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ABSTRACT  

This work explores identity crisis and cultural integration as depicted in contemporary Nigerian 

migration short fiction. It investigates the struggles and challenges of Africans and Nigerians when 

they migrate to Europe and America among other places and how these immigrants try to integrate 

into a new culture. These experiences of migration often lead individuals to navigate complex webs of 

identity, belonging, stereotypes, social exclusion, racial discrimination, class difference, and cultural 

assimilation which often amount to arranged or paper marriages among others. Through an analysis of 

selected works of literature, this study inquires into the challenges faced by migrants as they grapple 

with questions of self-identity and the negotiation of multiple cultural landscapes. As a third 

generation writer who has had firsthand experience of migration, Unigwe’s Better never than late 

shares experiences of Nigerian emigrants in diaspora. By examining how she portrays the tension 

between preserving one's cultural heritage and embracing new cultural norms, this paper seeks to shed 

light on the intricate processes of identity formation in the context of migration. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Chika Unigwe's Better Never than Late can be analysed as migrant short fiction. In Better Never than 

Late, Unigwe portrays the struggles and aspirations of Nigerian immigrants living in Belgium. The 

stories explore the experiences of cultural integration, language barriers, and the constant sense of 

being stuck between constructing a home away from home. Unigwe sensitively addresses the feelings 

of nostalgia, the loss of a sense of belonging, and the lengths to which immigrants must go to adapt 

and survive. Both authors shed light on the complexities of migration and offer distinctive portrayal of 

the immigrants’ experiences. Also, Unigwe’s work of migrant fiction highlight the individual and 

collective experiences of Nigerian immigrants living abroad and sheds light on the broader issues of 

migration, cultural assimilation, and the importance of understanding and embracing diversity. 

Through the exploration of these themes, Unigwe provides valuable insights into the challenges faced 

by individuals seeking to establish themselves within new cultural contexts. 

Therefore, exploring these works provide a broader and holistic understanding of the diverse 

experiences of Nigerian migrants. In a statement made by Zahra Banday (2020) which says:  

When one thinks of the word ‘migrant’ what usually springs to mind 

is sensational headlines and stereotypes. In this present political 

climate, the subject has become a more contentious and dividing 

issue than ever. (p. 1) 

 

By this, Zahra opines that migrants are usually stereotyped to be more sophisticated, leading a life of 

affluence and ease. In fact, the average African thinks of those in diaspora as fortunate and highly 

successful individuals. Immigrants also have high expectations before travelling as they see migration 

as an escape route to a better life.  
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It is expected that most migrants move abroad to improve their lives and those of their families. 

However, migrants frequently experience significant difficulties in their host countries, such as the 

struggle to acculturate, disappointments, homesickness, identity crisis and so on. This paper therefore 

focuses on these issues as represented in the selected short stories from Chika Unigwe's Better Never 

than Late. The first part of this article treats specific themes of the following selected stories from 

Unigwe's collection: 'The Transfiguration of Rapu', 'Finding Faith', 'Becoming Prosperous', 'Everyone 

Deserve Grace',  'Cunny Man Die, Cunny Man Bury Am', 'Cleared For Take Off', 'Heart is Where the 

Home Is (Mother).  

 

The Conundrum of Arranged and Paper Marriages 

The issue of arranged marriage, popularly referred to as “paper marriage” is discussed in Unigwe’s 

collection of stories. This refers to a marriage that is contracted just for the sake of obtaining 

residency papers. This practice can be regarded as one of the collection’s most striking revelation of 

an avenue of cultural integration. To further illustrate this, Olisakwe (2020) claims that: “The 

Nigerians in these stories will do anything to earn a living, feeling no mercy for the naïve who fall 

prey to their desperation” (p.1). This kind of marriage is based on deceit and selfishness. It is 

manipulative and not built on true love. Nigerian migrants employ this kind of marriage to become 

full-legal citizens of their host country. Though an unsavoury act, it is part of the survival mode 

adopted by African migrants, especially the men to not only legitimize their stay but access better 

living conditions as foreigners. This act of paper marriage is illustrated in the relationship between 

Gwachi and Hilde, his German wife. The story depicts Hilde as a means to an end to fast track 

Gwachi’s legal integration into Europe’s society. Gwachi’s Nigerian wife, Rapu knows this but plays 

along, knowing full well her husband would be free as soon as he divorces Hilde, his German wife. 

