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This paper examines the tropes of brain drain and brain gain as they are 
elaborated, contested, and formally transformed in a cluster of signal West African 
novels published in the first decade and a half of the twenty-first century: Aminatta 
Forna’s The Memory of Love, Teju Cole’s Open City, Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s 
Americanah, and Taiye Selasi’s Ghana Must Go. Reading these texts through the 
overlapping frameworks of postcolonial theory, diaspora studies, affect theory, and 
the political economy of world literature, the paper argues that the migrant 
intellectual as figure is not a transparent vehicle for either nationalist lamentation or 
cosmopolitan celebration but rather what Homi Bhabha calls a “borderline 
existence,” a mode of being whose constitutive doubleness generates both critical 
insight and affective depletion. Drawing on Stuart Hall’s theorization of diaspora as 
production rather than origin, on Achille Mbembe’s concept of Afropolitanism, and 
on recent materialist scholarship by Sarah Brouillette and Madhu Krishnan, the 
paper contends that these novelists construct diasporic subjectivity as 
simultaneously epistemically productive and structurally constrained. The paper 
further interrogates the gendered and classed articulations of intellectual migration, 
demonstrating that the brain drain narrative, when refracted through feminist and 
materialist lenses, exposes structures of accumulation and dispossession 
operating beneath the liberal rhetoric of cosmopolitan freedom. The paper 
concludes by proposing that the formal restlessness of this fiction, its syntactic 
hybridity, its management of trauma and historical memory, and its self-reflexive 
positioning within global literary markets, constitutes a distinctive aesthetic 
argument about the cognitive and ethical costs of diasporic return and departure 
alike. 
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literature, third space, affect theory, trauma, world literature 
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Introduction 
 

 Situating Brain Drain in the Postcolonial Imaginary 
The concept of ‘brain drain,’ first deployed in the 
early 1960s by the Royal Society to describe the 
outward movement of British scientific talent 
toward American universities and research 
institutions, underwent a decisive semantic 
migration of its own when it was transplanted into 
the discourse of postcolonial African development. 
In that new context, the term shed whatever 
neutral, technocratic register it may have 
possessed and acquired the density of a political 
accusation, a moral indictment of those trained 
professionals, physicians, engineers, lawyers, and 
academics, who chose or were compelled to seek 
careers in the global North, leaving behind nations 
whose independent governments urgently required 
precisely the intellectual resources that the colonial 
order had produced in such calculated scarcity. By 
the final decade of the twentieth century, the idiom 
had migrated further still, from the registers of 
development economics and policy debate into the 
domain of cultural critique, where it encountered 
ongoing and unresolved arguments about 
globalization, cosmopolitanism, the African 
intellectual’s relationship to the continent, and the 
ethics of mobility in a world whose labour markets 
are organized by steep and historically produced 
asymmetries of power. It is in this expanded and 
politically charged discursive field that the most 
compelling West African fiction of the past two 
decades situates itself, producing a body of literary 
work whose engagement with the brain drain 
paradigm is simultaneously its most urgent 
thematic preoccupation and one of the most 
searching challenges it poses to that paradigm’s 
explanatory adequacy. 
 

The novels that form the corpus of this inquiry, 
Aminatta Forna’s The Memory of Love (2010), 
Teju Cole’s Open City (2011), Chimamanda Ngozi 
Adichie’s Americanah (2013), and Taiye Selasi’s 
Ghana Must Go (2013), represent a remarkable 
convergence of literary production that critics and 
scholars have increasingly recognized as 
constituting a new formation within the longer 
tradition of West African writing in English. Forna, 
born in Scotland of Sierra Leonean parentage and 
raised across multiple countries, brings to this 
constellation a biographical and thematic 
preoccupation with the consequences of 
postcolonial state violence and the specific 
condition of the intellectual who returns to a West 
African nation fractured by war.  
 
 

 
 

Cole, Adichie, and Selasi, all of Nigerian heritage 
and all educated partly or wholly in metropolitan 
institutions, engage the phenomenology of 
migration from the perspective of those who have 
made a life in the diaspora and must negotiate the 
claims that origin continues to exert upon them. 
Together, these texts share a preoccupation with 
the affective textures of departure and arrival, the 
psychic costs of cultural translation, and the 
complicated calculus of what is lost and what is 
gained in the passage between a West African 
origin and a metropolitan location. Yet what 
distinguishes them from an earlier generation of 
African writing about migration, one thinks here of 
Buchi Emecheta, of Ama Ata Aidoo’s Our Sister 
Killjoy, and of numerous texts organized by the 
narrative of initiation into Western modernity, is the 
degree to which these more recent novels refuse 
both the consoling teleology of integration and the 
compensatory teleology of triumphant return. They 
occupy, rather, a permanently unsettled middle 
ground that is not merely a thematic position but a 
formal condition, registered in the syntax of their 
sentences, the management of their narrative 
voices, and their self-conscious negotiations with 
the institution of world literature within which they 
are inevitably and uncomfortably positioned. 
 

