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                                                                    ABSTRACT
 
                                                                                                         
The paper explores the migratory experiences of characters in Maggie Chinyere Offoha’s novel, Return to Where I Belong: An Immigrant at a Crossroad (2023), applying psychoanalytic theory to discover those inner wars and the breaking of characters’ identities that the migration process to the new world brings. The paper concentrates on the main character, Ugonna and his family and shows how migration is not only a change of place but also a profound change of mind and culture that is brought about by displacement, which causes alienation, marginalisation and identity loss issues. The paper traces the process of unconscious adaptation to the new that shapes the nostalgia and the craving for home through the manifestation of neuroses, drawing from Freud’s and Lacan’s interpretation. The paper further dwells on the topic of conflicts between generations and how the children of migrants fight for their place in the two cultures they belong to, but are usually met with the challenge of cultural erasure or even the feeling of shame. The study fundamentally reveals that the changing place, more than physical, brings about mental agitation, and at the same time, can be a source of strength and new self-discovery. It adds to the existing body of studies, which are inclined to migration, arguing that the immigrant’s odyssey is just as much a spiritual passage as it is a voyage through the outer world.
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INTRODUCTION
            
Migration is a relocation of the human population from one place on Earth to another. This can be within the same country (internal migration) or from one country to another (international migration). They move to a new place either temporarily or permanently. The decision is influenced by several reasons, the most significant of which include economic, environmental, conflict, and social reasons, such as the reunion of family. Migration is the deepest human characteristic that alone accounts for the transformation of economic and cultural development of the world since the times of antiquity. Migration can be an act of free will, for example, individuals who relocate due to employment or educational purposes. On the other hand, it may be a consequence of a complex environmental situation caused by climate change and natural disasters. The same goes for conflict, persecution, or violation of human rights. Therefore, one can see that migration is not only referred to the individuals who move in search of jobs or other economic benefits. In addition to these, people flee from oppressors, war-like situations, and calamities.   (The UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 2017). 
Docquier and Rapoport (2012) assert that the consequences of migration are more extensive than just the people who move. Migration is a major driver of change in the sending as well as the receiving countries. Migration may be seen as a positive factor in reducing poverty, curbing unemployment, and lessening the economic burden of sending countries. Migration has become an essential source of foreign exchange for developing countries because of remittances, which make up a significant portion of their GDP. A projection from the World Bank shows that in In 2020, the total amount of global remittances reached $540 billion and China, Mexico and India were the top recipients (World Bank, 2021). Nevertheless, the receiving countries still often bring home the economic benefits of migration. Locally, migrants enable the economy by paying taxes, spending on goods and services, and participating in the labour market; they provide labour to sectors that lack it. Migrants are the ones who ensure that industries such as agriculture, technology, and healthcare are well supported in countries like the U.S.A., Canada, and the United Kingdom. 
Notwithstanding these advantages, migration can put a strain on infrastructure, housing, and public services in the receiving countries. Social tensions can also result from it, particularly if the local population believes that immigrants pose a threat to their economic prospects or cultural identity. Xenophobia, discrimination, and hostility toward migrants are challenges faced by many countries, including Europe, where the influx of refugees and migrants from the Middle East and Africa has provoked public uproar and political disputes. One more critical issue that migrants face is undoubtedly integration. Besides language, work and healthcare, there is also education that constitutes a considerable number of obstacles which migrants come across. These problems can lead to inequality, social marginalisation, and fewer chances of career development. Migrants may, at times, be forced to work in informal and precarious work conditions that make them vulnerable to exploitation and abuse. At the same time, the increase of anti-immigrant sentiments and the introduction of such laws as immigration cause many problems. Some countries have decided to impose more severe border patrol and deportation regulations, mainly because of the political speech that falsely portrays migrants as those who endanger the security or economic situation (Haug, 2021). Among the earliest theorists of psychoanalysis, Grinberg and Greenberg (1984), assert that the migration process progresses through distinct stages, each marked by unique emotional and psychological experiences rather than following a linear, predetermined trajectory. Although each person's experience of this process is unique, a few typical stages can be identified. They explain further that the first stage comes with intense sorrow, loneliness, privation, helplessness, paranoia, confusion and depression. The second stage introduces the manic, filled with nostalgia mixed with the progressive incorporation of the new culture. The last stage becomes fluid as there is a lingering between longing and integration.
Migration has been a notable feature of Nigeria’s history, which has notably reshaped its political, social, and economic condition. The movements of people in search of better livelihoods as a result of wars, and trade have been the major causes of migration flows since the days before the colonial era. The largest mass forced migration took place during the era of the transatlantic slave trade (15th–19th centuries), when an estimated 2 million Africans were forcibly taken to America. Under colonialism, labour migration took centre stage, with the British government encouraging rural-urban labour migration to serve in mining, trade, and public service. Nigerians also migrated from Africa to the United Kingdom and the United States by the early 20th century, primarily for educational purposes. After World War II, such repatriated intellectuals took key roles in Nigeria's struggle for independence. Internal migration flows were, however, undermined by inter-ethnic and religious clashes after independence. The oil boom of the 1970s had a temporary effect of stopping emigration, because the economic prosperity of the country convinced people to stay in Nigeria. However, the situation changed in the 1980s, when economic recession, political unrest, and the Structural Adjustment Programme led to a rapid increase in emigration, and Nigerians went abroad to look for better opportunities. This was the period when the majority of Nigerians shifted from temporary to permanent migration. Nigeria had a record of 1.2 million immigrants, primarily from ECOWAS countries employed in informal sectors in 2019. Emigration has been predominant, with large numbers of Nigerians in the UK, the U.S., Canada, and Brazil, fueled by economic adversity, insecurity, and political instability. Migration continues to be a trend of the 21st century, particularly among students and young professionals who are in search of better opportunities abroad. Unemployment, corruption, and insecurity have been the other factors causing this phenomenon, despite the country’s ownership of unlimited natural resources. Internal as well as international migration is still the core of Nigeria’s socio-economic development, giving the country, the shape of the future and present life. In the last few years, the psychological and emotional conditions of immigrants have become the primary focus of researches in literary studies as these texts present characters deeply suffering from a lack of belonging, identity confusion, and the continuous search for their new selves in the challenging conditions of a changing society. In this context, where there exists a considerable gap in research on the in-depth psychological reasons and main barriers of the migrant characters in the novels that deal with the topics of self-identity, being accepted, and the return home. 
