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Abstract

People, especially youths, from third world countries often seek migration
to developed countries like America, Britain and New Zealand for better
opportunities and living conditions. However, once in the promised land,
many migrants realize that the grass is not always greener on the other side;
and face enormous difficulties surviving in their new destinations. This
article examines the manner in which precarious migration is constructed in
Albert Wendt’s The Mango’s Kiss, Imbolo Mbue’s Behold the Dreamers
and Andrea Levy’s Small Island. 1t seeks to answer the question: How do
Wendt, Mbue and Levy highlight strenuous migration in their respective
texts. Using the Precarity Theory as projected by Judith Butler, this work
analyses the difficulties migrants face in America, Britain and New
Zealand; the effects of such difficulties; and the strategies they adapt to
survive in the new land. The paper concludes that there is no country that is
a paradise on earth; and so, people, especially youths, from the Global
South, should not always seek to migrate to the Western countries at all
cost. This is because there is no guarantee of a better life since there are
difficulties in all countries; and they can still manage to make an impact in
their environments despite the migration push and pull factors. The paper
submits that despite the numerous opportunities of Globalization and the
prospects of success after migrating to Western countries, it is not
worthwhile embarking on an uncertain journey to those countries;

especially as there is success and failure in all environments.
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Introduction

Migration is a constant element in today’s world as an increasing number of people keeps
moving from one country to another. In line with this, there is a growing trend in migration from
countries in the Global South to Western countries as stated thus: “The defining feature of
contemporary migration is the unprecedented movement of people from the global south to the
wealthy nations of the global north, driven by widening inequalities and facilitated by
globalisation” (Castles, de Haas & Miller 2014: 3). Such movements are for a wide variety of
push and pull factors; and is brought out by Castles, de Haas and Miller (2014) in the declaration
that: “Migrants relocate to Western societies for a complex mix of motives: higher wages, the
reunification of family members, escape from political repression, aspirations for better
education and healthcare, and at times the hope for refuge from environmental catastrophe”
(117). Some migrants do achieve some of the things mentioned above; and those are the category
of migrants that can be considered as successful since they realize their objectives for migrating.
This perspective is indicated in the affirmation that: “Contrary to segmented-assimilation fears,
most immigrant youths follow a straight-line trajectory, achieving socioeconomic parity with the
host population over time” (Zhou 1993: 82). Such migrant success in the West builds a vision of
success abroad, which I call the “migrant’s dream”, in many youths of the third world countries.
However, not all migrants achieve this kind of upliftment as many of them fail in various ways;
and live in very difficult conditions in foreign land. This is brought out by Rumbaut (2006) with
the following strong affirmation: “Many immigrants are confined to precarious labour markets—
facing wage theft, hazardous conditions, and the perpetual threat of detention or deportation”
(560). This constitutes unsuccessful migration and it is problematic as the migrants go through a
lot of suffering; in addition to the tensions they cause in the host countries. Different
stakeholders propose varying prospects about this situation; and literary writers also produce
narratives about the phenomenon, with the prospect and sensitizing the readers about the gleam
side of migration. Albert Wedt, Imbolo Mbue and Andrea Levy are among the writers who
narrate the struggles of migrants in their novels. Consequently, this article examines the manner
in which precarious migration is constructed in Albert Wendt’s The Mangos Kiss, Imbolo
Mbue’s Behold the Dreamers and Andrea Levy’s Small Island. The question that guides the
research is: How do Wendt, Mbue and Levy highlight strenuous migration in their respective
texts. It is hypothesized that these authors present various instances of failed migration, the

consequences thereof and the how the migrants try to mitigate the situation. Therefore, this paper
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uses the Precarity Theory as perceived by Judith Butler analyse the difficulties migrants face in
America, Britain and New Zealand; the effects of such difficulties; and the strategies they adapt
to survive in the new land. In reference to the Precarity Theory, Butler (2009) states that:
“Precarity names the politically induced condition in which certain lives are precarious, and
thereby precarious lives are those rendered vulnerable in unequal ways” (xv). In the same
dimension, (Choonara, Murgia and Carmo 2022) affirm that: “The term precarity has, in recent
years, emerged as a prominent category in discussions of contemporary work and employment,
class, the transformation of social conditions and the subjectivities present in contemporary
societies” (1). This perspective in relevant in this work as it examines the precarious situation of
migrants in the American and British societies. This paper is divided into three parts which
chronologically focus on the precarious conditions of migrants, the effects of such precarity and

the manner in which the migrants mitigate the precarity.
Part One: Precarious Realities of Migrants

So many migrants face enormous difficulties in the Western countries (Rumbaut 2006) and such
perspectives are presented in literary works. This section analyses the complex experiences of
migrants in Albert Wendt’s The Mango's Kiss, Imbolo Mbue’s Behold the Dreamers and Andrea
Levy’s Small Island; with focus on the documentation conundrum, prejudicial practices and

difficult economic conditions.
1.1. Documentation Conundrum

Issues related to valid residence documents constitute one of the nightmarish situations migrants
encounter in the novels of Wendt, Mbue and Andrea under study. In 7he Mango s Kiss by Wendt,
this is seen immediately Pele steps off the ship in Auckland and presents her Samoan passport to
the Immigration Officer. After closely examining the document, the latter immediately says: “I’'m
sorry, Miss Tuifolau, [...] “Your permit has expired as of last month. You’ll need to reapply
before you can legally reside here” (Wendt 2003: 201). This makes her very vulnerable to several
unwanted situations. In an attempt to abide by the law and move freely, Pele applies for the
proper documents at the Immigration Department. Unfortunately for her, she consistently
receives unpleasant feedback as she states: “I never thought that a form could weigh so heavily.
The Immigration Department had returned my application three times for missing signatures, and
each time it felt like another door slamming shut” (Wendt 2003: 202). The image of the

slamming door represents the hopes for a better life and opportunities Pele had nursed while
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embarking on the journey from Samoa to New Zealsnd. Even in London when trying to renew
her transit visa, Pele is stressed up by the complex bureaucracy involved as she states: “Even in
London, with its grand embassies and endless queues, one’s nationality was reduced to a
stamped sheet of paper; without the right endorsement, you might as well be invisible” (Wendt
2003: 279). Here, Pele is frustrated by the manner in which colonial structures have reduced her
entire existence to just a piece of paper that needs to be renewed. This frustration is exported to
Samoa as Pele’s father, Mautu Tuifolau, goes through difficulties preparing the required
documents to send to her as Pele narrates: “Forms were filled in triplicate, each copy signed by
Mautu himself, and still the authorities demanded more proof of identity—birth certificates,
baptismal records, a sworn affidavit from two witnesses” (Wendt 2003: 230). This implies that
the precarious situation of migrants without the required documents has effects beyond the

borders of the host country to their nations of origin.