The theoretical architecture that this paper deploys 
to read these texts is deliberately pluralist, drawing 
on several overlapping and occasionally 
incompatible critical traditions in order to honor the 
complexity of the literary objects themselves. 
Stuart Hall’s foundational papers on diaspora and 
cultural identity, particularly “Cultural Identity and 
Diaspora” (1990), remain indispensable for their 
insistence that diasporic identity is constituted not 
as an essence to be recovered but as a 
positioning to be negotiated, a claim whose 
consequences for the analysis of migratory fiction 
are still being worked out in the scholarship. Homi 
Bhabha’s theorization of colonial mimicry, the third 
space of enunciation, and what he calls “the 
borderline work of culture” in The Location of 
Culture provides a set of conceptual instruments 
for analyzing how the migrant subject 
simultaneously occupies and destabilizes the 
symbolic economies of both host and origin 
cultures, a double movement that the novels under 
discussion enact with extraordinary formal 
precision. Achille Mbembe’s concept of 
Afropolitanism, as it is developed in his 2007 paper 
and refined in his later work, including Out of the 
Dark Night (2021), reframes African 
cosmopolitanism as an affirmative ontological 
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condition rather than a symptom of deracination or 
betrayal, a reframing that the fiction both draws on 
and, in its more searching moments, subjects to 
rigorous interrogation. Against these broadly 
culturalist frameworks, the paper also mobilizes 
the materialist critique advanced in recent years by 
Sarah Brouillette in her work on the political 
economy of postcolonial authorship and by Madhu 
Krishnan in Contingent Canons (2021), both of 
whom situate the West African diasporic novel 
within circuits of cultural production and reception 
whose structure reproduces, at the level of 
aesthetic exchange, many of the asymmetries that 
characterize the international division of labour 
more broadly. 
 

Afropolitanism and Its Discontents: The 
Aesthetics of Cosmopolitan Mobility 
 

The concept of Afropolitanism, which the 
Ghanaian-British writer Taiye Selasi introduced to 
wider circulation in her 2005 paper “Bye-Bye 
Babar,” published in the London-based The LIP 
Magazine, has generated a critical controversy 
disproportionate to the brevity and informality of 
the text in which it was first articulated. Selasi’s 
paper proposed a new typology of African identity 
centered not on territorial origin or ethnic affiliation 
but on a specifically cosmopolitan biography: a life 
shaped by multiple national locations, international 
educational credentials, and a complex web of 
cultural affiliations that does not reduce to any 
single inherited identity. The Afropolitan, in Selasi’s 
formulation, is a figure who has learned to be at 
home in multiplicity, whose subjectivity is 
constituted by layering rather than rooting, and 
who represents, by implication, a positive 
resolution to the problem of brain drain: the 
departure is not a loss but a transformation, and 
the transformed subject carries Africa with her into 
the world rather than abandoning it at the airport. 
 

Achille Mbembe’s more rigorous philosophical 
elaboration of Afropolitanism in his 2007 paper 
deepens this claim by grounding it in a 
phenomenological and historical analysis of 
African subjectivity as already constituted by the 
experience of mixture, movement, and encounter 
with otherness. For Mbembe, Afropolitanism 
names “the consciousness of the interweaving of 
the here and elsewhere, the presence of the 
elsewhere in the here and vice versa,” a condition 
that is not the exclusive property of the diaspora 
but rather a general feature of African modernity, 
given the continent’s centuries-long entanglement 
with external forces and its internal diversity of 
cultures, languages, and traditions (Mbembe 28). 

This philosophical reframing of Afropolitanism as 
ontological condition rather than lifestyle 
preference gives the concept considerably more 
critical purchase than Selasi’s original formulation, 
yet it also raises questions that the fiction under 
discussion is better positioned than the paper to 
address: questions about the unequal distribution 
of the capacity for cosmopolitan self-fashioning, 
about the material conditions that enable or 
foreclose the pleasures of cultural multiplicity, and 
about the affective underside of a subjectivity that 
is perpetually in transit. 
 

Selasi’s own novel Ghana Must Go (2013) 
engages the promises and pathologies of 
Afropolitan identity with a candor and an analytical 
precision that the paper form could not have 
accommodated. The novel’s protagonist, Kweku 
Sai, is in many respects the Afropolitan ideal made 
flesh: a Ghanaian surgeon of extraordinary talent 
who has built a distinguished career in American 
medicine, married an equally accomplished 
Nigerian-American woman, and raised four 
children whose biographies traverse three 
continents. Yet the novel opens, with deliberate 
and disarming abruptness, with Kweku’s death. He 
dies alone in the garden of a house in Accra to 
which he has returned after a professional 
catastrophe in Boston, and this structural decision, 
to begin at the end, to introduce the Afropolitan 
success story through the aperture of its most 
intimate failure, is itself a critical argument about 
the underside of cosmopolitan achievement. As 
the narrative circles back to reconstruct the 
trajectory of Kweku’s life, what emerges is not the 
triumphalist narrative of immigrant self-making but 
an anatomy of the costs that such self-making 
exacts: costs paid in the currency of damaged 
intimacy, deferred grief, and a condition the novel 
repeatedly figures as a radical opacity to oneself. 
The text tells us that Kweku “had become, in the 
language of the journals, excellent. But the 
excellence was a kind of glass wall, through which 
he could see everything and be seen, and through 
which nothing could pass” (Selasi 34). The 
metaphor of glass, transparent yet impassable, is 
Selasi’s most economical figure for the paradox of 
the Afropolitan professional: maximally visible in 
the public sphere of credentials and achievements, 
yet sealed off from the affective exchanges that 
constitute a living self. 
 

