrant is left with no other choice than regrets.
This is the culmination of journey of Karim Al-Bashir
to Europe. Karim Al-Bashir migrated from his home
country, Somalia to Europe as a result of persecution.
As Somalia descends into the abyss of civil strife,
several warlords emerge who take the law into their
hands. Among these is Abdel-Latif who “go around
with a group of bad boys, all with guns, and they can
shoot you, just like that” (p.168). Later, this warlord
wants to marry Karim’s daughter. His refusal almost
leads to his death. In the words of the mother, “that
man will never marry my daughter. What son-in-law
is this? He is crazy man and one day he will kill my
daughter” (p.171). The point being made here is that
the wife of Karim does not want to lose her daughter
or any of her children. This becomes the dream that
propels the family to leave Somalia. After connecting
with his family at Hargeisa because the wife and the
children have gone ahead of him, the whole family
travel to Yemen where they settled down as refugees.
According to Karim, “life in Yemen was not easy at
first. But good thing is that we are safe and we are
together as a family, this is the most important
blessing” (p.174). Thus, the dream of the family not to
lose any member is still on track.

However, life in Yemen becomes difficult once he
stops the business of human trafficking. They
remained in Yemen for three years and then moved to
Syria still in search for greener pastures. Due to the
civil war in Syria, the family have to move to Turkey.
In Turkey, things become critical for the family.
Karim explains that “my wife almost left me. We have
only one room and a parlour for me, my wife, and the
children. We are always fighting and the children
couldn’t even go to school” (p.178). As the hardship
gets tougher, the family decide to split. Karim will
travel to Europe with the boys while the mother will
remain in Turkey with the girls with the hope they will
be reunited after some years. The hope of this
migrant’s family to stay together is now in jeopardy
(White, 1995). According to Karim, “so, we say
goodbye to my wife and my daughters. That night we
did not sleep. All of us, we cry all night. I didn’t know
if 1 will see my little girls again, and my wife. But we
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have to go go, there is no choice” (p.179). In Bulgaria,
they are arrested and kept in an asylum prison. While
there, Karim reminisces that,

I still feel sad because of the life we are living. | always
think, what if ~ we are back in Somalia, and
everything is okay, and we are living in our small
house with our shop. My daughter, Aisha, who is
almost nineteen now, she would have been married,
and maybe | will be a grandfather. Fadel would have
started taking over my little business by now, and
maybe we will have another shop by now. But here we
are in this place and we don’t know what will happen
to us today or tomorrow. (p.185)

The trauma and loss of hope by Karim at this stage
conforms with the argument of Akung (2021) that “the
dehumanization of migrants has left them confused
and in a state of dementia; revealing that migration has
brought them more trauma than the better life they
envisaged” (614). At this stage of Karim’s life, the
worst is yet to come.

Karim and his wife have a dream that propels them to
leave Somalia. The dream is having a united and happy
family. They have felt that leaving their home country
for the diaspora is the only and successful way to
achieve that dream. But as we have seen, the family is
already separated. One half is in Turkey while the half
is in Bulgaria. In Bulgaria, Karim is able to survive in
the detention centre through his boys who are able to
do translating work for both the officials and fellow
asylum seekers. Nevertheless, the separation is taking
a toll on the family. According to Karim, whenever he
calls his wife, she always says that” the girls are
getting bigger every day, and they miss their brothers.
The youngest one is always asking for you, because
you used to play and carry her, now she cries and ask
for Baba” (p.185). These touching words remind
Karim of his failure to keep his dream of holding the
family together. As Karim struggles to fend for the half
family, a bigger problem arises. Fadel, his eldest son,
is converted to Jehovah’s Witnesses group in Bulgaria.
The Karim family are Muslims. So this conversion
becomes another chasm that separates the family
further.

Karim’s effort to discourage Fadel’s association with
the Jehovah’s Witnesses further drives Fadel into their
fold. Karim’s words that “Why you do this, Fadel?
What you want with these people? ... They will break
our family. They are like cult” (p.187), finally tear
Fadel from the family. Fadel does not come back home
that night. Later, due to the pressure from both the
father and the Muslim community, Fadel decides to
follow the Jehovah’s Witnesses people to Switzerland.
When Karim reports the issue to his wife, her reaction
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and Karim’s helplessness and hopelessness is captured
by the narrator this way:

When | tell my wife about Fadel she get angry. She
start to cry, all the time on the phone. She say
I lost her son. She say is my fault. She say she will
never join me in Germany if I don’t find Fadel. So,
every day | call Bulgaria, | ask Sonia if she hear about
Fadel ...Well, I go to Basel in Switzerland, two days
ago. We stay with friends Sonia introduce to us, and
we ask everywhere, all the Jehovah people, but no
Fadel. We can’t find him. I don’t know what to
do. Maybe | go back to Bulgaria. Maybe | wait.
Maybe my wife will change her mind. (p.190)

Karim’s frustration is borne out of the fact that he is
not able to achieve his dream of leaving Somalia. He
has left his home land for the diaspora in order to keep
his family together as one. At a time, he looks back at
his decision and all he can do is see the failure of the
human dream. The irony of it all is that even when
Karim and his remaining son, Mahmoud, are able to
get to Germany, it is a “charity in Munich, a church.
They gave us a place to stay ...” (pp.189,190). So, all
the struggle against Fadel joining the Witnesses is just
a terrible decision that further split the family. In all,
Karim fails to achieve his dream of relocating to the
diaspora; his family is torn apart.

The futility of the migrants’ dream is portrayed as an
illusion that is seen as within grasp but the closer the
migrant gets to it, the more imaginary it becomes.
Even when it is life that the migrant runs to the
diaspora to secure, it also, always becomes ephemera.
This is the case of the woman from Eritrea who
relocates to the diaspora to escape death after losing
everything to “the government of her country ...
houses, cars, and her husband was arrested” (p.292).
she arrives at the Calais camp in France where she
“sat, in the doorway of her tent with everyone looking
at her curiously, like an empress, surrounded by all the
trash and her clothes torn and smelly and the flies all
over her” (pp.291,292). the same is the story of Jonah
who has “lost his job at the factory ... he can’t keep a
job. Security, deliveryman, waiter, taxi driver, he has
tried everything. Now he has stopped trying. He
watches football and he drinks” (p.270). It is story
after story of failure of the diaspora dream. The failure
of the migrants’ dream is articulated by Portia that
“there was something they wanted, something just
beyond the horizon, something outside their grasp,
they would keep searching for it till they died” (p.141).

2. Conclusion

The thesis of the paper that in contemporary Nigeria
fiction, the representation of the futility of the
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migrants’ dream of relocating to the diaspora is
realised in the motifs of the loss of identity, alienation,
regrets, dislocation, loneliness, frustration and failure
of the migrants’ dream. The portrayal of several
illustration from Habila’s Travellers enables the paper
to provide evidence that most of the migrants who
relocated to the diaspora either to further their
education or better their economic and social status all
fail to achieve the purpose of their relocation. This
finding is not to argue that people should not migrate
anymore. Rather, this paper has provided a framework
for would be migrants to realistically weigh their
options before relocating to the diaspora. These would
be migrants should also engage with the diaspora
literature to make their stay there and integration into
the diaspora society seamless and easy. This is
because, there will continue to be migrants as “human
migration is an ancient phenomenon that started along
with the subsistence of human beings on earth”
(Virupaksha el ta, 2014, p.3). The migrants’ story will
continue to elicit different responses from critics. But
one thing is sure, the representation of the migrants’
story in contemporary Nigerian fiction is biased
towards failure of the migrants’ dream.
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