As Rapu explains:  

First Gwa-Gwachi was in Lebanon. Then Ho... Ho... Holland. Then 

Germany. Now he says hee-hee-hee-he’s settled. Once he divorces 

Hee... Hilde, and I divorce Shylock, we’ll be too...too... together 

again (p. 6) 

 

Rapu is forced to live with the knowledge of having her husband married to a Belgian woman for the 

mean time while she is also married to someone (Shylock) else first to be able to come over to 

Belgium. This arrangement affects Rapu a great deal. Initially, when she came to Belgium she was 

shown to the reader as shy and timid but later on in the story she becomes more confident. One would 

have thought that the arrangement to wait until Gwachi finalises his divorce with Hilde would bring 

Rapu and her husband together but it is surprising to discover that Rapu is transfigured as she 

becomes pregnant with another man’s child whose identity is not revealed in the story. Unigwe also 

highlights the issue of becoming citizens in Europe and reveals such contractual marriages as easy 

backdoors for people to easily integrate themselves into becoming European citizens. 

In ‘Cunny Man Die, Cunny Man Bury Am’ and ‘Love of a Fat Woman’, Godwin and Tine’s 

relationship is relatively similar to that of Gwachi and Hilde. Indeed, in both cases, a Nigerian man 

uses his marriage to European women to get residency papers. Unigwe highlights one reason why it is 

so easy for Nigerian men to embrace this means as one way of assimilating into European society 

when through the character of Agu she recounts: 

Oyibo women want black men. I remember years ago, our 

neighbours’ son came back from America with tales of how he had to 

fight off white women. He said that every time he went out, he had to 

fend off the legion of oyibo women wanting a piece of his black ass. 

We all believed him.’ She laughed at the memory, Agu laughing 

along. ‘Yes, the irresistibility of the black man. Another myth about 

this place… (p. 54) 

 

Dwelling on Godwin’s intention, paper marriages or marriage for convenience is used as a survival 

mechanism to integrate into the European society. Although, it is shocking to discover later on in the 

story that Tine in “Cunny Man Die, Cunny Man Bury Am” is aware that Godwin does not love her 
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but only wants her for his residency papers. However, she chose to play along as she demands an 

elaborate wedding. Like Hilde, Tine is used by an African migrant as a tool or an “investment” (p.79), 

a step towards a goal, a “means to an end” (p.78). For the migrant men, ‘A man’s gotta do what a 

man’s gotta do’ (p.76) in order to survive in their host country, is their justification for such 

duplications of actions. The original intentions of these Nigerian migrants who have come to Belgium 

is simply for economic reasons but on getting to their host country, they are unable to secure better 

jobs or even fit into the economic system. This results to these migrants engaging the survival method 

of contract marriages in order to integrate themselves into their host countries.   

 

Culture Shock 

Culture shock is deduced from the relationship between Oge and Gunter in ‘Finding Faith’. Unigwe 

explores through the character of Oge the crisis that comes with interracial marriage as a result of 

cultural differences. In this story, the reader is allowed access into the main character’s reminisces and 

observes how the death of her son affects her and her marriage a great deal. The death of their five-

year-old son and the cultural diversity in grieving puts a huge demand on her emotions. She becomes 

helpless and watches as her relationship with her husband gradually falls apart. The way in which Oge 

is repulsed by the cold and detached aspect of Belgian funeral rites is revealed thus: 