The critique of Afropolitanism mounted within this 
fiction is not simply a matter of thematic 
qualification; it operates at the structural level as 
well. Selasi’s narrative technique in Ghana Must 
Go is characterized by a syntactic fragmentation 
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that mimics the psychological condition of her 
characters: sentences break off, temporal 
sequence is scrambled, and the narrative voice 
shifts between close third-person focalization and 
a kind of lyric distance that refuses the reader the 
comfort of stable identification. This formal 
restlessness is not ornamental but diagnostic, 
enacting in the very texture of the prose the 
“scatteredness” that the novel’s characters 
repeatedly experience as the defining affective 
condition of the diasporic life. The brain gain of 
professional achievement, the novel suggests, is 
inseparable from a brain drain of another kind: an 
internal depletion, a loss of the capacity for self-
coherence that no accumulation of credentials or 
accomplishments can compensate. 
 

The critical debate around Afropolitanism has also 
been substantially shaped by Achille Mbembe’s 
more recent formulations in Critique of Black 
Reason (2017) and Out of the Dark Night (2021), 
where the concept is situated within a broader 
analysis of African subjectivity’s historical 
constitution through the combined violences of 
slavery, colonialism, and postcolonial governance. 
In this expanded framework, Afropolitanism retains 
its affirmative valence but loses its innocence: the 
capacity for cosmopolitan self-fashioning is shown 
to emerge from, and to bear the traces of, a history 
of forced movement, cultural destruction, and 
epistemological violence that cannot simply be 
transcended through the cultivation of stylish 
multiplicity. Forna’s The Memory of Love inhabits 
precisely this more sombre register: the novel’s 
West Africa is not the site of cosmopolitan self-
invention but a landscape of historical rupture 
whose consequences the returning intellectual 
cannot aestheticize or escape, and it is this quality 
that makes Forna’s contribution to the present 
corpus so theoretically indispensable. 
 

The Third Space and the Archive of Return: 
Homecoming as Epistemological Crisis 
 

If the opening movement of the new West African 
diasporic novel is the departure, the more 
philosophically demanding movement, and the one 
that most decisively separates this fiction from its 
predecessors, is the return, or, more precisely, the 
discovery that return as an act of restoration, as a 
homecoming in the full nostalgic sense, is 
structurally impossible for the diasporic subject. 
Bhabha’s concept of the third space of enunciation 
is valuable here not as a stable location but as a 
figure for the condition of constitutive betweenness 
that the returning intellectual inhabits: having 
entered the metropolitan archive, having been 

interpellated by its categories, its hierarchies, and 
its ways of knowing, the diasporic subject can no 
longer access the origin culture as an unmediated 
given but only through the distorting and 
transforming lens of that archive. Return, under 
these conditions, is always already a translation, 
and the returning intellectual finds that both the 
home she left and the self she was when she left it 
have been transformed by the very passage 
whose reversal she imagines as restoration. 
Aminatta Forna’s The Memory of Love submits this 
insight to its most historically rigorous examination 
of the four novels under discussion, situating the 
impossibility of return not only within the 
phenomenology of individual diasporic experience 
but within the larger history of a nation that has 
lived through civil war, whose social fabric has 
been torn by political violence, and whose very 
capacity for collective memory has been 
systematically destroyed. 
 

Set in Freetown, Sierra Leone, in the aftermath of 
the country’s devastating civil conflict, The Memory 
of Love centers on three interlocking narratives: 
Elias Cole, an elderly academic who dictates his 
memoirs to a young Sierra Leonean psychiatrist 
named Kai Mansaray; Adrian Locke, a British 
psychologist who has come to Freetown to 
practice and research trauma; and Kai himself, 
whose biography embodies the paradox of the 
brain that was drained and has returned. Kai 
trained abroad, as so many West African 
professionals of his generation were compelled to 
do by the destruction of domestic educational and 
medical institutions, and his return to Sierra Leone 
is not the triumphant homecoming of nationalist 
fantasy but a condition of painful and unresolved 
obligation, a choice made against the advice of 
colleagues who remained in the diaspora and 
whose material lives are demonstrably more 
comfortable than his own. The novel frames Kai’s 
decision to return not as the resolution of the 
diasporic condition but as its intensification: he is 
present in Freetown but perpetually alienated from 
it, unable to process its traumas through the 
Western therapeutic frameworks he was trained to 
deploy and yet unable to abandon those 
frameworks for a different kind of knowing that the 
novel gestures toward but refuses to 
sentimentalize. 
 

The figure of Adrian Locke serves, in this structural 
economy, as the metropolitan foil whose presence 
throws into relief the specific character of Kai’s 
diasporic return. Adrian arrives in Freetown with 
the credentials and the therapeutic protocols of a 
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well-intentioned Western practitioner, and the 
novel traces with considerable analytical precision 
the degree to which his good intentions are 
organized by a set of epistemological 
assumptions, about trauma, about memory, about 
the relationship between narrative and healing, 
that are both genuinely useful and fundamentally 
inadequate to the specific historical conditions of 
postwar Sierra Leone. Forna is not interested in a 
simple critique of Western neo-colonialism; her 
novel is too formally complex and too attentive to 
individual psychology for that. What she explores 
instead is the subtler failure of a knowledge 
system that arrives already formed, that cannot be 
taught by the material it encounters, and that 
therefore reproduces, at the level of therapeutic 
practice, the epistemological asymmetry that 
characterizes the brain drain phenomenon itself: 
value, in the form of professional knowledge and 
intellectual capital, flows outward from Africa to the 
metropolitan world during the decades of conflict, 
and returns, when it returns at all, in a form that 
has been shaped by metropolitan institutions and 
is only imperfectly suited to the conditions it was 
supposedly developed to address. As Forna puts it 
through Kai’s bitter internal reflection: “The 
patients here had no language for what had been 
done to them, or rather they had many languages, 
and none of them were the ones Adrian had 
brought in his bag of tricks from across the water” 
(Forna 187). 
 