Mbue’s Behold the Dreamers also presents instances in which migrants go through ordeal due to
documents issues. This can be perceived in the first call Jende, a Cameroonian migrant in New
York, receives from Bubakar, the lawyer following up his residence documents. Part of the

exchange goes thus:

Bubakar: “I finally received the letters “

Jende: “what did they say?”

Bubakar: “The asylum application was not approved” (Mbue 2016: 51).

Just like Pele in The Mango's Kiss, Jende sees all doors of opportunity and the American Dream
shut just from this call; and he contemplates how his wife will take the sad news when he
manages to tell her. Without the residence documents, Jende cannot have a decent job. This is
brought out when her goes for a job interview and the interviewer, Mr. Clarke, seeks to know
about his residence status. Jende responds thus: “I just really don’t know, sir. Immigration is slow
sir; very funny how they work” (Mbue 2016: 13). Jende’s fears come to life when he receives a
letter from the immigration authorities about which the narrator says: “On the basis of being
admitted to the United States in August 2004 with auathorization to remain for a period not to
exceed three months and staying beyond November 2004 without authorization, it has been
charged that he is subject to removal from the United States” (Mbue 2016: 180). This would

definitely mark an end to Jende’s American Dream.
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The British Promise in Small Island by Andrea, just like the New Zealand Hopes in The Mango s
Kiss by Wendt and the American Dream in Behold the Dreamers by Mbue, is threatened by
documentation issues. This is brought out when Hortense Roberts, a Jamaican migrant, faces a
British Immigration Officer in Dover after disembarking. Roberts narrates that: Document
Problems in Small Island. “At Dover I handed over my passport and wedding certificate. The
immigration officer frowned and said, ‘Miss Roberts, this visa entitles you only thirty days’
residence in the country. Leave before it expires or face deportation’ (Andrea 2004: 144). The
officer recalls to Roberts how precarious her legal situation is. When Roberts tries to regularize
her situation with the help of Gilbert, things do not get any better as the latter declares: “I taped
the completed forms and photographs into the envelope, certain I’d done everything correctly.
Weeks later it arrived back with ‘Insufficient address’ stamped across the front—along with a
curt note: ‘Unprocessed’” (Andrea 2004: 201). Roberts continues following up her documents
but luck continues to erode her. When she registering for a ration book, she narrates that: “The
clerk scanned my birth certificate and passport, then shook her head. ‘Neither of these match our
records. You’ll need an apostille from Jamaica or a sworn affidavit.” I left the office holding
nothing but my anxiety” (Andrea 2004: 225). issues puts the migrants in a very precarious

situation not just because they cannot have jobs, but also because they could face deportation.
1.2. Prejudicial Practices

Another element that stands between migrants and their achievements of the American Dream
and British Promise in unequal treatment. This is indicated when (Papademetriou and Martin
2006) declare that: “Despite formal policy advances, migrant workers in Europe often remain in
a legal limbo, excluded from social protections and subject to exploitation akin to modern
servitude” (233). Such unequal treatment that puts migrants in difficulties in presented by Andrea
in Small Island when Gilbert is looking for lodging. Gilbert arrives in a neighbourhood and is
happy because he sees several renting facilities. However, his joy is cut short as he states that:
“The sign on the door was blunt: NO BLACKS — NO DOGS” (Andrea 2004: 102). This
discrimination makes life difficult for the migrant; especially as he is equated to a dog. This is
intensified when Gilbert reads in a newspaper how blacks and Jews were described in wartime
Europe. He says: “Anthropoid—I looked to the dictionary to find the meaning of this word used
by Hitler and his friends to describe Jews and coloured men. I got a punch in the head when the

implication jumped from the page and struck me: ‘resembling a human but primitive, like an
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ape’” (Andrea 2004: 174). This perspective haunts Gilbert in reality as he sees a stranger
skulking behind him.

Similarly, In Mbue’s Behold the Dreamers, Neni faces discrimination in her educational
endeavour. She is ambitious and hopes to acquire good education and use it as a means to
achieve the American dream. However, she is not financially capable of funding her studies. So,
she meets the dean to make a case for a scholarship from which other students are benefitting.
She is left frustrated when the dean tells her that: “I would send you over to financial aid [...]
“But I see here, you’re an international student. I'm sure you know that pretty much every
scholarship or grant we offer is for citizen or permanent residents, so they really aren’t much
they can do for you” (Mbue 2016: 237). From this response, despite being one of the best
students, Neni cannot benefit from the scholarship because she is an immigrant. This aligns with
Butler (2009)’s affirmation that: “Differential precarity marks the uneven distribution of
vulnerability across populations under contemporary conditions” (36). This contributes in

making the life of the migrant difficult.

Such unequal treatment in the school arena is also presented in The Mango s Kiss by Wendt. This
1s seen when some boys in the school playground target Pele as she narrates thus: “At recess, one
boy pointed at my braided hair and spat, ‘Hey Samoan, go back to your island—you don’t
belong here with us real New Zealanders.” The others laughed, and I felt every eye press into my
brown skin as if it were shame” (Wendt 2003: 214). This dehumanizing situation makes life

really difficult for the migrant.