This gap is particularly noticeable when examining the intricate internal processes that underpin these characters' experiences, which are often hidden beneath the surface of their outward realities. This research is thus directed towards filling a lacuna by investigating how which migration influences the unconscious mental procedures, which in turn, impact the development of one’s personality, emotional maturation, and the need for acceptance, apart from the changing social environment of the migrant experience.  
This psychoanalytic study of the migratory characters in Offoha's Return to Where I Belong: An Immigrant at a Crossroad holds significant value in both the academic field of literary analysis and the broader understanding of migration experiences in various ways. It presents a comprehensive study of the psychological consequences of immigration through the use of a psychoanalytic framework in a migration narrative that uncovers the emotional difficulties, identity confusions, and the inner challenges which migrants face. This perspective metaphorises a person’s inner self affected by migration, as well as their external situation, especially when dealing with topics such as trauma, latent wishes, and defense mechanisms. Also, through exploring the effects that cultural and emotional factors have on migration process, which is usually understood as only a physical movement, can add new colours in the current dialogue on migration and identity, thus literary analysis in this field gets a new impetus. Since belonging, identity and self-discovery are universal issues essential to the human experience, this study also resonates deeply with a broader audience. For immigrants and those affected by migration, the study offers an opportunity to see their psychological challenges reflected and acknowledged, fostering greater empathy and understanding within the immigrant community as well as across societies. The psychoanalytic enquiry, besides helping with literary analysis, deeply humanises the migrant communities and  enables one to have a more intimate grasp of their feelings and emotions that they have undergone 
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
This study is anchored on psychoanalytic theory to facilitate a thorough examination of the migratory characters in Offoha’s novel. Freud’s psychoanalytic theory presented by McLeod (2024) is a product of a neurologist from Austria named Sigmund Freud, who was active in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. The primary aim of his framework was to explore the unconscious mind and its influence on human behaviour. Through Freud’s theory, it is made clear that our unconscious intentions, which are formed by the combination of internal and external factors, are the primary sources of our deeds. This pioneering work laid the foundation not only for the work of psychoanalysis but also for the influence on literary studies and the development of psychoanalytical therapy. Freud’s emphasis on the unconscious has been a significant influence, ranging from theoretical discussions to a practical therapeutic approach, which reveals the incredible influence of the unconscious in our daily life. Freud’s investigation of the unconscious in psychoanalysis indicated that human behaviour is caused mainly by the unconscious desires, instincts, and early childhood experiences, which are the core of psychodynamic theories. According to this perspective, unconscious factors have a powerful impact on behaviour, and they can be revealed in dreams, neuroses, and behaviours which at first seem inexplicable. Freud’s psychoanalytical theory holds that internal incentives, such as unconscious needs and hidden memories, are the correct sources of behaviour. This concentration on the internal dynamics as well as the role of defense mechanisms such as repression and projection is still a significant aspect of understanding psychological consequences, particularly in the clinical part of professional practice. These defense mechanism are ways through which the individual subconscious is the primary source of anxiety, mistakes, etc. According to Freud, these mechanisms are described as the ego going through anxiety caused by repressed painful memories or projecting unwanted traits onto others (Freud, 1995). Unconscious processes inform both psychoanalytic practice and the ways in which they opened up the mind’s complex nature especially through the understanding of the role of early familial relationship in shaping it. The foundations of Freud’s personality model, consisting of the id, ego and superego, are still necessary in the understanding of not only the internal conflicts and their ways of solution but also the dynamics. The id that is energised by the pleasure principle is never satisfied and thus is always wanting more, whereas the superego represents our moral and social norms. The ego is very important in this regard because it tries to find a place between these two contradictory tandems, dealing with the requirements of reality, morality and instinct. This tripartite conception undoubtedly allows us to perceive psychological maturation and conduct better. (Nash, 2018).
Nowadays, psychoanalysis has considerably extended its area of operation, and it now addresses not only individuals, as well as social and cultural issues. Garcias (2017) analysed how a mix of social identity and psychoanalysis, together with unconscious biases and power dynamics in society profoundly affect our psychological development. This implies that the fact that we are of different social, cultural, and racial identities get inside our unconscious mind, which, in turn, will lead to our psychological health is being affected. The same concept of connection between unconsciousness and social identity show how psychoanalytic theory is now further reaching and can grasp the socio-cultural influence that is so vibrant in human development.
This approach, as Okwuokei and Ilolo (2021) point out, uncovers underlying psychological truths within literary texts by examining how both conscious and unconscious forces shape these elements. Recent studies on the neural basis of psychoanalysis have provided additional evidence supporting Freud's theories. Studies by Boag, Jauhari and Fite (2018) and Arias, van der Meer, and Vasa (2020) have demonstrated how unconscious processes manifest in the brain, with neuroimaging studies revealing the link between brain activity and mechanisms such as repression and projection.  These developments in neuropsychoanalysis have been facilitating the integration of traditional psychoanalytic theory and neuroscience, thus enabling theoretical concepts seemingly without grounding to be empirically validated. The application of psychoanalytic theory in literature, as noted by Okwuokei and Ilolo (2021), provides an insightful framework for examining how trauma and unconscious processes are expressed in literary works. In their study of Kaine Agary's Yellow-Yellow and Helon Habila's Oil on Water, they explore grief as a manifestation of trauma, drawing connections between the characters' psychological states and the larger societal forces at play. Recently, Ilolo and Unuajohwofia (2024) using the psychoanalytic theory in their study of migration, reveals the theme of cynicism in a number of contemporary novels. They argue that cynicism reflects the authors’ own frustrations and ambivalence about their diasporic experiences which they project onto their characters. (p. 103) This use of psychoanalytic theory in literature emphasises how Freud's ideas continue to resonate, not just in therapy but also in our understanding of the human experience as expressed through art.
  