Oge could not bear it any more: these people, friends and family who 

had gathered to mourn with them, eating and talking with terrible 

normalcy. And Gunter! Gunter, who ought to hurt as much as she 

did, was at that moment bringing a sandwich to his mouth in the 

same relaxed way he did at the breakfast table. (p. 24) 

As Unigwe herself explains in a 2013 interview, “In Nigeria, when somebody dies, there has to be an 

outward show of grief; you can’t simply sniff silently into your handkerchief” (p 55). The perceived 

nonchalance at Belgian funerals is therefore too much to bear for the Nigerian-born woman, who 

starts to feel alienated from people she shares a kinship with, yet they have different cultural practices. 

Oge expects more emotional consideration from her husband and Belgian family rather than the 

conviviality during her child’s funeral ceremony. This is in contrast to Gunter who believes grief 

should be inwardly contained and not an outward display of sadness. These opposing views cause 

discord among the couple and also made Oge’s loss more difficult to bear as she recounts below:  

No amount of pills would take her pain away. And as for throwing 

herself into work, she did not know if she would ever be ready to 

walk back into CM. She had no desire to sit behind a desk sorting out 

claims. She could not stand the thought of seeing her colleagues, not 

even Sofie with whom she was friendly, and who had left her many 

messages asking if she could do anything, if she could help with 

anything. Oge did not call her back because what was the point? She 

avoided her friends. She did not want to hear the platitudes. What did 

any of them know about losing a child? On the day of Jordi’s funeral, 

a woman she knew from church had actually told her, I know how 

you feel.  No, you don’t, Oge had snapped, turning her back on the 

woman. (p. 19) 

 

Oge is horrified as she struggles with identity crisis. It was not easy losing one’s son but that he will 

not be given a worthy burial by his family, by the African standards and rites she is familiar with 

makes her emotionally drained and mentally traumatized. Olisakwe (2020) explains this situation in a 

cultural context thus: 

In her hometown, a funeral is a carnival of people hauling themselves 

into the air and crashing against the earth. Grief is melodrama, 

guttural and unrestrained. She is shocked that Gunter and his people 

could laugh and talk about their ‘perfect croissant’ and ‘lovely 

sandwiches’ and ‘chicken spread’. All she wants is for her beautiful 

boy to be sent off ‘the Nigerian way (p.1) 
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The culture disparity drains Oge such that she begins to hate “the ease with which her husband 

(Gunter) has thrown himself back into life” (p.25). She wants “to spend the rest of her life in bed” 

(p.25) and thus feels frustrated when her husband begs her to get out of the house and see a therapist. 

These disagreements eventually culminate into an intense argument, during which Oge asks her 

husband to leave. The story of Oge and Gunter reveals how fast a combination of grief, cultural 

differences, and divergent opinions can put a strain on a once-loving marital relationship. It is 

however, Unigwe’s way of projecting an aspect of identity conflict even between seemingly loving 

couples in interracial marriages. The source of conflict that nearly destroys this hitherto perfect 

relationship is the mode of burial of a child they both loved. To enable her come to terms with this 

new culture, she reconnects with her home culture by travelling home to her parents in Nigeria. They 

are the ones who gently re-orientate her into accommodating and respecting a foreign cultural practice 

especially that of her husband whose feelings too should be considered. 

 

Diversities in Modes of Therapy 

The Western approach to solving emotional trauma which recommends seeking professional help is 

deduced from Unigwe’s narratives. This is in total contrast to the African approach to the same issue. 

Oge’s parent’s display of love and understanding and advice that she goes back home to reunite with 

her husband and accept his culture is noteworthy about African cultures’ approach to marriage. The 

lines below thus affirm the African approach to solving emotional trauma: 

You and Gunter should be doing this together. You both lost a son. 