Also, like Gilbert in Small Island by Andrea, Tuifolou, Pele’s father, faces discrimination when
looking for lodging Pele recounts that: “The landlord slammed the door in Father’s face before
he’d even said a word. ‘No coloured families here. Move on.” His boot heel struck the step so
hard the walls trembled with our disappointment” (Wendt 2003: 218). Here, the landlord rejects
Tuifolou’s tenancy desire just because he is a migrant. His daughter, Pele, is equally denied
access to a bus for the same reason as she declares that: “I offered my ticket first but the driver
waved me past. ‘Stand at the back—foreigners in front hold up the line.” I watched the bus pull
away without me, clutching my money like evidence of my otherness” (Wendt 2003: 222). These
discriminatory circumstances frustrate the migrants and make it difficult for them to achieve

their dreams.
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1.3. Difficult Economic Conditions

One of the challenges plaguing migrants is economic hardship. This is pointed at by Zhou (1993)
in the declaration that: “A significant minority of the second generation becomes entrapped in
downward assimilation, characterized by chronic unemployment, early school leaving, and
encounters with the criminal justice system” (88). Financial Constraints are presented in Behold
the Dreamers with regards to Jende whose financial situation is deplorable as Neni, his wife,
states that: “We could have enough money for down payment for a two-bedroom in mount
Vernon or Yonkers [...] We won’t live in this place full of cockroaches anymore” (Mbue 2016:
30). This house is so hot that they always sweet from the heat; especially as their cheap weak fan
cannot provide them enough air (Mbue 2006: 105). Without money to make his apartment
comfortable in terms of equipment, it is evident that Jende’s financial situation cannot permit
him to live happily in America; and his frustration can be understood when he receives a call
from Cameroon, his country of origin, in which a relative a requesting financial assistance to
send a child to school. This hardship is explained from the fact that Jende finds it difficult to

have a decent job, can only manage as a poorly paid driver and faces dismissal from his job.

Such economic hardship is also evoked in The Mango s Kiss by Wendt. This is highlighted when
Pele talks about the poor pay she receives from working in difficult conditions as she says: “I
worked from dawn until dusk in that freezing shed, earning sixpence an hour—barely enough to
buy bread—and still I sent half my pay back home, though my own belly rumbled with hunger”
(Wendt 2003: 223). Since the money made from this difficult job of packing imported produce in
an Auckland outskirt, Pele resorts to doing different jobs at the same time. In this regards, she
states that: “At night I scrubbed dishes in a greasy café; by morning I carried coal through the
streets. My bones ached and my fingers bled, but there was no choice—every shilling counted”
(Wendt 2003: 230). It is worth noting that all the jobs are done under difficult working
conditions. Regarding the parking job, Pele says that: “The wind sliced through the cracked
boards of the shed, turning our breath to frost. My hands numbed around the cold metal crates,
and the foreman’s whistle echoed like a gunshot—any falter meant his cane to wood would
follow” (Wendt 2003: 224); and in relation to the coal delivery, she states that: “Buckets of coal
bit into my palms, chafing fresh blisters with every step. The driver barked, ‘Hurry up, Pele—
don’t slow me down!’ as carts rumbled over uneven pavements” (Wendt 2003: 231). This
situation indicates that Pele is not having the life she dreamt on when she embarked on the

journey from Samoa to New Zealand with her family.
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It is the same situation with Gilbert in Small Island by Andrea who feels that he is not living a
fulfilling life due to his precarious economic situation. Gilbert indicates that his wage is not
enough to take care of his immediate needs as he declares that: “I could earn six shillings a day
at the gas works, but that paid only for the tiniest bed in a court off Battersea High Street. I spent
half my wages on the room and the other half on food that wasn’t fit for pigs” (Andrea 2004:
110). Here, Gilbert is clearly frustrated by the fact that his pay can only afford him indecent
overcrowded London lodging and poor food. With this hand-to-mouth situation, when Gilbert
falls ill and cannot work, rents are not paid and Roberts narrates that: “When the landlady came
knocking I owed her three weeks’ rent. She demanded the money at once, or she’d throw my
chest of drawers into the street” (Andrea 2004: 124). The jobs Gilbert does are not job hard but
also risky. In reference to the gas job, he declares that: “I could earn six shillings a day at the gas
works, but the arches above hissed with escaping coal-gas, turning the place into a furnace. By
midday my lungs felt scorched and my shirt was soaked through” (Andrea 2004: 110). This
makes Gilbert very vulnerable to diseases and his age as a Black Commonwealth veteran makes
the health hazard even more significant. Equally, Roberts witnesses difficult working conditions
in the bureaucratic office in charge of ration coupons as she affirms that: “The clack of the
typewriter keys was relentless, and by the time the Home Office bell rang I could barely lift my
wrists. No rest, no warmth—just another night waiting to see if my next ration coupons would
arrive” (Andrea 2004: 205). This is definitely not the London life Gilbert and Roberts had hoped
for. And this is why Roberts bears some remorse as she states that: “The war had lifted the
country’s spirit, they said, but the food tokens I brought from Kingston were worthless here. We
queued for hours for a handful of scraps, and still I felt I owed more to my mother than these
ration coupons could repay” (Andrea 2004: 182). This nostalgic flashback to time, past, and
place, Kingston-Jamaica, is indicative of the fact that from an economic perspective, the London

life Roberts is living currently is worse than her past life in Jamaica her home nation.
Part Two: Consequences of Failed Migration on Immigrants

The unfulfilled expectations of migrants as explained above, often leaves some severe
consequences on them. These effects can be in terms of their emotions, health or family

relations; and constitute the focus of this section.
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2.1. Emotional and Mental Deterioration