Migration
            In Return to Where I Belong, migration is vividly painted as a change of location that is not only physical but also of a psychological and socio-cultural nature. The novel emphasises the emotional aspects of migration through a need for self-discovery and alienation on the part of the hero, Ugonna. The journey of the migrant’s unicorn in the novel is a metaphor for the most potent forces of changes that upset the established order, unsettle family relationships, and lead to more profound inner transformation. For Ugonna, the protagonist, migration is triggered by a very passionate mix of the desire for personal success and the hopelessness of the society. The youth of Africa is, at the same time and in the same way as Ugonna, that fire that heats them, the only need to get out of poverty, get a higher education, and get a step further in personal development in the world of globalisation that allows them to do so.
Ugonna's plight is no less disheartening. Despite graduating at the top of his university class, he is unable to secure employment. This reflects the dire fate of many Nigerian graduates who emerge from universities only to find a saturated and unaccommodating job market. The opportunities for educated young adults in Nigeria are almost non-existent. Consequently, a large number of young people are driven onto the streets, where they often have to engage in illegal activities for survival. Even though Ugonna’s acceptance of a teaching job was a noble effort to repay his family’s sacrifices in providing education for him, it turned out to be disappointing. The dream of migration as a means of salvation becomes more compelling to Ugonna after these disappointments have accumulated. The reasons for going to the United States of America are twofold: on one hand, the dream of the whole generation. Ugonna remains unshaken despite his father Ezeugwu’s strong protests and the fact that the danger of the visa scams is public knowledge.
 He desires freedom from traditional expectations and yearns to embrace what he calls "the white man's ways and belief," which he considers superior (p. 9). His obsession with travelling abroad becomes so intense that he falls prey to Kenneth and Mr. Olugbo, visa scammers who rob him of all the savings he painstakingly earned from teaching (pp. 11–13). However, this setback fails to extinguish his ambition. It only reinforces his belief that his future cannot unfold within the suffocating conditions of his homeland.
This belief is further reinforced by the glorification of western life in Ugonna's community. He reflects on the awe his people reserve for the American dollar (ego Igwe), which is revered as a symbol of power, prestige, and success. Those who receive remittances from abroad are envied and admired, and this culture of admiration fuels a national obsession with relocation. Many Nigerians fantasise about life in America and Europe, often idealising the diasporan lifestyle. This romanticised view pushes some into the hands of scammers, while others, in repeated failures to obtain visas, turn to spiritual explanations, believing that some "evil spirits" They are to blame for their "ill-luck" (pp. 19-20). These scenes collectively portray the desperation that drives migration, born from the deep socio-economic rot afflicting many African nations. Unsurprisingly, those who eventually succeed in relocating, such as Uncle Tim, often refuse to return, finding nothing progressive but regression in their homeland.
 However, Offoha does not allow the narrative of migration to remain linear or simplistic. She introduces complexity by exploring the cultural and familial costs of migration. Ugonna’s departure jeopardises his traditional identity, especially his position as the first son of a traditional ruler. His father’s opposition is based mainly on the fact that he is worried about Ugonna, but it also shows that he is afraid that Ugonna, just like Uncle Tim, will give up his ancestral duties. In this sense, migration is more than a change of place, a break with the old cultural roots. As Offoha writes:
Ugonna does not want to continue his life in Nigeria at this stage because of the traditional requirements of being a first son. Moreover, indeed, he does not wish to assume the throne or be the custodian of the Ofo (traditional staff) as customs demand very early in his life, as his father did at the tender age of 22 years old (p. 22).
 