Adichie stages a different but structurally 
analogous epistemological crisis in the final 
section of Americanah, as Ifemelu returns to Lagos 
after thirteen years in the United States. The city 
she encounters is not the Lagos she carried in 
memory but a transformed metropolis, a city 
whose new middle class has developed its own 
idioms, its own technologies of aspiration, and its 
own codes of social distinction, codes that are both 
recognizable to the returnee and subtly alien to 
her. The disorientation Ifemelu experiences is 
registered not merely at the thematic level but 
through the novel’s management of her perceptual 
apparatus: the prose through which Lagos is 
rendered in the novel’s final section has a quality 
of slightly estranged attention, an observational 
precision that is itself the mark of a consciousness 
that cannot see without the comparative frame of 
another cultural experience. Ifemelu thinks about 
this condition at one telling moment, noting: 
 

She had come home and found a city she did not 
recognize, not because it had changed beyond 
recognition but because she had changed and 
could no longer read it from inside. She was 

watching Lagos the way she had learned to watch 
America, with the detached curiosity of someone 
taking notes, and she was not sure whether to be 
relieved or disturbed that this habit of watching had 
followed her home. (Adichie 477) 
The phrase “detached curiosity of someone taking 
notes” positions the returnee as a kind of 
ethnographer of her own culture, deploying the 
observational apparatus she acquired in the 
diaspora upon the very origin that apparatus was 
supposed to leave behind. This is a precise 
illustration of what Paul Gilroy, in The Black 
Atlantic (1993), calls the “double consciousness” of 
the diasporic subject, the condition of 
simultaneously inhabiting and observing one’s own 
cultural location, though in Adichie’s rendering the 
consciousness is not simply double but recursive: 
Ifemelu observes herself observing, registering the 
strangeness of her own interpretive habits. When 
Forna’s Kai experiences a cognate moment of 
recursive self-estrangement, watching himself 
apply a Western therapeutic framework to a 
patient whose suffering exceeds that framework’s 
categories, the effect is not ironic detachment but 
something closer to anguish: the brain gain of his 
metropolitan training has equipped him with 
instruments that illuminate his own inadequacy. 
The juxtaposition between Adichie’s urbanely self-
aware Lagos returnee and Forna’s tormented 
Freetown surgeon illuminates the class and 
national-historical differential within the West 
African diasporic experience, that is, the capacity 
to aestheticize one’s own double consciousness is 
itself a privilege produced by a particular 
configuration of postcolonial history, and Forna’s 
novel insists that the configuration can take fewer 
accommodating forms. 
 

Teju Cole’s Open City radicalizes the problematic 
of return by declining, at the structural level, to 
organize itself around the narrative of departure 
and return at all. Julius, Cole’s Nigerian-German 
protagonist, wanders the streets of New York and 
subsequently Brussels in a mode that borrows 
from but importantly transforms the European 
tradition of the literary flâneur. What distinguishes 
Julius’s ambulatory practice from its Baudelairean 
predecessors is its constitutive placelessness: he 
does not observe the city from the position of a 
secure cultural insider but from a location of 
permanent exteriority, a condition he neither 
mourns nor celebrates but inhabits with a watchful 
philosophical equanimity that the novel itself both 
enacts and interrogates. As Madhu Krishnan 
argues in Contingent Canons, the intertextual 
density of Cole’s prose is also a political strategy: 
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by claiming the European literary archive as his 
own, Cole performs “a refusal of the 
epistemological cordon that positions African 
writers as specialists in local experience and 
disqualifies them from the universalist claims of the 
Western humanist tradition” (Krishnan 203). Yet 
Cole’s novel is too morally rigorous to allow 
Julius’s cosmopolitan archive to remain 
uncontested. When Farouq observes that “not all 
of us have the luxury of belonging nowhere” (Cole 
243), the statement functions as a structural 
rebuke to the aestheticization of deterritorialization 
that Julius’s narrative voice sometimes risks, and it 
resonates backward across the corpus toward 
Forna’s Kai, whose belonging to Freetown is 
precisely the kind of costly, historically specific, 
non-optional attachment that Julius’s wandering 
philosophy has no category for. 
 

Trauma, Gender, and the Gendered Migrant: 
Feminist and Psychoanalytic Intersections 
 

The feminist critique of brain drain discourse has, 
as Eleonore Kofman demonstrated in her 
landmark 2012 paper on gendered migrations of 
the highly skilled, operated against a systematic 
masculine bias in the foundational models of 
skilled migration, which tended to construct the 
prototypical migrant intellectual as a male 
professional whose movement was driven by 
individual ambition and whose cultural and social 
reproduction was invisibly provided by a feminized 
domestic sphere that the models did not theorize. 
The novels under discussion here engage this 
gendered economy of migration with varying 
degrees of explicitness, and together they 
constitute a corpus that substantially revises the 
dominant narrative of the West African brain drain 
by insisting on the specific forms of labour, both 
intellectual and affective, that women must perform 
in order to enter and sustain a position in the 
metropolitan professional world, and by 
illuminating the differential costs that migration 
exacts across lines of gender as well as class. 
Adichie’s Americanah is the most sustained and 
analytically ambitious engagement with these 
questions, but Forna’s The Memory of Love 
approaches them from a different and equally 
necessary angle, situating the gendered costs of 
the brain drain within a history of political violence 
that has reorganized the entire structure of 
gendered relations in postwar Sierra Leone. 
 