One of the most significant outcomes of unsuccessful migration on the migrants is emotional
breakdown. This is because migrants who encounter difficulties in the host country often suffer
from trauma despite their resilience. This aligns with the declaration by Butler (2006) that: “One
does not always stay intact. One may want to, or manage to for a while, but despite one’s best
efforts, one is undone, in the face of the other, by the touch, by the scent, by the feel, by the
prospect of the touch, by the memory of the feel” (Butler 2004: 21). This traumatic situation is
presented by Andrea in Small Island when the nightmarish ocean experience of Roberts is
narrated. In this light, Roberts states that: “I woke drenched in sweat, the creak of the ship’s hull
still echoing in my ears—as if my body refused to abandon the journey that had broken my
heart” (Andrea 2004: 201). Here, the crossing of the ocean that was supposed to bring the hope
of a better life for Roberts has become a daunting event in her life. Roberts’s events have been
traumatic that her own image is a form of disorientation to her. On a foggy morning in the
Waterloo Station where she has to work, Roberts states that: “I stared at my pale reflection in the
frost-lined window, asking silently who I had become—no longer the confident woman of
Jamaica, yet not quite belonging here in the damp grey of England” (Andrea 2004: 198). This
trauma of working in in a country that has not accepted one is also experienced by Gilbert as he
fought for England in the Second World War. In a flashback, Gilbert declares that: “Each night in
the army camp, I heard the laughter of my friends in Kingston—then the staccato of mortar fire.
My uniform felt heavier than lead, pressing me further from the peace I had once known”
(Andrea 2004: 164). This demonstrates that Gilbert is traumatized by the burden of a war he
fought for England that does not fully accept him as his nation of origin Jamaica does. Both
Roberts and Gilbert are traumatized by their identity crisis as they have embraced England but
have not been fully embraced by it. In this light, Roberts states that: “I pressed my forehead to
the frosted pane, tracing the hollow lines beneath my eyes. The woman staring back was neither
Hortense of Kingston nor fully of England—she was exiled between two worlds” (Andrea 2004:
198); while Gilbert, on his part, declares that: “I lay motionless, my pillow sodden, each tear a
confession that I had failed—to belong, to provide, to survive in this grey land” (Andrea 2004:
206). This shows that the failed migration has left Gilbert and Roberts not just with broken

identities but with broken emotions and mentalities as well.

Such perspectives are also presented in The Mango's Kiss by Wendt. This is brought out through

Pele whose nostalgia for her Samoa homeland is transformed into violent dreams. In relation to
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this, Pele states that: “I woke drenched in sweat, the sound of the ship’s horn still ringing in my
ears, as though I’d never left the deck. Even in sleep, I could not escape the ache of
displacement” (Wendt 2003: 246). In this deep reflection, Pele indicates that even in her sleep,
the trauma of travel still haunts her. Pele and his father, Mautu Tuifolau, regret embarking on the
migration journey as the former says: “We sat at the table in silence; the steaming stew cooled
untouched on my plate. My appetite had fled months ago, along with any hope of better days,
leaving only a bitter taste of regret” (Wendt 2003: 256). The failure evoked here, and the
traumatic experiences Pele goes through push her to contemplate suicide. This can be perceived
when she states that: “At the water’s edge, I let the tide pull at my hem, willing it to carry me
away. The salt stung my palms, but [ welcomed the pain—it felt cleaner than the ache in my
chest” (Wendt 2003: 261). Here, Pele deeply contemplates leaving the sea end the sorrow
infringed on her and her family by their New Zealand migration experience. In this situation,
Pele always wishes to go home. These memories of home revisit Pele when she faints from work
pressure and is admitted to hospital. She sums up her situation as follows: “Lying in that narrow
bed, my body curled like a frightened bird, I could almost feel the smell of pandanus and hear
my mother’s lullaby—until the nurse’s footsteps snapped me back to the sterile corridor”
(Wendt 2003: 258). Clearly, she feels an urgent need to reconnect with Samoa her homeland
physically. The desire becomes pressing when she hears of her father’s death. When she tries to
travel home and is denied access to a train to Samoa, Pele is traumatized. She recounts that: “I
held the return ticket in my trembling hand, the ink smudged from rain, but when I reached the
platform, the conductor shook his head. ‘Not this one—your name isn’t here.” I watched the train
pull away with my hope” (Wendt 2003:252). Thus, the departure of the train plunges the lady

into misery as her hope of bidding a final farewell to her father is dismissed.

Mbue equally projects nightmarish situations that breakdown characters in Behold the Dreamers.
This is reflected in the life of Jende after his application for residence documents is rejected.
When Bubakar informs, the lawyer, informs Jende of the definite rejection of his application, the
latter is traumatized. He hangs off the phone as he has become speechless. This is a nightmarish
situation Jende had hoped never to live. The idea of going back to Cameroon and living in the
woodhouse he came from; the story he would need to tell his people for coming back empty; and
the mockery he could face from people imprisoned Jende’s thoughts. Equally traumatized is
Neni, Jende’s wife. The narrator says: “She couldn’t summon a smile, sing a song or string

together two thoughts without the word ‘deportation’ finding its way in there, and yet she
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propelled herself forward the morning after the news” (Mbue 2016: 55). Consequently, she does
research online on subjects like: “How to convince husband.” “How to get what you want.”
“Husband wants to move back home” (Mbue 2016: 154). The physically challenging situation
Jende and Neni go through is definitely not what they had envisioned when they embarked on

the journey to America; and epitomizes the effects of failed migration on the migrant.
2.2. Family Squabbles

Migration, especially when it is unsuccessful, can strain relationships between family members.
In the texts under study, migration brings tension between family members abroad and/or home.
In Small Island by Andrea, Roberts’s inability to achieve her objectives abroad and live up to the
promises she made to her family in Jamaica raises tensions between her and the family back
home. This is perceived when, quoting her mother, she declares that: ““You said you would build
us a home when you saved enough, Hortense,” mother said over the crackling line. I bit the
telephone, searching for words to explain that I could not even afford my next meal” (Andrea
2004: 235). Here, Roberts’s mother, Mrs. Roberts, is blaming her daughter of failing to effect
remittances that would permit them to (re)construct the family home, as she had promised. What
strains Roberts’s relationship with her mother in this manner is not the lack of will, but rather the
lack of ability, to fulfil her promise given that she finds it difficult to feed herself abroad as a
result of the failed migration. This strained relationship between mother and daughter stretches
over a long time as seen in the letters Mrs. Lovell Roberts writes to her daughter; about which
the latter says that: “Each letter from my mother ended the same way: ‘Why have you written me
no more?’ Her words stabbed deeper than any frost in London” (Andrea 2004: 229). Mrs.
Roberts’s increasing disappointment over months of silence by her daughter is not just about
communication, but equally, and especially, about the remittances she has failed to effect. Like
Hortense Roberts, Gilbert Joseph also feels the strained relationship with his mother, Mrs.
Joseph, in epistolary perspectives. Gilbert says: “I wrote home that I was thriving, though my
lungs burned with coal dust. My mother’s last words warned me: ‘Tell me the truth, Gilbert, or
tell me nothing.’ I could not bear to disappoint her again” (Andrea 2004: 114). After working two
strenuous shifts, Gilbert writes a letter to his mother assuring her that things were quite well. But
she does not sound convinced, probably due to the lack of sufficient remittances, and warns him
to speak the truth or say nothing. This reveals how much failed migration raises tensions between