Ugonna's defiance becomes explicit in his conversation with his sister Stella: "I must go to America without my father's blessing. I will face the consequences…" (p.18). This declaration reflects a clear choice - he will not trade his educational and financial future for the weight of cultural obligations. He did not choose the throne because it does not promise the stability, success, or freedom he yearns for.
However, while migration offers Ugonna material empowerment, it simultaneously initiates a process of deracination, a slow and painful detachment from one's cultural roots. Offoha avoids romanticising the migrant experience. Even as Ugonna achieves conventional success—earning a medical degree, remarrying, and raising a family —his life in America is marked by a subtle, gnawing sense of loss. The narrative refuses to resolve his journey in triumphalism. Ugonna's growing concern over his children's fading connection to their Nigerian heritage illustrates how migration can dissolve intergenerational continuity and cultural memory.
The future Ugonna builds in America is materially stable, but emotionally and psychologically fraught. Offoha, therefore, depicts migration as a two-edged situation: a journey with optimism and dreams, yet happening in the atmosphere of cultural disappearance and psychological disturbance. The writer’s examination of the American dream exposes its fallacy as just a dream that rarely acknowledges the emotional and cultural pain inflicted on migrants. Through Ugonna's journey, the novel shows that while migration may liberate the body, but it can imprison the soul in a liminal space between origin and destination.
 