Adichie’s Ifemelu arrives in the United States as an 
undocumented student whose first years in the 
country are characterized not by the smooth 
accumulation of professional credentials but by a 

series of material and psychic confrontations with 
the interlocking structures of race, gender, and 
immigration status that organize American social 
life. The most harrowing of these confrontations, 
the episode in which a financially desperate 
Ifemelu submits to a sexual transaction with a 
tennis coach, is rendered not in the sensationalist 
register that a less scrupulous novelist might have 
deployed but in a tone of flat, affectless precision 
that is itself an indictment: the prose refuses to 
perform the emotional response that the situation 
might seem to demand, enacting thereby the 
psychological numbing that characterizes the 
migrant’s experience of extreme vulnerability. The 
episode functions structurally as a counter-
narrative to the brain gain story: before any 
intellectual capital can be accumulated, the female 
migrant’s body must be negotiated through an 
economy of sexual exploitation that the liberal 
discourse of cosmopolitan freedom systematically 
refuses to acknowledge. 
 

The novel’s extended meditation on Black 
women’s hair, which has attracted considerable 
scholarly attention from critics including Obioma 
Nnaemeka and Stephanie Newell, operates at the 
intersection of the racial and the gendered to 
illuminate the embodied dimensions of cultural 
translation. Ifemelu’s decision to relax her hair 
upon her arrival in the United States, her 
subsequent return to natural hair, and the blog 
post in which she analyzes the political economy 
of Black women’s hair choices constitute, within 
the diegesis, both a personal narrative of self-
recovery and a piece of public intellectual work 
that establishes her voice in the American cultural 
sphere. As Newell argues in Histories of Dirt 
(2020), the performance of a certain kind of 
feminized respectability has always been a 
condition of African women’s access to public 
intellectual space, and Adichie’s novel extends this 
analysis to the diasporic setting with considerable 
critical force (Newell 178). The brain gain of the 
diasporic intellectual woman is shown, through this 
extended analysis, to involve not only the 
acquisition of credentials and cultural 
competencies but the management of the body 
itself as a site of racial and gender inscription. 
 

Forna’s treatment of gender in The Memory of 
Love operates at a different register, one 
organized less by the politics of representation in 
metropolitan public culture than by the psychic and 
social aftermath of wartime sexual violence. The 
women in Forna’s Freetown carry histories of 
violation whose traces are legible in their bodies 
and their silences in ways that the Western 
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therapeutic model, with its emphasis on narrative, 
verbalization, and the working-through of trauma, 
is structurally ill-equipped to address. The novel is 
acutely attentive to the epistemological 
presumption embedded in Adrian’s therapeutic 
practice: his training has given him a framework for 
understanding trauma that is, whatever its clinical 
utility, also a form of cultural imperialism, an 
insistence that the particular Western post-
Freudian model of psychic healing is universally 
applicable to subjects whose relationship to 
speech, silence, memory, and forgetting has been 
shaped by entirely different historical and cultural 
conditions. In this sense, the brain drain that 
exported West African medical students to 
metropolitan institutions has returned, in Adrian’s 
well-intentioned presence, a form of knowledge 
that does violence not through malice but through 
the very confidence of its own universalism. As 
Naminata Diabate has argued in her analysis of 
African women’s bodies as sites of political 
inscription, the postcolonial body carries a history 
that exceeds the diagnostic categories available to 
any single disciplinary tradition, and Forna’s novel 
enacts this excess through the formal resistance it 
offers to interpretive closure (Diabate 112). 
 

Paul Tiyambe Zeleza’s recent work in Africa’s 
Diaspora (2021) provides the theoretical 
scaffolding for a comparative reading of the 
gendered costs of migration across the present 
corpus. Zeleza argues that the homogenizing 
tendency of brain drain discourse, its construction 
of the skilled migrant as a single representative 
type, systematically occludes the enormous 
heterogeneity of African migration, which 
encompasses a spectrum from the globally 
credentialed professional to the subject compelled 
to remain in a postwar society and manage its 
consequences without adequate institutional 
support. The new West African novel, at its most 
searching, holds this entire spectrum in view, 
refusing the metonymic reduction of the migratory 
experience to any single figure and insisting 
instead on a relational analysis that illuminates the 
structural conditions within which individual 
migrations are possible or impossible, successful 
or catastrophic, enriching or devastating. 
 

The Aesthetics of Dislocation: Form, Memory, 
and the Diasporic Text 
 

To argue, as the preceding sections have done, 
that these novels engage the brain drain/gain 
dialectic at the level of theme and characterization 
is to tell only half the critical story. The more 
exacting claim, and the one that requires the 

closest attention to literary form in its most specific 
sense, is that this fiction negotiates the diasporic 
condition at the level of its narrative architecture, 
its syntactic procedures, its management of 
memory and temporality, and its strategic 
positioning within and against the tradition of the 
English-language novel. The diasporic 
imagination, in these texts, is not merely a subject 
represented within the fiction but a formal principle 
organizing the fiction’s construction, and the critical 
analysis that confines itself to theme without 
proceeding to form risks precisely the kind of 
reductive reading that the novels themselves work 
to disallow. Forna’s The Memory of Love makes 
this point with particular insistence, for it is a novel 
in which the relationship between form and content 
is unusually explicit: the question of how memory 
works, what it can recover, what it necessarily 
distorts, and at what cost its narratives are 
constructed, is both the novel’s central thematic 
concern and the structural principle that organizes 
its tripartite narrative. 
 