the family members.
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Unlike Andrea’s Small Island where issues are between the migrants and those back home,
Mbue’s Behold the Dreamers projects squabbles between family members abroad. This is
highlighted when Jende’s application for residence is definitely rejected and he tells the wife.
While Jende intends to take his family back to Cameroon instead of doing difficult jobs and
living in fear of deportation, Neni, his wife, does not want to leave America. Neni is getting
counsel from Pastor Natasha on how she can afford to stay in America; and because of what he
considers the pastor’s negative influence on Neni, Jende warns his wife to stop visiting the Pastor
Natasha. In her desperation, Neni comes up with a plan to divorce Jende and marry someone else
in order to avoid being deported and probably save the husband too. This is perceived when she
tells Jende that: “We divorce I marry him. I get papier through him, then me and him divorce and
me and you marry back, but the whole time we continue living” (Mbue 2016: 255). This
complex situation in which Neni wants to divorce Jende, marry someone else to have documents,
then divorce the person again marks the peak of migrant desperation to stay abroad which can
probably only be matched by her wish to give her son Liomi for adoption to her professor for the
same reason. This puts her in loggerheads with her husband who has made up his mind that he

wants to return to Cameroon with the entire family.

Problems between family members abroad are also seen in Wendt’s The Mangos Kiss as
migration has brought cracks in family values. One of the sources of tension is the cultural
change that some family members have undergone. This is presented by Pele when she says that:
“At dinner, Mother pushed the boiled potatoes away and fixed me with a hard look. ‘You eat like
a Pakeha now, Pele,” she said. ‘No wonder you forget the taste of our own island food’” (Wendt
2003: 216). Here, during the evening meal in Auckland, Pele’s mother accuses her of eating like
Europeans and forgetting her original tribal food. Like her mother, Pele’s father also reprimands
her of adapting foreign culture at the expense of her Samoan culture; this time in terms of
language and not food as the mother does. In this respect, Pele states that: “Father sat perched on
the edge of the bed, shoulders rigid. He cleared his throat. ‘Your accent is different, child,” he
whispered. In that silence that followed, I heard the gulf widening between us” (Wendt 2003:
265). This clearly show a widening gap between Mautu Tuiolau and his daughter Pele because
she is adapting foreign culture abroad. Such a gap caused by language is also perceived as Pele’s
cousin, Maleko, detaches himself from her when she speaks Samoan. This is brought out as Pele
states that: “Maleko turned his face to the window when I spoke Samoan in the café. He

wouldn’t meet my eyes, as though every word in my tongue reminded him of all we had lost
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crossing the sea” (Wendt 2003: 221). This is another instance of how migration has strained

relationships between family members.
Part Three: Migrant Survival Tactics

Migrants to not stay inactive in the midst of the precarious situations they live in as presented
above as well as the undesired consequences of those conditions. Consequently, individually and
collectively, migrants undertake certain actions to mitigate the situation. Therefore, this section
examines the measures taken by migrants to cope with the harsh realities of migration in the host
country; and they are presented in terms of intercultural engagement, unwavering commitment,

judicial representation and household solidarity.
3.1. Intercultural Engagement

In Mbue’s Behold the Dreamers, Jende and other migrants try to navigate the discrimination,
documentation issues and economic hardship by adapting aspects of American lifestyle. This is
seen when Jende wears a suit for a job interview and the narrator says that: “He’d never been
asked to wear a suit to a job interview” (Mbue 2016: 10). It is worth noting that he wore the
same suit the first day he entered America; and this was not his usual dressing back in
Cameroon. He simply dresses this way in order to engage culturally with American fashion and,
hopefully, blend faster in New York. In this same dimension, Jende’s wife, Neni, and her friend,
Fatou, go shopping in Chinatown and choose to go for designer products that will make them
look like they have the taste and class to belong in America. However, since they do not have the
funds necessary to get the original products, their intention is to buy “make-believe Gucci and
Versace bag” (Mbue 2016: 16). This explains why Fatou likens Neni to Angelina Jolie, an
American actress and filmmaker, when Neni is given a fake Gucci bag. This illustrates that Neni,
like her husband Jende, adapt aspects of American fashion against their will and ability, and still
continues wearing the Cameroonian kabba, simply because it is a coping mechanism that can

permit them integrate in New York and achieve the American Dream.

Another aspect in which Jende and Neni engage with American culture is the culinary habits as
they rapidly tend to eat American dishes that they had never seen before. They do not just eats
American foods but learn how to prepare them as well. When Neni visits the Edwards in
Southampton, she learns from their house help, Anna, how to prepare American delicacies like
sauteed salmon and fries. When Cindy asks Neni to serve her by the pool, she brings “egg-white

omelette, her slices pineapples and her blueberries” (Mbue 2016: 101) which she had prepared
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herself. It should be remembered that despite learning how to prepare these American meals,
Neni does not stop preparing Cameroonian dishes. This is seen as she prepares egusi stew with
smoked turkey, jollof rice, beans and chicken gizzard which are American dishes; but also
ekwang which is a Cameroonian meal (Mbue 2019: 133) when being charitable to Vince as the
latter travels to India. Therefore, eating and learning how to prepare American dishes, while
preserving Cameroonian dishes, is, for Neni, a way of engaging with America culturally as a

coping strategy that may facilitate her acceptance in that country.