Whatever it is he’s done, forgive him. Her mother’s parting words at 

the airport. But what was there to forgive? She was no longer 

appalled by the fact that Jordi was cremated. So what if Igbo people 

do not cremate? her father had asked. Jordi was hers and Gunter’s 

alone. Her grief was hers and not that of the entire Igbo people. Do 

you still love him? She did. (p.20) 

Her taking time out to be in familiar space with her parents who show empathy yet, insists she returns 

is part of cultural integration. Through Oge, the reader understands the issues of identity crisis and the 

connection of migrants to ‘home’. Home here speaks volume as the migrant is strongly connected to 

home and it is a key factor in the development of an individual’s identity. Oge’s longing for home in 

her moment of great grief and the eventual resolution of the internal crisis shows, that in order to 

survive in their host country, African migrants will fare better when still connected to home. Back at 

home, Oge is more expressive as she openly cries and mourns her son as expected of a typical 

Nigerian. She realizes finally, with the help of her parents that she needs to reconcile with Gunter. 

In Nigeria, Oge comes to a new realization that cultural differences should not preclude the fact that 

grief is better handled when shared with loved ones. Her renewed faith in her marriage, enjoined in 

her resolve to work things out as “She thought of all the ways in which she loved him” (p.28), shows 

her willingness to resolve her period of identity crisis by re-integrating and more tolerant of the 

cultural practices of her adopted and marital society. ‘Finding Faith’ can therefore be read as an 

important alternative story to those of characters earlier discussed involved in interracial marriages.  

Ukamaka, a Nigerian graduate student at Princeton’s experience also resonates with the theme of love 

and support in ‘The Shivering,’ where African immigrants support one another as they experience 

crisis in their host country.  Ukamaka’s friendship with Chinedu plays a significant role in the 

development of the narrative and the characters’ approach to resolving their individual crisis. This 

also serves as a central aspect of the story, and it explains the source of comfort and understanding 

both characters have for each other. Despite the fact that they don't get along at first and Ukamaka is 

reluctant to talk to Chinedu, they eventually establish a strong emotional bond. A significant aspect of 

their connection is Chinedu's willingness to pay attention to Ukamaka's struggles and express 

empathy without passing judgment. As a result of her Nigerian heritage, Ukamaka experiences 

pressure to fit into stereotypical roles and expectations in romantic relationships. Conversely, Chinedu 

faces difficulties related to his immigration status and the difficulties of residing abroad. They are able 

to embrace their uniqueness and make decisions that are consistent with their personal values and 

beliefs because of their friendship. Even though Chinedu is a stranger and a Nigerian immigrant, 

Ukamaka lets him enter her residence. Through these two characters, Uniwge explores the joy 
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Africans have when they pray together for solutions to their challenges while Ukamaka observes 

Chinedu pray, shouting in the traditional Pentecostal manner of Nigeria:  

Jehova God, all the machinations of the Evil One shall not succeed, 

all the weapons fashioned against us shall not prosper, in the name of 

Jesus! Father Lord, we cover all the planes in Nigeria with the 

precious blood of Jesus; Father Lord, we cover the air with the 

precious blood of Jesus and we destroy all the agents of 

darkness….(p.143) 

 

Clash of Personal Interests 

In ‘Cleared for Takeoff’, Gbolahan is initially introduced as a single father whose main purpose in life 

is to take care of his daughter in the absence of his wife, whom he deeply resents. We are told from 

Gbolahan’s point of view that: 

In Turnhout, I loved Bola for the two of us. I spoiled her like no child 

should be spoiled. I gave in and ordered her pizza as often as she 

wanted it. . . . She was a happy kid (p.94).  