Displacement, Marginalisation and Alienation
 
Offoha's Return to Where I Belong: An Immigrant at a Crossroads presents the pitiable depiction of the psychological havoc faced by immigrants in foreign lands. Through the eyes of the protagonist, Ugonna, the novelist journeys into the fabric of displacement, marginalisation and alienation, shedding light on emotional, cultural and existential wounds in the immigrant experience. These are not themes addressed separately, but instead, they work together in a strong and vivid manner to depict the psychic and social grief of the migration, where the quest for a better life is often darkened by personal loss, identity conflict, and an enduring sense of not belonging to the community.
In the initial part of the story, Ugonna’s travel from Nigeria to the United States is depicted not merely as a change of place but as a profound rupture in his being. At first, Ugonna’s intention to migrate is sparked by the vision of advancement and financial opportunity. Nevertheless, such dreams are the first to fade upon adversities faced in immigrant life, which is characterised by cultural disorientation and emotional estrangement in Offoha’s plot, displacement becomes a break from the homeland. It is also a break from one’s cultural identity, values and inner peace. In a foreign land, Ugonna finds himself between two worlds: the Nigerian heritage he tries to hold onto and the American society that refuses to embrace him fully. He becomes a man caught in a liminal space, unable to return to his old life yet never entirely accepted in the new.
One of the most striking symbolic moments that encapsulate Ugonna's displacement and alienation is the snowstorm that greets him upon his arrival in America. The treacherous weather conditions, culminating in multiple car accidents as Kevin drives him from the airport, are not merely a literal introduction to the harshness of American winters. Instead, they mirror the emotional and psychological turbulence that Ugonna is about to face in this new environment. The snow, unfamiliar and cold, blankets everything in an alien white, which is a sharp contrast to the warm, familiar climate of Nigeria. This moment becomes a metaphor for the cultural and emotional dislocation that defines his early experiences abroad. Ugonna's reaction to the snow-laden roads and the chaos of the car crashes illustrates his immediate sense of being out of place. He is physically in America but mentally and emotionally unprepared for the brutal indifference of the environment, both natural and social. The snow, indifferent to his arrival, foreshadows the cold reception he will often face, not just from the weather but from the society he is trying to enter. The car accidents serve as a form of initiation, a traumatic welcome that sets the tone for a journey marked by instability, confusion, and a persistent sense of not belonging. The incident also subtly introduces the theme of marginalisation. Ugonna is entirely dependent on Kevin, unfamiliar with the surroundings, and unable to navigate the dangers around him. He is not in control, a powerful image of the immigrant experience where the newcomer is thrust into a system they do not understand, one that can easily harm them. The fact that his first encounter with American life involves danger and helplessness reinforces his marginal status (pp.31-32). The panic Kevin feels after the car accident, particularly his concern about explaining the situation to his white girlfriend and missing the pickup of their child, reveals the pressures and tensions that come with racial and relational dynamics in a foreign society. Kevin's anxiety suggests an internalised fear of judgment and misunderstanding rooted in his marginal position as a black man in a white-dominated context. His need to over-explain and his fear of being wrongly accused expose the racialised lens through which immigrants, especially black men, are viewed. This adds a psychological dimension to the theme of marginalisation, not just from society at large, but within intimate relationships shaped by racial and cultural divides (p.34).
The ordeal of Ugonna who, after years of unemployment and betrayal by his girlfriend, faces deportation, reveals the profound consequences of legal and social displacement. Having left Nigeria under the weight of his father's sacrifice - selling the family's only piece of land to fund his journey, the young man perceives return as both a failure and shame. Thus, he is rendered stateless in effect: unable to integrate into American society and unwilling to return home, he exists in a liminal space marked by fear and instability. Marginalisation manifests through his vulnerability to institutional and interpersonal abandonment. The decision of his girlfriend to hand Ugonna over to the immigration authorities clearly shows how people who come to a new country for work can be treated like trash when no longer ‘useful’. The lack of legal safeguards and the absence of financial capacity can make one become more isolated and exclude oneself from both public and private forms of security. Offoha depicts this situation as structural, but also profoundly personal and humiliating, thus turning the reader’s attention to the quiet and subtle violence of the systems that make the lives of humans disposable. Furthermore, the emotional cost of this event sheds light on the manifold and new forms of alienation of the affected persons. The man’s collapse of emotions when he is saved signifies more than the relief it brings; it is the picture of the trauma of being one who no longer can be seen and has lost rights. Nonetheless, Offoha contrasts the unwelcoming systems with a different form of belonging, which he finds in the Nigerian brotherhood of Apartment A. Their unity and mutual help are a sign of a community’s fight against the negative impact of immigration policies and Xenophobia. Hence, the novel reveals that although structural alienation maybe inevitable for migrants, the kinship of a community remains a crucial emotional haven and the reaffirmation of one’s identity (pp. 40-41). The novel represents the crucial psychological juncture of Ugonna’s journey to the new country as his optimism is confronted with the crisis of his culture. While America wholesomely is referred to as the “melting point”, it should be noted that ‘melting’ means disappearance, thus the annihilation of the one’s culture and immersion into the dominant culture.
One instance of being overwhelmed in the novel is when the academic advisor tells Ugonna that he has to take non-credit first-year course. The man “snapped his fingers and shook his head in disappointment which is a non-verbal sign of hidden anger and disbelief. This situation undermines his sense of personal worth and brings to question his educational achievements in Nigeria. Mr. Chucks emphasises this situation when he says, “When you come to America, you lose most of the things you already have including your education. Here you must start from the bottom”. This pinpoints to the fact that migrants from other countries especially Third world countries are forced to accept less prestigious, informal, inferior social positions. His surrender to the search for a cooperate job is seen when he eventually settles for a job as a cab driver despite beig qualified to work in the cooperate world. This reinforces the idea of being marginalised and undervalued in the country of migration.
The sense of collective displacement is further revealed in the cab company where Ugonna works. Most of the cab drivers in Diamond Cab Company are foreigners, many of whom were highly educated professionals in their home countries: a medical doctor from India, an engineer from Pakistan, and university graduates from Nigeria and Kenya, each with a story to tell. Their shared predicament of driving cabs for survival, while initially assumed to be temporary, becomes a resigned permanence, reflecting how systemic exclusion pushes even the brightest migrants into economic invisibility. Their calm resignation suggests an internalised alienation and a quiet surrender to a society that continues to reject their value (p. 59).
A more notable psychological rupture compounds these external challenges. Freud's concept of das Unheimliche (the uncanny) describes the eerie sensation of encountering something both familiar and strange, which provokes anxiety. This concept resonates profoundly with Ugonna's experience. The America he dreamed of becomes uncanny: familiar in abstraction yet alienating in reality. As Freud suggests, the uncanny often emerges when repressed hopes or traumas return in distorted forms. The dream of prosperity resurfaces as a nightmare of racism, invisibility, and exploitation. This is powerfully illustrated in Ugonna's marriage to Keisha, an American woman. Initially, a source of hope and legal stability, the relationship devolves into emotional and physical abuse. Keisha exploits Ugonna's vulnerable immigration status, turning what should be an intimate partnership into a site of control and subjugation. Offoha uses this dynamic to critique how immigrants can become entrapped in relationships and systems that compromise their autonomy and humanity.
Even after achieving professional success and becoming a medical doctor, remarrying, and building a family with Joy, a fellow Nigerian, Ugonna's sense of displacement persists. His material accomplishments do not shield him from the more profound emotional consequences of migration. He grows increasingly concerned about the cultural disconnect between his children and their Nigerian heritage, which serves as a reminder of his gradual detachment from his roots. The erosion of cultural continuity within his family becomes a subtle yet powerful symbol of how migration can lead to cultural dislocation and dilute generational ties to the homeland.
The novel presents migration as a double-edged sword. While it offers avenues for personal advancement, it also inflicts deep psychological and cultural wounds. Offoha does not romanticise the migrant experience; instead, she exposes the costs of dislocation (emotional, professional, and generational). Through migrants' journey, the novel offers a sobering psychoanalytic reflection on displacement, portraying home not simply as a physical location but as a nexus of identity, recognition, and continuity. Its loss, therefore, is not only spatial but existential.
 