Similarly, in Wendt;s The Mango's Kiss, characters leverage cultural engagement with their host
countries as a coping tactic. This is seen as Pele, despite her age, decides to attend English
language classes because she knows that without English it will be difficult to cope in New
Zealand. This is brought out when Pele says: “I was nervous stepping into that chilly classroom,
but Ms. Brown greeted me with a warm smile. “Welcome, Pele. Today we’ll practice everyday
phrases—ordering tea at the café, asking for directions. Speak boldly, even if you falter’”
(Wendt 2003: 292). Despite her tedious work at the canning factory, Pele attends the language
class to eliminate the linguistic obstacle she faces in Auckland. Another instance in which
communication is used as an integration element is in the Sunday Choir at the St. Mary Church
where Samoan and local voices blend to give the song a unique touch. This is perceived when
Pele states that: “The choir loft filled with the sound of my homeland when I raised my voice
alongside other Samoan women. Reverend Holloway nodded, eyes bright. ‘Your voices bring life
to our service—thank you for sharing your culture’” (Wendt 2003: 299). Beyond spirituality, this
is an indication that the Samoan women in general and Pele in particular are willing to
acculturate with the local values. Pele equally shows this perspective in the sports domain as she,
quoting the mixed race rugby team coach, says: “‘Centre position, Pele. Show us that island
strength,’ the coach said, tossing me the ball. My heart pounded, but when I sidestepped Tom and
sprinted downfield, I felt for the first time I belonged” (Wendt 2003: 307).

The engagement by Pele and other migrants with the local culture in terms of language, religion
and sports are simply efforts at integration that could help them cope in the new environment and

achieve their objectives as migrants.

Such perspectives are also projected in Small Island by Andrea. From a language dimension, this
i1s brought out when Queenie Buxton, in a flashback to the 1924 British Empire Exhibition,
quotes her father who believed that learning English was the first step for a colonized person to

be accepted in the British society. Queenie Buxton quotes her father: “Evidently, when they
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speak English you know that they have learned to be civilised—taught English by the white man,
missionaries probably” (Andrea 2004: 6). This clearly shows that learning English is a key
element in the coping strategy of migrants in Britain. On her part, Roberts perceives learning in
general, not just learning language, as a sure means of upliftment as she contemplates as follows:
“With such a countenance there was a chance of a golden life for I. What, after all, could Alberta
give? Bare black feet skipping over stones. If I was given to my father’s cousins for upbringing, I
could learn to read and write and perform all my times tables. And more. I could become a lady
worthy of my father, wherever he might be” (Andrea 2004: 32). As stated here, getting educated
is a pathway not just to opportunities in Jamaica but also in England, in addition to the
integration it can facilitate. Finally, Roberts and Gilbert see marriage not as an emotional union
but as a strategy to survive abroad. This is because getting married to someone who has the
necessary documents can secure one a legal residence in Britain. It is for this reason that Gilbert
tells Roberts “We have a deal.” (Andrea 2004: 79) on their wedding night. From this, it is clear
that marriage is a strategic arrangement meant to secure Roberts legal residence in Britain;

making it a coping tactic over and above a sentimental union.
3.2. Unwavering Commitment

As seen earlier, economic hardship constitutes one of the greatest challenges faced by migrants
in the developed countries as presented in the three texts. Consequently, unwavering
commitment to success often gives some of them comparative success. This aligns with the
views of Portes and Rumbaut (2001) who opine that: “For the great majority of the second
generation, educational and occupational attainment converges with—and often surpasses—that
of their native-born peers” (73). The three texts present situations in which hard work permits
some characters to mitigate their struggles. In Wendt’s The Mango's Kiss, the zeal to succeed
through hard work is evoked by Pele when she states that: “At the foreman’s whistle, I
synchronized my every movement with the crates—Ilifting, securing, sealing—as though born
into that rhythm. Each hour etched another knot of muscle in my arms; failure wasn’t an option,
for poverty lay just one slip away” (Wendt 2003: 224). Here, Pele is indicating that she will not
relent her effort in the new job she has found in Auckland because that is the only way she will
earn her family’s poverty and suffering. The same fighting spirit is demonstrated when she is
working in Mrs. Carter’s garden as she declares that: “Day after day I dug the soil with calloused
hands, coaxing taro and sweet potato shoots into stubborn life. When Mrs. Carter delivered fresh

compost, I nodded through the sweat—this patch would thrive because we refused to let it
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wither” (Wendt 2003: 322). This relentless effort is because she knows that as a foreigner in New
Zealand, she can succeed only through hard work. Given the importance of speaking English to
Pele’s survival in New Zealand, she is neither ashamed nor lazy in her effort to learn English. In
this light, she affirms that: “‘I will not let fear of mistakes silence me,” I whispered to my
reflection each dawn. After class, I wrote every corrected sentence a hundred times until the new
words felt like home” (Wendt 2003: 292). This declaration is made as Pele looks at herself in
front of a cracked mirror before attending the evening adult English classes. This same energy is
shown when Pele is learning rugby. Referring to the rugby trial, Pele states that: “When the pass
slipped through my hands, I chased it down the muddy field, lungs burning, until I regained
control. The coach’s grunt—‘That’s more like it!’—was all the affirmation I needed to keep
running” (Wendt 2003: 307). It can be seen that in sports, language learning and any job Pele
does, she puts in a lot of hard work and is driven to succeed. This is because she knows that
unwavering commitment to success is the only way to a happy life out of his country where

conditions are very difficult.

Similarly, Jende, Neni and other migrants in Mbue’s Behold the Dreamers perceive relentless
hard work as the only option they have for survival in America. Jende indicates that he has
worked as a dishwasher in Manhattan restaurant, cabdriver in the Bronx and chauffeur for Mr.
Clarke. Neni, his wife also accepts to work as a home aide whose job description includes:
“feeding and bathing incapacitate senior citizen” (Mbue 2016: 91). Like Jende, Neni does not do
only one job as she also works as a help in the Edwards. These are jobs that probably Neni could
not have accepted to do in her homeland Cameroon. She and the husband do these jobs that
many would consider degrading because they do not have the necessary documents to apply for

better jobs; yet they need to survive in America by paying bills and fees.

