
James and Adokwe: Identity and Belonging in Selvon’s The Lonely Londoners 
 

IUO-JELS, vol. 2, no. 1, pp. 76-82 (2025)      https://jels.iuokada.edu.ng/current-issue  

76 
 

 
https://jels@iuokada.edu.ng     Vol. 2, no. 1, pp. 76-82 (2025) 

 

Exploring the Theme of Identity and Belonging in Samuel Selvon’s The Lonely Londoners 

 
1Azan Baba JAMES, 2Grace ADOKWE 

 
1,2Department of English, Nasarawa State University, Keffi 

 

Corresponding author’s email: azanjames6@gmail.com  Telephone: +234(0)8160924892 

 

Abstract 

This study explores the themes of identity and belonging in Samuel Selvon's The Lonely Londoners 

through a postcolonial theoretical lens. The research examines how Caribbean migrants navigate 

their identities in London during the 1950s, investigating tensions between cultural heritage and 

assimilation, and the impact of migration on their sense of belonging. Employing a qualitative 

methodology, the study conducts a close reading of the novel focusing on Moses and other key 

characters. The study concludes that the search for identity and belonging is complex and fraught 

with danger, shaped by the power dynamics of racial marginalization and cultural erasure. The 

findings reveal that the migrants' identities are marked by tension and flux, that migration leads to 

dislocation, and that the search for belonging is a deeply human experience.  
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Introduction 

Samuel Selvon's seminal novel, The Lonely Londoners, published in 1956, is a masterpiece of 

Caribbean literature that continues to captivate readers with its poignant and powerful portrayal of 

the migrant experience. Set in the vibrant and cosmopolitan city of London, the novel tells the 

story of a group of Caribbean migrants, primarily from Trinidad and Tobago, who have come to 

the Mother Country in search of a better life. As Selvon so eloquently describes, these migrants 

are drawn to London like moths to a flame, driven by the promise of economic opportunity and 

the allure of the city's bright lights. “The city was a place of wonder, a place of magic, a place of 

dreams. It was a place where anything could happen, where the impossible became possible, where 

the boundaries of reality were stretched to the limit” (12). 

However, as the novel so powerfully reveals, the reality of life in London is far from the 

romanticized ideal that these migrants had imagined. Instead, they are confronted with the harsh 

realities of racism, poverty, and isolation, which threaten to erode their sense of identity and 

belonging. Through the eyes of the protagonist, Moses, and his friends, Selvon masterfully 
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captures the complexities and nuances of the migrant experience, revealing the tensions between 

cultural heritage and the desire for assimilation, the struggles of navigating a new and unfamiliar 

society, and the resilience and resourcefulness required to survive in a hostile environment. As 

Selvon notes, the migrants are caught between two worlds, struggling to reconcile their Caribbean 

past with their London present: “They were a people without a country, without a home, without 

a sense of belonging. They were a people in limbo, caught between two worlds, unable to return 

to the past, unable to embrace the present” (50). 

This sense of dislocation and disorientation is a recurring theme throughout the novel, as 

the migrants struggle to find their footing in a society that is often hostile and unforgiving. Through 

its vivid and unflinching portrayal of the migrant experience, The Lonely Londoners provides a 

powerful and poignant exploration of the complexities of identity and belonging in the context of 

migration and diaspora. As such, it remains a seminal work of Caribbean literature, offering 

insights into the experiences of migrant communities that continue to resonate with readers today. 

The exploration of the theme of identity and belonging in The Lonely Londoners is of paramount 

importance, as it provides a nuanced understanding of the complexities of the migrant experience. 

By examining the ways in which the characters navigate their identities and sense of belonging, 

we gain insight into the tensions between cultural heritage and the desire for assimilation.   

Exploring this theme promotes a deeper understanding of the ways in which migration and 

diaspora can shape and reshape identities. Furthermore, the exploration of identity and belonging 

in The Lonely Londoners is important because it highlights the complexities of cultural identity 

and the ways in which it is shaped by differing contexts. As Stuart Hall notes, “cultural identity is 

not a fixed or essential category, but rather a complex and multifaceted concept that is shaped by 

a variety of historical, social, and cultural factors” (222). 

By examining the ways in which cultural identity is shaped and reshaped in the novel, we 

can gain a deeper understanding of the complexities of identity and belonging in the context of 

migration and diaspora. The performance of identity is also marked by tension and conflict, as 

individuals struggle to maintain a consistent identity in the face of changing circumstances. As 

Frantz Fanon notes; “The performance of identity is a complex and multifaceted process, involving 

the negotiation of multiple identities and the struggle to maintain a consistent sense of self” (100). 

The novel highlights the ways in which the performance of identity is shaped by power 

dynamics. The characters' identities are influenced by the dominant British culture, which seeks 

to assimilate them into its norms. 
 

Theoretical Framework  

Identity Theory 

The theory adopted for this paper is Identity Theory, which provides a nuanced framework for 

understanding the complexities of identity formation, negotiation, and performance. According to 

Peter Burke and Jan Stets, "Identities are meanings that persons have for themselves as occupants 

of roles in a particular social structure" (34). This definition highlights the intricate relationship 

between individual identity and social context, where individuals derive meaning from their roles 

and relationships within society. The social structure, in turn, influences the formation and 

expression of identity, shaping the ways in which individuals perceive themselves and their place 

in the world. As Stryker and Serpe note, "Identities are formed through the interplay of social 

structure, culture, and individual agency" (288). This interplay underscores the dynamic nature of 
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identity, where individuals navigate multiple roles and relationships, and where social context and 

individual agency intersect to shape the self. 

The performance of identity is a crucial aspect of identity formation and maintenance. 