The formal architecture of The Memory of Love is 
built around three overlapping and temporally 
discontinuous narrative strands whose 
convergence is both structurally satisfying and 
epistemologically troubling: the reader who 
reaches the end of the novel has been given a 
complete story, yet the completeness is revealed 
as the product of a selective and self-interested 
construction of memory rather than an access to 
historical truth. Elias Cole’s memoir, the most 
formally elaborated of the three strands, is a 
masterclass in the unreliable narration of self-
exculpation: Cole reconstructs his past in a 
manner that positions him as a figure of tragic 
passivity rather than active complicity in the 
political persecution of his colleagues and friends 
during Sierra Leone’s period of authoritarian 
governance. The reader gradually understands 
that Cole’s brain, so to speak, has drained itself of 
the memories that would implicate him, retaining 
only those that confirm his preferred self-image. 
This structural irony illuminates something that 
purely thematic analyses of brain drain cannot 
reach: the degree to which the intellectual’s self-
narration is itself a form of capital management, a 
curating of the archive of the self in ways that 
maximize its social and psychological yield. 
 

Open City offers a formally distinct but thematically 
analogous staging of this claim. The novel’s prose, 
a first-person retrospective narration of exceptional 
syntactic control, tonal steadiness, and cultural 
encyclopedism, is itself a formal argument about 
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what the diasporic intellectual does with the plural 
archives she inherits. Julius’s narrative 
characteristically proceeds by juxtaposition rather 
than causation: observations about the topography 
of a New York neighbourhood give way, without 
explicit transition, to reflections on the history of 
African American music, which give way in turn to 
a passage of clinical description from Julius’s 
psychiatric practice, which opens onto a meditation 
on Romantic landscape painting. This technique of 
associative accumulation is not mere display of 
erudition but a formal enactment of what Bhabha 
describes as “the borderline work of culture,” the 
ongoing labour of negotiating between 
incommensurable cultural codes without resolving 
their tensions into a synthetic whole (Bhabha 218). 
The question of this affective discipline becomes 
most pressing in the novel’s most controversial 
moment: the scene in which Julius’s former 
girlfriend Moji accuses him of having raped her 
years earlier in Lagos. The accusation arrives late 
in the novel, is presented without authorial 
adjudication, and is followed by Julius’s non-
response, a continuation of his walks, his 
meditations, his cultural observations, as if nothing 
has been said. Read alongside Forna’s more 
explicit treatment of memory as self-serving 
construction in The Memory of Love, Julius’s non-
response acquires a sharper critical charge: the 
cosmopolitan intellectual’s cultivated equanimity is 
shown to be, among its other properties, a 
mechanism for the management of inconvenient 
memory, and the brain’s gain in cultural range and 
philosophical suppleness is purchased, in part, at 
the cost of its capacity for moral accountability. 
 

Adichie’s management of narrative form in 
Americanah is less ostentatiously experimental but 
no less deliberate. The novel’s double narrative, 
which alternates between Ifemelu’s retrospective 
account of her years in America and a present-
tense thread set in Lagos as she prepares to leave 
for Nigeria, creates a structural parallel that insists 
that the diasporic experience is never singular but 
always relational, always constituted in reference 
to another trajectory, another set of choices, 
another experience of the same historical forces. 
As Stephanie Newell has argued, the polyphonic 
structure of the novel, its refusal to grant final 
narrative authority to any single perspective, is 
formally inseparable from its feminist politics: the 
distributed narrative mode is itself a challenge to 
the monological authority of the single 
representative migrant subject (Newell 202). This 
formal observation applies with equal force to the 
distributed narrative of The Memory of Love, 

whose tripartite structure refuses the consolation 
of a single authoritative account of Sierra Leone’s 
recent history and insists instead that the truth of 
that history is available only in the gaps and 
contradictions between competing testimonies. 
 

The language question in these novels demands 
separate and sustained attention, because the 
politics of linguistic choice in African writing in 
English is never merely a stylistic matter but 
always already an ideological one, haunted by the 
ghost of Ngugī wa Thiong’o’s decisive intervention 
in Decolonising the Mind (1986), in which he 
argued that the adoption of European languages 
by African writers constitutes a form of cultural 
self-alienation that no amount of formal innovation 
can fully redeem. The writers under discussion 
here are all working within, and inevitably against, 
this critical tradition, and each has developed 
distinctive strategies for making English carry the 
weight of an African sensory and social world that 
the language was not designed to accommodate. 
Adichie’s incorporation of Igbo lexical items, Lagos 
Pidgin phrases, and the specific rhythms of 
educated Nigerian spoken English into a prose 
that is simultaneously legible to and published by 
major metropolitan houses, performs what one 
might call a creolization of the literary instrument: 
the text is itself a diasporic object, inhabiting 
multiple linguistic registers without settling in any 
single one. Forna’s English is characterized by a 
different formal strategy: a spare, precisely 
cadenced prose that carries the weight of what 
cannot be said, deploying silence and elision as 
structural principles in a manner that is both 
aesthetically distinctive and politically diagnostic. 
The silences in The Memory of Love are not gaps 
in the narrative but its most eloquent passages, 
the places where the language of the brain drain, 
with its confident idiom of capital and gain and 
return on investment, encounters the absolute limit 
of its explanatory purchase. 
 