Such hard work and determination are also seen in Andrea’s Small Island as characters invest
relentless efforts in a bid to mitigate the struggles they are facing. This can be seen as the veteran
Gilbert, despite his age, accepts a physically challenging manual construction job in London. In
spite of his enormous service record, Gilbert accepts this tedious job as he states that: “We dug
trenches under the streetlight glow, wheelbarrows tipped against our legs. Cold rain soaked
through our boots and every spade-full of wet earth felt like a sledgehammer to the back”
(Andrea 2004: 150). The sledgehammer metaphor demonstrates that the work is very challenging
from a physical perspective; and Gilbert accepts it because he is determined to earn honest

money. Similarly, Roberts picks up a tedious night job at a laundrette. This is perceived as she
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states that: “Steam billowed from the mangles; cotton sheets smelt of bleach so strong my eyes
stung. Hands raw from twisting wet linen, I watched the clock tick toward dawn, knowing I’d be
back at the gas works before the sun rose” (Andrea 2004: 127). Despite the pain and stress
caused by the job, Roberts is determined to do it and succeed. Therefore, both Gilbert and
Roberts show unwavering commitment to success as the only way through which they can

mitigate the challenges thrown at them by the difficult conditions in England.
3.3. Judicial Representation

Some of the precarity that migrants encounter in Albert Wendt’s The Mango's Kiss, Imbolo
Mbue’s Behold the Dreamers and Andrea Levy’s Small Island relate to documents, working
conditions and discrimination; all of which have legal implications. This is because in legal and
human rights matters, despite universal effort, there are still inequalities at Butler (2004) declares
that: “Whether or not we continue to enforce a universal conception of human rights at moments
of outrage and incomprehension, precisely when we think that others have taken themselves out
of the human community as we know it, is a test of our very humanity” (85). In order to
overcome challenges that have legal dimensions, migrants often take legal action with assistance
by legal practitioners at times. This is exactly what happens in Mbue’s Behold the Dreamers
when Jende decides to follow legal procedure to have residency documents; and gets the services
of a lawyer, Bubakar, to help him in the process. The jurist advises Jende that: “Live your life
wisely and put aside all the money you can” (Mbue 2004: 64). This is because he is hopeful that
Jende’s asylum demand will have a positive. In a bid to defend Jende sufficiently, the lawyer
requests the necessary documents such as his prison records, two children’s birth certificate and
dead child’s death certificate. Bubakar also asks Jende to provide a compelling story that can
convince the immigration officers to grant him asylum. Despite all efforts by Jende and his
lawyer Bubakar, the asylum is denied and Jende has to leave America. Together with his lawyer,
they request for voluntary departure and the immigration officers give him four months to make

arrangements for his departure.

Like Jende in Mbue’s Behold the Dreamers, Roberts in Andrea’s Small Island also follows legal
procedure to secure residency documents in England. In order to live and work legally in
England, Roberts secures a work permit before her arrival. It is this same document that
Roberts’s landlady confiscates as she newly arrives London because Roberts has not paid her
deposit. Roberts presents this situation, which implies that she cannot easily have a legal job in

England by stating that: “I’ll hold your work permit until you pay the deposit,” the landlord
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declared as he slipped my permit into his coat pocket” (Andrea 2004: 98). Roberts then
envisages a legal complaint in order to reclaim her document. In order to secure long term
residence, Gilbert assists Roberts to submit documents requesting permission to stay in England.
However, the feedback is far from what they expected as Gilbert states that: “I taped the
completed forms and photographs into the envelope, certain I’d done everything correctly.
Weeks later it arrived back with ‘Insufficient address’ stamped across the front—along with a
curt note: ‘Unprocessed’” (Andrea 2004: 201). Just like Jende’s application, Roberts’s is
rejected. However, Roberts still has the opportunity to complete the documents and submit;

unlike Jende whose rejection is definite.

In Wendt’s The Mabgo s Kiss, legal proceedings by migrants is not to avoid deportation as is the
case in the other texts, but rather bout practices that target them and make life difficult for them
in Auckland. This is seen when Pele is given a quick eviction notice and she decides to challenge
it legally. This is brought as Pele quotes Mrs. Harris who has opted to defend her interest thus:
“I’ll take your case pro bono,” Mr. Harris said, spreading out the eviction summons on his desk.
“No migrant should face eviction without fair representation” (Wendt 2003: 330). Clearly, Pele is
determined to take legal action in order to prevent the eviction by her landlord that woeld make
life difficult for her. Pele’s father, Muatu Tuifolau also takes legal action related to tenancy. He
presents himself in the Mt. Eden Court to protest discriminatory rent increases targeting
migrants. In reference to this complaint, the narrator says: “Your complaint is duly recorded,”
Magistrate Lean announced as she tapped her gavel. “The landlord must answer within fourteen
days or face default judgment” (Wendt 2003: 334). Pele and her father are willing to seek legal
protection from any treatment they consider unfair and/or illegal. This is why the City Tribunal
on Lorne Street, Pele challenges a public order infringement issued by a bus inspector for
“loitering” after a long shift. In reference to this, Pele says: “’I contest this fine,” I declared,
sliding the battered notice across the counter. ‘I was on my way home from the soup kitchen, not
loitering.” The clerk adjusted her spectacles and made a note in the ledger” (Wendt 2003: 341).
Apart from individual legal complains, there are also collective legal actions. This is seen when a
group of migrant women gather signatures to petition for the cancellation of a bylaw that limits
outdoor stalls in which they have been selling locally prepared food. This is perceived when Pele
presents her encounter with Matalasi the community organizer thus: “’This will demand
change—two hundred signatures is enough to force a council debate,” Matalasi urged, pressing

the folded petition into my hands” (Wendt 2003: 348). This shows that individually and
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collectively, migrants are willing to take legal action against individuals or municipal authorities

so challenge texts and practices that expose them to hardship.
3.4. Household Solidarity

