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Abstract- The study examines the representation of 

migration and displacement in Desertion and Paradise by 

Abdulrazak Gurnah, focusing on how movement across 

geographical and cultural boundaries shapes individual 

and collective identities. Set against the backdrop of East 

African coastal history and colonial encounters, both 

novels portray migration not merely as physical 

relocation but as an ongoing process marked by memory, 

loss and adaptation. The study adopts a narrative 

approach to analyze how characters negotiate belonging 

within shifting social and political landscapes. In 

Paradise, the protagonist’s journey reveals forms of 

internal displacement tied to systems of trade, servitude 

and imperial expansion. In contrast, Desertion explores 

more complex, transnational movements, highlighting 

fractured relationships and the lingering effects of 

colonial histories on personal lives.  

Through close textual analysis, the paper argues that 

Gurnah presents migration as a condition that 

destabilizes fixed notions of home while also enabling 

new forms of identity formation. The narratives 

foreground the emotional and psychological dimensions 

of displacement, including alienation, longing and 

resilience. Ultimately, the study demonstrates that 

Gurnah’s fiction reconfigures migration as a deeply 

human experience shaped by historical forces and 

personal struggles, offering insight into broader 

questions of identity, belonging, and cultural 

transformation. 
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Migration and displacement have become central 

themes in postcolonial literature, reflecting the 

complex realities of colonial histories, cultural 

encounters and identity formation. The works of 

Abdulrazak Gurnah are especially significant in this 

regard, as they foreground the lived experiences of 

individuals navigating shifting social, political and 

geographical landscapes. His novels Desertion (2005) 

and Paradise (1994) offer profound insights into 

migration as both a physical and psychological 

phenomenon (Brainee). 

Set against the backdrop of East Africa during the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, these novels 

explore how colonialism, trade and cultural 

interactions shape human mobility. Migration in 

Gurnah’s fiction is not merely about movement from 

one place to another; it involves emotional dislocation, 

cultural hybridity and the reconfiguration of identity. 

This paper examines how narrative techniques in 

Desertion and Paradise represent migration and 

displacement, emphasizing their impact on identity, 

memory, and belonging. 

This study draws on postcolonial theory, particularly 

the works of Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths, and Helen 

Tiffin, as well as diaspora theory and the concept of 

hybridity proposed by Homi K. Bhabha. Postcolonial 

literature frequently addresses the consequences of 

colonial domination, including displacement, identity 

fragmentation and cultural negotiation (Ashcroft et 

al.). 

Migration in postcolonial contexts is closely tied to 

historical forces such as imperial expansion, trade 

networks and forced labour. As scholars observe, 

displacement in such narratives extends beyond 

physical relocation and results in psychological 

fragmentation and a disrupted sense of belonging 

(Okemwa and Monanti). Gurnah’s fiction aligns with 

this view by portraying characters who exist between 

cultures, unable to fully belong to a single identity. 
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In Paradise, migration is deeply connected to 

economic systems and trade networks. The protagonist 

Yusuf is displaced when his father gives him away to 

settle a debt, initiating a journey across East Africa 

(Gurnah, Paradise). His movement reflects broader 

patterns of mobility associated with Indian Ocean 

trade routes.Scholars note that Gurnah’s narratives 

highlight how trade networks enable both physical 

movement and cultural exchange while also 

reinforcing systems of inequality (Kohler). These 

movements blur geographical boundaries and produce 

a fluid sense of place, though they are often shaped by 

coercion rather than choice. 

Yusuf’s displacement is marked by a loss of agency, 

as he is removed from his home and placed in 

unfamiliar environments. This reflects a wider 

experience of internal displacement, where individuals 

become estranged from their cultural roots. Colonial 

expansion further intensifies this condition by 

disrupting existing social and economic structures. 

Displacement in Paradise also operates at an 

emotional and psychological level. Characters 

experience alienation, uncertainty, and instability as 

they attempt to adapt to changing circumstances. This 

aligns with critical interpretations that describe 

Gurnah’s work as portraying displacement as a layered 

experience involving trauma and identity 

reconstruction (Panta). 

Desertion explores migration through cross-cultural 

relationships and transnational movements. The 

narrative begins with the arrival of Martin Pearce, an 

Englishman, in a coastal East African town, where his 

relationship with Rehana symbolizes the intersection 

of cultures (Gurnah, Desertion).This encounter 

reflects the complexities of colonial interactions, 

where migration generates both connection and 

conflict. The novel challenges rigid cultural 

boundaries and presents identity as fluid and 

continuously negotiated (Pujolras-Noguer). 

Characters in Desertion experience fragmented 

identities shaped by multiple cultural influences. This 

fragmentation becomes more pronounced across 

generations, as later characters inherit the 

consequences of earlier migrations. Their sense of 

belonging is shaped by memory, displacement, and 

hybridity (Hunsu).The narrative structure of Desertion 

reinforces these themes through shifts in perspective 

and temporal discontinuities. Memory plays a crucial 

role in identity formation, as characters attempt to 

reconcile their past experiences with present realities. 

Both Desertion and Paradise present migration as a 

central theme, though they differ in focus. While 

Paradise emphasizes internal displacement within 

Africa, Desertion examines transnational migration 

and intercultural relationships. Despite these 

differences, both novels highlight the instability of 

home and the fluidity of identity. Migration disrupts 

traditional notions of belonging and places individuals 

in liminal positions between cultures and histories. 

Gurnah employs narrative techniques such as 

nonlinear storytelling, multiple perspectives, and 

descriptive landscapes to convey the complexity of 

migration. Storytelling itself becomes a means of 

movement, allowing characters to navigate time and 

space through memory and narration (Mondo). 

Migration in Gurnah’s fiction gives rise to cultural 

hybridity, where identities are formed through the 

interaction of diverse traditions. This challenges fixed 

notions of culture and emphasizes its dynamic nature. 

In Paradise, cultural exchange occurs through trade 

and travel, while in Desertion, it is expressed through 

interpersonal relationships. In both novels, migration 

leads to the creation of hybrid identities, though this 

process is often accompanied by tension and 

uncertainty. Characters struggle to reconcile 

competing cultural expectations, resulting in a 

persistent sense of dislocation. This reflects the 

broader postcolonial condition, where identity is 

shaped through negotiation and adaptation. 

Colonialism plays a significant role in shaping 

migration patterns in both novels. It creates conditions 

that compel movement, whether through economic 

necessity, political pressure or social disruption. 

Gurnah’s narratives illustrate how colonial systems 

influence both mobility and identity formation. 

Migration emerges as both a consequence of and a 

response to colonial domination. The novels also 
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emphasize the enduring effects of colonialism, as 

characters continue to grapple with its legacy across 

generations. 

Migration and displacement are central to the thematic 

and narrative concerns of Desertion and Paradise. 

Through these works, Abdulrazak Gurnah presents 

migration as a complex and multifaceted experience 

that reshapes identity, memory and belonging. By 

exploring the physical, emotional and psychological 

dimensions of displacement, these novels challenge 

fixed notions of home and identity. Migration is 

portrayed not merely as movement across space but as 

a transformative process that redefines individuals and 

communities. Ultimately, Gurnah’s fiction offers a 

nuanced understanding of migration within colonial 

and postcolonial contexts, highlighting its profound 

impact on human experience. 
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