The Political Economy of Diasporic Writing: 
Literature, Market, and the Global South 
 

Any account of the new West African diasporic 
novel that restricts itself to the intrinsic analysis of 
its formal and thematic properties, however close 
and rigorous, risks a kind of critical idealism that 
these novels themselves, in their most self-aware 
moments, work to resist. The texts under 
discussion are not only aesthetic objects but also 
commodities, produced within and distributed by a 
global literary economy whose structure 
reproduces, at the level of cultural production, 
many of the asymmetries that characterize the 
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international political economy more broadly. To 
think seriously about brain drain and brain gain in 
the context of West African fiction is therefore to 
think about the material conditions that determine 
which African writers get published by major 
metropolitan houses, which texts get reviewed in 
the periodicals that set the terms of literary 
reputation, which narratives circulate globally and 
which remain confined to local or regional circuits 
of reception, and what kinds of cultural work 
African writing is expected or permitted to perform 
within the institutions of world literature. 
 

Sarah Brouillette’s contribution to this debate, 
developed across several interventions including 
her work in the edited volume World Literature and 
the Market (2022), offers one of the most 
structurally rigorous frameworks currently 
available. Building on Pierre Bourdieu’s analysis of 
the field of cultural production and extending it to 
account for the specifically postcolonial 
dimensions of African writing’s relationship to the 
global literary market, Brouillette argues that 
metropolitan publishers and prize committees 
systematically select for African writing that 
performs a specific form of cultural translation: 
texts that render African experience legible in 
categories already familiar to Western metropolitan 
readers, while packaging this familiarity as 
authentic difference. The ideal text in this economy 
is one that delivers the frisson of cultural otherness 
while remaining fully interpretable within the 
frameworks of Western liberal humanism, and the 
West African diasporic novel is structurally well 
suited to meet this demand precisely because its 
protagonists are themselves cultural translators, 
figures who have already performed the work of 
negotiating between African experience and 
metropolitan codes and who can therefore guide 
the metropolitan reader through the text without 
requiring interpretive labour that might risk 
discomfort or incomprehension. 
 

Forna’s The Memory of Love is a particularly 
instructive case within this economy, because it 
both participates in and exceeds the market logic 
that Brouillette describes. The novel won the 
Commonwealth Writers’ Prize in 2011 and was 
longlisted for the Orange Prize, recognitions that 
locate it firmly within the prestige economy of 
Anglophone literary culture, yet its formal and 
thematic demands sit uneasily with the market 
preference for smoothly navigable cultural 
translation. The novel’s tripartite structure, its 
refusal of narrative closure, its insistence on the 
irreducibility of traumatic experience to therapeutic 
resolution, and above all its embedding of the 

individual diasporic story within the collective 
history of Sierra Leonean political violence, all 
constitute a form of resistance to the kind of 
Afropolitan self-fashioning that the market most 
readily accommodates. Adrian Locke, the British 
psychologist who serves as one of the novel’s 
focalizers, functions in this respect as a figure for 
the metropolitan reader: his well-meaning but 
ultimately inadequate encounter with Sierra 
Leonean reality is a formal enactment of the 
reading experience that the novel designs for its 
own international audience, an experience 
organized not by the pleasures of cultural tourism 
but by the discomforts of epistemological 
confrontation. 
 

Adichie’s Americanah engages this structural 
condition with a degree of reflexive awareness that 
makes the novel one of the most searching 
metacritical texts in the contemporary African 
literary canon. The novel’s sustained attention to 
the cultural politics of the American creative writing 
workshop, the literary reading, the diversity 
industry, and the publishing world is not incidental 
local color but a systematic examination of the 
institutional apparatus through which diasporic 
cultural production is evaluated, validated, and 
circulated. And the novel’s devastating portraits of 
well-meaning white Americans who consume 
African difference with an appetite that is 
simultaneously generous and appropriative, whose 
interest in Ifemelu is always in part an interest in 
what she represents rather than in who she is, 
constitute a precise analysis of the market forces 
that shape the reception of diasporic writing 
without the author ever having to step outside the 
conventions of realist fiction to make the point 
explicit. 
 

Madhu Krishnan’s Contingent Canons (2021) 
extends this analysis by demonstrating that the 
category of African literature is not a neutral 
descriptive classification but itself a product of 
specific institutional processes, including the 
decisions of publishers, prize committees, 
university curricula, and literary festivals, that 
systematically favour writers located in or 
produced by metropolitan educational institutions. 
Krishnan argues that the prestige economy of 
world literature operates through a series of 
“contingent canonizations,” moments in which 
specific African texts are elevated to global 
significance through processes that are obscured 
by the humanist rhetoric of universal literary value, 
and that these canonizations reproduce the 
structural advantages of those African writers who 
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have passed through metropolitan institutions at 
the expense of those whose work circulates in less 
globally legible forms. The brain gain of the 
diasporic writer, in this analysis, is inseparable 
from a form of institutional violence directed 
against writers who remain in Africa and whose 
work, however accomplished, lacks the 
metropolitan institutional imprimatur that global 
circulation requires. 
 