As seen earlier, migrants and they family members maintain very close relationships; monitoring
and trying to influence what happens in each other’s life. This makes family support an
invaluable asset in the situations of migrants; confirming the perception by Alba and Nee (2003)
that: “Ethnic entrepreneurship has served as an engine of upward mobility, enabling newcomers
to transform social capital within their communities into rapid economic gains” (15).
Consequently, there are many cases in the three texts where migrants benefit from family support
as they navigate the numerous difficulties they encounter in foreign land. This is brought out as
Charlotte Joseph, Gilbert Joseph’s sister, gives him some coins at the Kingston docks as the latter
prepares to embark on his journey abroad. In addition, she promises thus: “I’ll send you the fare,
brother; you need only focus on getting there safely” (Andrea 2004: 80). In addition to this,
Gilbert also receives words of encouragement from his father, Mr. Joseph, who says: “When the
world doubts your worth, carry our name high; your courage will light the way” (Andrea 2004:
67). Gilbert father, in their ancestral plantation, with hands on the son’s shoulders, gives him the
motivation and need for perseverance that should fortify him in England. This is complemented
by the mother, Mrs. Joseph’s, maternal advice as follows: “My son, wear your uniform with
pride and remember the kindness of home” (Andrea 2004: 33). Similarly, Roberts receives words
of encouragement from her mother, Mrs. Lovell Roberts, in an epistolary dimension. Part of the
letter from Roberts’s mother reads thus: “My dearest Hortense, though we are far apart, my love
is ever with you; let no cold wind dull your spirit” (Andrea 2004: 229). In her overcrowded
Battersea lodging, Roberts reads this letter from her mother and it gives her the motivation to
face another tedious day in her workplace. These instances show the invaluable treasure physical

and/or distant family support is to migrants.

In Mbue’s Behold the Dreamers, Winston helps Jende, his cousin, in America in several ways
gven that the latter faces several difficulties as a migrant. The first instance is that Winston helps
Jende to secure a job as a chauffeur. This is brought out “You think a black man gets a good job
in this country by sitting in front of white people and telling the truth? Please, don’t make me
laugh’ (Mbue 2016: 27). This is the advice Winston gives Jende before his interview; and
mindful of the ethical flaws, this advice helps Jende to secure the job. Equally, Winston, as an

American citizen through military service, helps Jende to apply for asylum using his legal
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connections and equally advised him on how to go about with the immigration procedure. The
reach of Winston’s social capital and ability to help Jende and his family is brought out as Neni
is reflecting on his connections as stated by the narrator thus: “Winston had friends of all races,
she knew, but she had no idea he had so many white friends” (Mbue 2016: 121). It is this
network of friends and connections that Winston uses to help Jende in other situations like

getting a lawyer to follow up his asylum documents.

In Wendt’s The Mango s Kiss, parents and siblings also support migrants in similar ways. This is
seen the moral support Pele gets from her father after getting home exhausted as the bus passes
her over. Referring to her father’s comfort, Pele says: “Father pressed a warm hand to my arm.
‘No matter what they say or do, we are Samoan, and you carry our strength. This too shall pass’”
(Wendt 2003: 219). As is the case with Gilbert, Pele’s mother also complements the father’s
comforting words with caring words and action. Pele brings this out as she states that: “Mother
unfolded the thin blanket and tucked me in beside the stove. ‘Rest your bones, child. Tomorrow
we start again, together.” Her soft voice chased the pain from my limbs” (Wendt 2003: 225). This
treatment Pele receives from her mother after coming home from two exhausting shifts is very
comforting. Pele’s sister, Ana, also shows her care and generosity when their father is away for
work. This is seen as she shares food and kind words with Pele, as narrated by the latter thus: “In
the flickering lantern light, my sisters passed me the plate of stale bread they’d saved. ‘Eat,” Ana
said, ‘we’ll go through this night as one.’ I swallowed the crumbs, feeling our bond strengthen in
the half-dark” (Wendt 2003: 239). In addition, when Pele’s eviction court case is to take place,
she receives collective spiritual family support in form of prayers. In this light, Pele states that:
“Before dawn, Father called me from my cot. ‘Follow me,” he whispered. We knelt by the cold
wall and spoke our prayers in Samoan, weaving hope into the stillness of the morning” (Wendt
2003: 247). This family prayer, initiated by Pele’s father on the eve of her eviction court hearing,

epitomizes the support migrants have from their families.
Conclusion

Albert Wendt’s The Mango's Kiss, Imbolo Mbue’s Behold the Dreamers and Andrea Levy’s
Small Island present compelling narratives of migrant experiences in New Zealand, America and
Britain respectively. This paper explores the precarious conditions of migrant characters such as
documentation issues, prejudicial practices and economic hardship; the effects of such precarity
including mental deterioration, emotional imbalance and family squabbles; and the coping

strategies adopted by the migrants to mitigate the precarity such as intercultural engagement,
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unwavering commitment, legal representation and household solidarity. Consequently, some
characters achieve success, despite the adversity. These include Mikaele Tuifolau who becomes a
teacher and small-scale business person in Wendt’s The Mango's Kiss; Gilbert and Hortense who
become teachers and drivers respectively in Andrea’s Small Island; and Winston who becomes
an established lawyer in Mbue’s Behold the Dreamers. However, despite their relentless efforts,
Jende Jonga and his wife, Neni Jonga, do not succeed in America and opt to return to their native
Cameroon. Therefore, despite the perceived great opportunities in the Western countries, there is
no country that is a paradise on earth; and so, people, especially youths, from the Global South,
should not always seek to migrate to the Western countries at all costs. This is because there is no
guarantee of a better life since there are difficulties in all countries; and they can still manage to
make an impact in their environments despite the migration push and pull factors. If, for one
reason or another, people decide to migrate, they should do so in a legal manner in order to limit
the precarity they may encounter abroad. And irrespective of how they travel, if life is difficult
for the migrants, they should return to their home country as Jende and Neni do; instead of living

in fear and precarity in foreign land.
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