 

On the other hand, Ego is depicted as a courageous and ambitious person, who leaves her family 

behind to pursue her dreams in London since husband can no longer play football and has to work in a 

factory in order to cater for his family. This happens after he sustains a major injury. Ego refuses to 

allow her husband’s inability to secure a better job offer after the accident affects her dreams. One of 

her main character traits is her refusal to see family duties as inherently more important than her own 

pursuit of happiness.  She realizes that life in Belgium would always put her in disadvantaged 

employment and decides to move to London against her husband’s wish. Ego’s decision to leave 

Turnhout alienates her from her husband and her daughter. On his part, Gbolahan notices the change 

in Ego after she returns from the interview in London. He recounts that: “When she came back after 

the interviews, I could see we were already losing her” (p.92). He is shocked when his only daughter 

Bola tells him something that makes him come to a realization. She says: 

When I grow up, I’m going to be a teacher, Papa,’ Bola told me as I 

walked her to school. ‘But first, I have to be white, right? (p.89) 

 

This revelation indicates that Bola already suffers identity crisis as she thinks that before she can be 

what she wants to be, she must first be white. As he ponders over his daughters words, he realizes that 

indeed there are no great black role models in town their daughter could look up to, as everyone who 

does respectable jobs is white. At that moment, he realizes that his life is not something his child can 

emulate. Determined to correct this negative impression, he resolves to give the custody of his 

daughter to Ego, concluding that the mother would be a better role model. For the love of his 

daughter, he is willing to let go of his pride. This shows that Gbolahan is redeemable as he gives up 

his pride for the African family value. 

When going through ‘Cleared for Takeoff’ for the first time, the reader may be inclined to sympathize 

with Gbolahan. Indeed, there is something gut-wrenching about seeing this man and his daughter feel 

“out of place” (p.93) when they visit Ego, like “puzzle pieces which no longer fit” (p.93). Feelings of 

abandonment and resentment permeate many episodes in the short story, and one could infer from this 

initial impression that, because of her selfishness, Ego is the one to blame for her husband and her 

child’s unhappiness.  

In contrast to Ego is Prosperous in ‘Becoming Prosperous’. The story details her reminiscing over her 

“heady expectation of their early days” (p. 23) in marriage and also her loss of identity in the 

European landscape.  Prosperous represents a woman who once enjoyed a close to perfect life full of 

independence but now trapped in an unhappy marriage full of abuse and quarrels. Like Gbolahan and 

Ego, Agu and prosperous’ marriage is also dwindling. Although the men are frequently the reason 

why Chika Unigwe’s female characters have made their way to Belgium, yet, they change all of a 

sudden. Many of the women at first appear to have submissive roles, having to suppress their 

intelligence and qualifications in order to support the men in their lives, but frequently they rise to up 
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to fate in ways that bring the stories to life. Like Ego who has moved on with her dreams, Prosperous 

resolves to leave her husband behind in his limited thinking to pursue her dreams. 

 

Communication Barrier 
Relocating to a foreign land, especially one in which English is not the official language is bound to 

create more problems for African migrants from English-speaking countries. Unigwe’s characters 

leave Nigeria and settle in Belgium, only to contend with a language barrier which cuts them short 

and limits their seamless integration into their adopted societies. As a result of their inability to speak 

the new language, they face sundry problems or challenges that compound their identities and 

personal as well as corporate well-being. Apart from being unable to communicate effectively, they 

face unemployment- and all these factors greatly hamper their sense of self. 

Overall, Unigwe’s selected short narratives explore the profound effects of identity crisis and cultural 

integration on the lives of its characters, giving readers insight into the complexities and struggles 

faced by Nigerians living both in Nigeria and abroad. Both authors are therefore deliberate about their 

choice of characters in exploring different issues that follow migration, exploring the lives of several 

characters, primarily Nigerian men, as well as their women who have migrated to America and 

Belgium respectively, for various reasons. It is noticed that both authors put into consideration the 

treatment of women in their short narratives and like Unigwe (2019) describes it: 

I like to think of Better Never than Late as a feminist text. At first, it 

seemed as though the women were powerless and were willing to 

obey without questioning their husbands, but as the story unfolds, we 

see them becoming feisty, powerful and free. Like when Prosperous 

yells, “Fuck off!” to Agu and his friends. Like when Tine talked to 

Prosperous about Godwin. Like when Ego decided to take charge of 

her life and use her “brain”, leaving her family in Belgium (p.129) 

 

Initially, the women in the selected collections seem to be powerless and at the mercy of the males in 

their lives yet, they made lemonades out of the lemon thrown at them. The male characters also show 

that they are redeemable. Like Agu who makes up his mind to make things right with his wife and 

like Gbolahan who gives up his individuality for the sake of his family value. 