It is important, however, to resist the pull toward an 
account that would reduce these novels to mere 
symptoms of the structural conditions that produce 
and constrain them. The materialist critique 
advanced by Brouillette and Krishnan is powerful 
and necessary, but it risks, in its most reductive 
formulations, a kind of structural determinism that 
obscures the genuine critical work that literature 
can perform even, and sometimes especially, 
within the institutions of its own commodification. 
Forna’s bearing witness to the long aftermath of 
Sierra Leonean political violence, Adichie’s 
unflinching representation of race in America, 
Cole’s philosophical interrogation of the colonial 
archive’s persistence in contemporary 
cosmopolitan consciousness, Selasi’s anatomy of 
the diasporic family’s emotional economy: these 
are not simply market-friendly cultural translations 
but serious intellectual interventions whose critical 
force exceeds the institutional frames through 
which they are received. The diasporic 
imagination, in its most productive literary 
manifestations, is not merely a symptom of the 
structures it inhabits but a critical instrument for 
their analysis, and in some cases for their 
denaturalization and transformation. 
 

Conclusion: Diaspora as Critique, Literature as 
Counter-Archive 
 

The novels examined in this paper constitute, 
taken together, a sustained and extraordinarily 
nuanced critical engagement with the brain 
drain/brain gain dialectic that far exceeds the 
explanatory capacity of any single disciplinary 
framework. They are simultaneously works of 
aesthetic ambition that make formal demands 
worthy of the most rigorous literary analysis, works 
of social analysis that illuminate the structural 
conditions of intellectual migration with a precision 
that rivals the best interdisciplinary scholarship, 
and works of cultural criticism that interrogate the 
very institutional apparatus within which they are 
produced and received. Their signal achievement 
lies in their collective refusal of the reductive logics 
that organize most public and scholarly debate 
about African migration: the nationalist logic that 

reads departure as betrayal, the liberal 
cosmopolitan logic that celebrates mobility as an 
unqualified freedom, the developmentalist logic 
that reduces the migrant intellectual to a unit of 
human capital, and the market logic that 
commodifies diasporic experience as authentic 
cultural difference for metropolitan consumption. 
To these familiar reductions the present corpus 
opposes a quartet of formally distinctive and 
thematically interlocking novels whose combined 
critical reach is considerably greater than any 
single text could achieve, each illuminating a 
dimension of the diasporic condition that the 
others, by themselves, would leave in shadow. 
 

What these novels collectively articulate, through 
their formal innovations, their thematic 
preoccupations, their affective textures, and their 
self-reflexive engagements with the conditions of 
their own production, is something that might be 
called diaspora as critique: a mode of critical 
intelligence that is not simply about the diasporic 
condition but is produced by and through it. Stuart 
Hall’s foundational claim that diasporic identity is 
constituted not as an essence to be recovered but 
as a positioning to be negotiated, a claim he 
develops through an analysis of Caribbean cultural 
production that is in many respects the theoretical 
precursor to the West African diasporic novel, 
resonates throughout these texts in their shared 
refusal of organic or territorial definitions of cultural 
belonging. Forna’s contribution to this collective 
project is particularly significant because it refuses 
the consolations of Afropolitan aestheticism most 
decisively: her Sierra Leone is not a site of 
cosmopolitan self-invention but a historical wound 
whose depth the brain drain has both aggravated 
and, in the form of medical and intellectual return, 
partially addressed. The brain gain, in Forna’s 
rendering, is not a cultural enrichment but a moral 
obligation, and the intellectual who returns does 
not come home triumphant but indebted. 
 

The theoretical convergence between diaspora 
studies and affect theory, developed in recent 
years by scholars including Ann Cvetkovich and, in 
an African context, by Naminata Diabate, opens a 
further dimension of analysis that this paper has 
touched on but not fully explored: the question of 
the emotional and psychosomatic costs of 
diasporic life, the ways in which the structural 
conditions of migration are inscribed in the body 
and psyche of the migrant subject in ways that 
exceed the descriptive capacity of sociological and 
economic analysis and require the resources of 
literary form to articulate. The grief that Selasi’s 
Kweku carries in his body until it kills him, the 
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professional anguish that Forna’s Kai endures as 
he attempts to heal with borrowed instruments, the 
recursive self-estrangement that Cole’s Julius 
aestheticizes and Adichie’s Ifemelu blogs about: 
these affective registers are not incidental to the 
novels’ intellectual arguments but constitutive of 
them. The brain drain/brain gain dialectic, as these 
novels insist in their different formal idioms, is not 
only an economic transaction or a political problem 
but a lived experience whose full dimensions are 
accessible only to a form of attention, patient, 
rigorous, and formally alert, that literature at its 
best is uniquely equipped to provide. 
 

The most searching question these novels 
collectively pose is one that neither development 
economics nor Afropolitanism nor postcolonial 
theory has yet fully answered: on whose behalf 
does the diasporic intellectual exercise her critical 
imagination, and how does that exercise relate to 
the structural conditions of inequality that make 
both her departure and her eventual, impossible 
return possible? This question does not admit of a 
definitive answer, and the novels are honest 
enough not to pretend that it does. But it is, as 
they insist in various registers and with varying 
degrees of explicitness, a question that cannot be 
deferred or evaded without cost, and the cost is 
measured not only in the currency of intellectual 
consistency but in the more intimate currency of 
personal integrity and relational fidelity. To read 
these novels with the rigor and the patience they 
demand is to hold open the productive tension 
between the individual diasporic imagination and 
the collective histories from which it emerges and 
to which, however impossibly, it remains 
accountable, and to recognize in that tension not a 
problem to be solved but a condition to be 
inhabited with intelligence, honesty, and the kind 
of formal care that only literature can model. 
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