Identity Crisis and Fragmentation
Closely related to displacement is the idea of identity crisis and fragmentation, which the novel portrays as a psychological rupture resulting from migratory dislocation. The novel reveals how migration challenges the very foundation upon which identity is built. According to Lacan (1949), identity is never whole but formed through misrecognition during the "mirror stage" and is continually maintained through one's relation to language, culture, and the symbolic order. Migration destabilises these anchors, throwing the subject into a state of fragmentation. This disintegration of self is most vividly portrayed through Ugonna, the novel's protagonist. In Nigeria, Ugonna is secure in his role: socially respected, culturally rooted, and imbued with a sense of royal dignity. However, in the United States, this coherent self-image begins to deteriorate. No longer seen as a promising youth, heir to a royal lineage, Ugonna is reduced to a mere foreigner, an outsider, and, at times, a burden. The American society, with its indifferent bureaucracies and social systems, does not validate its identity. As Offoha notes: 
Adapting to this new culture was one of the hardest things he had to do. He had to learn a different way of speaking English. In Nigeria, people greet each other by saying "hello" or "how are you?" But here in America, one will hear "hi" or what's up." He had to adapt to eating new food like pizza, cheeseburgers and a lot of ready-made frozen food (p. 44). 
                                                                                                 
This confession reflects more than surface-level discomfort; it reveals the symbolic loss of identity. Language and food, the key anchors of cultural expression, become a site of alienation. Ugonna's Nigerian English, a marker of pride and identity to him, is now perceived as inadequate, reinforcing feelings of inferiority and cultural invisibility.
In the novel, Ugonna fiercely resists the Americanisation of his name: 
I am a prince; my father is the king of our town. I have royal blood in me. My name carries a lot of weight, including that of my ancestors. I must strive to keep it alive. Renaming myself will be a betrayal of my forefathers. I must keep my name; I shall not answer 'Ogna.' My name is Ugonna (p. 49) 
 
This refusal underscores his desperate attempt to preserve his ancestral dignity and cultural lineage. However, his efforts are constantly undermined by degrading stereotypes and microaggressions. He is asked, "Do you speak English in Nigeria?" or "Do you live with wild animals like lions?" Such questions are not merely ignorant; they carry the weight of symbolic violence, reducing a rich cultural heritage to caricature. The novel notes that such demeaning assumptions could "trigger psychological and emotional illness amongst migrants," emphasising how casual racism inflicts lasting psychological wounds (p. 50).
Ugonna's Symbolic identity, once securely grounded in the customs and expectations of his homeland, is violently challenged by a system that refuses to recognise his worth. Kevin, his friend, bluntly articulates this cultural truth when he says:
In America, it doesn't matter who you are, whether your father is a king, president, whether you are a medical doctor or any other high-ranking personality. What matters here is not who you are, but what you bring to the table. That defines your status in the country. The saying 'in America, free lunch is not free' often holds (p. 43).

Kevin's remark encapsulates the brutal meritocratic ethos of the host society, a world where pedigree and cultural honour is stripped away and replaced by a transactional view of human value.
The disintegration of identity extends beyond Ugonna. Ugonna's father, in the novel, foreseeing the potential dangers of cultural erosion, warns his son: "Do not go there and become Americanised like your Uncle Tim. Please, my son, remember your home, for this is where you truly belong. The throne will wait for you. And above all, please do not marry a white woman” (p. 23). This admonition reveals an acute awareness of the migratory forces that erode ancestral values and fracture identities. It reflects the fear that cultural assimilation can lead not only to behavioural change but to a complete loss of self.
The same fear animates the strict parenting practices of Nigerian families in the Diaspora, particularly those of Igbo descent. Offoha reveals that:
Nigerian Parents in America are stringent with their children. They do not permit their children to run around with men or get pregnant out of wedlock until they finish their schooling, get a good job, and get married. These parents always want the best for all their children. They also prefer their children to marry within their culture, especially the Igbo parents. (pp. 84-85)
 
These rigid standards are attempts to preserve a sense of cultural integrity in a foreign land. Yet, they also signify an internal anxiety: the fear that migration may cause the next generation to become untethered from their roots, leading to a fragmented sense of identity.
This fragmentation is starkly visible when Ugonna visits Nigeria. The contrast between the two worlds is emotionally profound: 

For Ugonna, this was home. Here, people love and care for him. Unlike in America, where most people do not know his name nor respect him. Everybody here knows his name and respects him. His home was the place that gave him a sense of whole security and identity (p. 64). 
 