In ‘Everyone Deserves Grace’ the reader is made aware of Agu’s side of the story after Prosperous’ 

version in ‘Becoming Prosperous’. The story provides a balance to Prosperous and Agu’s relationship. 

Admittedly, Agu is already portrayed as having more one personality tendencies in ‘Becoming 

Prosperous’, thanks to traits such as his humorous personality, his complex past, and the fact that he is 

a “broken man” (p.43). However, it is mainly in “Everyone Deserves Grace” that the collection 

establishes him as a truly complex and conflicted round character. Like ‘Becoming Prosperous’, this 

short story can be seen as an internal journey, this time narrated through Agu’s perspective. Like 

Prosperous’ reflection, Agu’s narration between Nigeria and Belgium, between past and present. Agu 

is led to reflect on how he has changed since leaving his home country and how this has affected his 

relationship with Prosperous. At the beginning of the short story, his tone is pessimistic. He feels 

deeply sorry for hurting Prosperous and admits that his “uncontrolled temper” (p.52) is a problem, yet 

he still refuses to reconsider burdening his wife with all of the housework as revealed below: 

If she worked nights like he did, standing on his feet, . . . pushing 

pallets of bread, she would know that expecting him to help, that 

asking him to help was unreasonable. Besides, she had the other 

women. (p.55) 

 

In this short story, Agu is besieged by some sort of internal conflicts. On one hand, he is aware that 

there is a “gap” (p.49) between him and his wife; on the other, he refuses to acknowledge that he 

could bridge this gap by listening to Prosperous’s concerns. However, like some other stories in Better 

Never than Late, ‘Everyone Deserves Grace’ ends with the main character deciding to change for 

good. Indeed, at the end of a stream-of-consciousness passage, Agu is able to pinpoint the main 

reason why his marriage has been falling apart as he admits: 
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It was pride. The same pride that made him want to keep up the 

lifestyle he had in Jos even though Prosperous had to bear the brunt 

of it. The very same pride that made him . . . raise a hand against 

Prosperous, pour hot water on her for shaming him. For telling him 

to ‘fuck off’ in front of the other men. He was that stick figure on the 

floor, felled by his arrogance. But would he get grace from 

Prosperous? If he could not forgive himself, would she be able to? 

He hoped so, oh he so desperately hoped so. He let himself in, ready 

to become a new man, deserving of grace (p. 57) 

 

‘Everyone Deserves Grace’ ends on a hopeful note as it is unclear whether Agu concretely changes 

after his realization, but the fact remains that, even if for a short moment, he is shown to be more than 

a violent man, as he appears to be willing to redeem himself. For this reason, the fate of Agu and 

Prosperous’s marriage is not completely sealed. 

 

CONCLUSION 

This research has examined the issues of identity crisis and cultural integration in contemporary 

migration fiction. It explored how migration literature reflects the struggles and challenges faced by 

individuals who have to negotiate their identities in a new cultural environment. Through the analysis 

of various selected narratives from the collection of Unigwe, it was discovered that migrants often 

experience an identity crisis as they sail across between their home culture and the culture of their 

destination. This crisis stems from the clash of values, customs, and beliefs between these two worlds. 

It was also observed that this struggle for identity is not only limited to migrants themselves but also 

affects their children and subsequent generations, as they grapple with multiple cultural influences. 
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