This expression above does not only convey nostalgia, but speaks to the psychic wholeness that comes from being recognised within one's symbolic order, a wholeness that migration compromises in the lives of migrants.
The children of Ugonna and Joy suffer the most acute form of identity fragmentation. Raised between two cultural worlds: Nigerian at home and American outside, they are trapped in a liminal space. The children are encouraged to speak Igbo at home, but English dominates at school. This dual linguistic exposure creates a split in self-perception. The narrative reveals that although the children were raised eating Nigerian meals like "Nigerian jollof rice", "fufu with Egusi soup" "Ogbono soup" and "Ofe Owerri," they hide these foods at school to avoid ridicule. Those who never appreciated their blackness or their African heritage were quick to condemn it, mocking their food, their thick hair, clothes, accents, and Nigerian names. These painful Encounters push the children into shame, alienation, and self-erasure. Some begin refusing to take Nigerian food to school; others isolate themselves altogether. Cultural pride is replaced by embarrassment. What should be a source of identity becomes a burden to be hidden (p.119).
The emotional and the psychological toll of this fragmentation are captured in the voice of the young Ahamefula. Confused by conflicting narratives from home and school, he asks his father, "Daddy where are we from?" When Ugonna replies, "We are from Nigeria," Ahamefula counters, "But my teacher told me I am an American, and I told her I am from Nigeria, not America." This exchange powerfully captures the existential confusion experienced by bicultural children. They are asked to reconcile two competing realities: a heritage that defines their home life and a national identity imposed by birth and environment. Ugonna eventually tries to offer a resolution: "Son, next time your teacher asks you about your nationality, tell her that you are a Nigerian-American." However, Ahamefula's innocent response: "But can you be from two countries, daddy?" exposes the depth of the child's inner dissonance (p.121).
This struggle extends beyond language and food into other visible markers of cultural identity, such as clothing. Ugonna urges his sons to wear their "best Igbo attires" to church, but "the boys did not appreciate wearing them" (p. 129). Their discomfort signifies not rebellion, but anxiety; a fear of appearing different in a society that marginalises African identities. "Igbo clothes represent the culture of Igbo people in Nigeria and around the world," Ugonna reminds them. However, even this well-meaning encouragement cannot fully bridge the chasm between cultural pride and social survival. The pressure to conform and the desire to belong are so intense that the children often suppress parts of their identity. "No child wants to stand out alone," (p. 130). This expression encapsulates the root of the identity crisis: the fear of exclusion. For some, like Iyke and Toby (Ugonna and Joy's sons), the need to belong leads them to destructive behavior. In the novel they smoke weed in the school compound and are desperate to be accepted by their peers.
The adults are not immune to the migrants' experiences of identity crisis and fragmentation. Joy, who was raised in a strict Igbo Catholic household, undergoes a significant transformation as she begins to question the rigid cultural ideologies of her youth. Following her separation from Ugonna, she reflects: “I am a Nigerian-American, not just a Nigerian." (p. 144). This realisation marks a turning point. She embraces a bicultural ideology, encouraging her children to express themselves as both Nigerian and American. However, even she struggles to balance this acceptance with moral boundaries, disapproving when Ahamefula followed his school buddies to get a tattoo on his face (p. 144). Ugonna, too, finds himself psychologically suspended between two worlds: "America, which he and his children were now a part of, and Nigeria, a place he cherished so much." The novel questions, "But how can he choose one country over the other?" This dilemma captures the central tension of identity crisis in migratory experience. Cultural identity is not just about language or food; it is about belonging, about living within a society that acknowledges and affirms one's symbolic self (p. 176).
The novel reveals that the journey of migration is a passage fraught with loss, negotiation, and the painful splitting of the self. Identity, as the narrative makes clear, is not a fixed essence, but a fragile, fluid, and often contested terrain, one continually reshaped by the forces of displacement, memory, assimilation, and resistance. Immigrants, therefore, pay the price of choosing one country over the other - one where they may gain financial freedom but will lose their identity and dignity (p. 118).

Nostalgia and the Longing for Return
Offoha also explored the emotional and psychological turbulence experienced by migrants through the interrelated ideas of nostalgia and the longing for return. These issues are not treated as mere sentimental reflections but as profound psychological realities that shape the identity and emotional well-being of the migrant characters, particularly the protagonist, Ugonna. Migration often forces migrants to suppress parts of their past, either due to shame, trauma, or the demands of survival in a new land. However, the novel suggests that these repressed memories and cultural attachments do not disappear; instead, they resurface through dreams, regrets, or an aching sense of loss. Freud's theory of repression explains how painful memories are buried in the unconscious only to return indirectly, often through neurotic symptoms or compulsive behaviours. The persistent longing for home, as depicted in the novel, is thus not merely sentimental but symptomatic of deeper psychological conflict. Nostalgia, in this sense, becomes a mode of negotiating internal loss, a melancholic return to what cannot be recovered.
From the outset, the narrative positions nostalgia as a central force in Ugonna's life. Despite achieving professional success and securing a better material future for his family in the United States, Ugonna remains emotionally tethered to Nigeria. His nostalgia transcends the geographical or spatial idea of "home"; it is rooted in cultural familiarity, communal belonging, and the psychological grounding that his homeland once provided. Over time, the alienation he feels in America intensifies, especially as he watches his children grow increasingly distant from their Igbo roots. Ugonna's decision to send his children to Nigeria each summer reflects his effort to bridge the growing cultural and generational gap caused by migration; these visits which allow the children to bond with their grandparents and other extended family members and experience their cultural roots firsthand, function not merely as vacations but as acts of resistance against total assimilation and as a means of maintaining ties to the identity he left behind (p. 172). The children, though American-born, also reveal traces of inherited nostalgia, particularly in their preference for Nigeria as a space of recognition and belonging. The narrative notes that:
Ugonna's children also enjoy coming home to Nigeria because it is the place where everybody knows their name and pronounces it well. Unlike in America, where the teachers mispronounce their Igbo names and force them to introduce their names in syllables to make it more acceptable to their American ear (p. 172).
 
This contrast highlights the alienation experienced by second-generation migrants, who, in foreign spaces, face a daily reminder of their outsider status through misnaming. In Nigeria, however, their names are not seen as foreign or difficult; they are pronounced with ease and pride, serving as symbols of belonging rather than markers of difference. This moment in the narrative powerfully illustrates how nostalgia for home is intricately linked to the affirmation of both personal and collective identity.
The intensity of Ugonna's nostalgia culminates in his psychological restlessness and persistent emotional discomfort. Although he attempts to recreate aspects of Nigerian culture abroad, primarily through his second marriage to Joy, who shares his commitment to Igbo traditions, this effort only provides partial comfort. It falls short of fully addressing the emotional void left by his displacement. The foods they eat, the language they speak at home, and the cultural values they instil in their children serve as coping mechanisms, but they cannot substitute for the lived experience of home. This yearning finds its most poignant expression in a highly symbolic moment when Ugonna's children arrive in Nigeria and "kiss the dust their father came from and the dust he will return upon death" (p. 172). This gesture is more than a ritualised display of cultural reverence; it is a profoundly spiritual act that connects generations across time and geography. For the children, it signifies their initiation into a lineage and place that claims them wholly. For Ugonna, it represents an emotional homecoming, a tacit acknowledgement of the part of him that has remained buried beneath years of migration. The image of the dust becomes a powerful metaphor: it is the source of origin and the final resting place, linking identity, memory, and mortality. This moment is an act of self-reclamation and psychological healing, a necessary return not just to a homeland but to the fractured self that migration once splintered.
Ugonna's return to Nigeria is depicted as both inevitable and psychologically necessary. It is not merely a geographical movement but a symbolic journey toward integration, resolution, and peace. His return signifies an attempt to reconcile the fragmented self, to merge the diasporic identity with the indigenous one. Nevertheless, the novel does not romanticise this return. Offoha acknowledges that the home Ugonna returns to is not the idyllic memory of his youth. Cultural tensions, political instability, and changing traditions all complicate his reintegration. Still, his homecoming represents a courageous embrace of truth and identity. It affirms that the longing for home is not simply about place but about self-restoration, cultural continuity, and psychological wholeness.
 
CONCLUSION
Offoha’s Return to Where I Belong is a highly evocative novel of migration that lays bare its complicated psychical, cultural and emotional backdrop. The novel unveils through Ugonna’s journey that migration is not a straightforward pathway towards economic prosperity but rather a series of events that are characterised by confusion of identity, loss of culture and emotional pain. Drawing on psychological theory, the paper demonstrates how the immigrant psyche becomes a battleground of competing desires for belonging, recognition, and self-preservation. Migrants experience displacement not only from their homelands but also from their symbolic selves, often forced to suppress cultural identities to assimilate. The study also illustrates how intergenerational trauma emerges as children born in host societies navigate fragmented identities shaped by conflicting cultural codes. However, Offoha does not present this as an entirely bleak journey; through nostalgia and cultural resistance, migrants like Ugonna attempt to reclaim and reconcile fractured identities. The paper affirms that healing and wholeness are possible, but only through conscious engagement with one's roots and an honest reckoning with the displacement psychic toll. 
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