Individuals present themselves to others and negotiate their identities in social interactions, often 

strategically presenting themselves to achieve specific goals or outcomes. According to Timothy 

J. Owens, "Identity performance involves the strategic presentation of oneself to others, often to 

achieve specific goals or outcomes" (423). This strategic presentation highlights the agency and 

intentionality involved in identity performance, where individuals actively manage their identities 

to navigate social situations and achieve desired outcomes. Identity performance is also shaped by 

social norms and expectations, where individuals may feel pressure to conform to certain identity 

norms or risk social exclusion. Mark Hutton notes, "Individuals negotiate their identities through 

a process of self-reflection, social comparison, and identity management" (112). This negotiation 

underscores the complexities of identity in social contexts, where individuals must balance their 

own identity needs with the demands and expectations of others. 

Recent studies have expanded the scope of Identity Theory, exploring its applications in 

various contexts, including social media and intersectionality. For example, research on social 

media has shown how online platforms can shape and influence identity formation and 

performance (Kaplan and Haenlein 61). Social media provides individuals with new opportunities 

for self-expression and identity exploration, but also presents challenges for identity management 

and authenticity. Intersectionality, another key area of research, highlights the complex and 

multifaceted nature of identity, where individuals navigate multiple identity categories and 

experiences. As Patricia Hill Collins remarks, "Intersectionality provides a framework for 

understanding the complex and multifaceted nature of identity, where individuals experience 

multiple forms of oppression and privilege" (123). This framework underscores the need for 

nuanced and contextual understandings of identity, where individuals are seen as complex and 

multifaceted beings with multiple identity needs and experiences. 

The Caribbean Diaspora and the Search for Identity 

The Caribbean diaspora, a term used to describe the dispersal of Caribbean people across the globe, 

is a complex and multifaceted phenomenon that, according to Hall earlier cited, has been “shaped 

by a variety of historical, social, and cultural factors.” The Caribbean diaspora is a result of the 

transatlantic slave trade, colonization, and migration, which have led to the dispersal of Caribbean 

people to various parts of the world, including Britain. 

The historical context of migration to Britain is rooted in the colonial era, when Caribbean 

people were forcibly taken to Britain as slaves. After the abolition of slavery in 1833, many 

Caribbean people migrated to Britain as indentured servants or laborers. During World War I and 

II, many Caribbean people migrated to Britain to work in various industries, including 

manufacturing, transportation, and health care. Hall posits that the Caribbean diaspora is a product 

of the complex and multifaceted history of colonization and migration, resulting in a unique 

cultural identity shaped by African, European, and indigenous influences (225). 

The Caribbean diaspora in Britain is characterized by a sense of displacement and 

dislocation, as many Caribbean people have been forced to leave their homes and families behind 

in search of better economic opportunities. The search for identity is a central theme in the 

Caribbean diaspora, as many Caribbean people struggle to reconcile their Caribbean heritage with 

their British upbringing. Homi K. Bhabha comments, “The search for identity is a complex and 

multifaceted process that involves negotiating multiple cultural identities” (50). 
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The Caribbean diaspora in Britain is characterized by a rich and diverse cultural heritage, 

which is moulded by African, European, and indigenous influences. Paul Gilroy states, “The 

Caribbean diaspora is a unique cultural phenomenon that is shaped by the complex and 

multifaceted history of colonization and migration” (100). 

The Politics of Belonging and the Search for Home 

The Theme of Identity and Belonging 

The theme of identity and belonging has been explored in various disciplines, including sociology, 

psychology, and cultural studies. At its core, identity refers to the way individuals perceive and 

define themselves, while belonging refers to the sense of connection and affiliation individuals 

feel with others. According to Avtar Brah,  

 

The question of belonging is always a question of where one is situated, in relation to place, 

time, culture, and idiom. It is about the relationship between the individual and the 

collective, between the self and the other. Belonging is a complex and multifaceted concept 

that cannot be reduced to a single definition or narrative. It is a concept that is deeply 

embedded in the social and cultural fabric of our lives, and it is shaped by a multitude of 

factors, including history, culture, language, and power. (192-193) 

The relationship between identity and belonging is intricate, with each influencing the other 

in complex ways. In The Lonely Londoners, Sam Selvon explores the intricate relationship through 

the experiences of Caribbean migrants in post-war London. A striking quote in the text highlights 

this complex dynamic: 

 

Colour, is you that causing all this, you know. Why the hell you can’t be blue, or red or 

green, if you can’t be white? You know is you that cause a lot of misery in the world. Is 

not me, you know, is you! I ain’t do anything to infuriate the people and them, is you! Look 

at you, you so black and innocent, and this time so you causing misery all over the world. 

(77) 

 

This illustrates how racism can lead to a destabilization of identity, as the character Galahad 

grapples with the implications of his skin color in a predominantly white society. By blaming his 

skin color for the problems he faces, Galahad's lament underscores the tension between his sense 

of self and the societal expectations that marginalize him.  

In recent years, the theme of identity and belonging has become increasingly important in 

the context of globalization and migration. This theme is also closely tied to issues of power and 

marginalization. Identity and belonging are crucial in the context of globalization and migration, 

as seen in The Lonely Londoners. Moses, a seasoned migrant, grapples with defining his identity 

and sense of belonging in London. He reflects, "When he sit down on the couch and think about 

the place and people, he find it hard to define what he want to be" (136). This quote highlights 

Moses's internal conflict between absorbing British culture and preserving his Caribbean identity. 

The migrant’s search for self is a complication of past, present, and desired future. The 

Caribbean diaspora in Britain is characterized by feelings of displacement and dislocation, as many 
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Caribbean people struggle to reconcile their Caribbean heritage with their British environment. 

The novel is a thought-provoking exploration of the politics of belonging and the quest for home. 

The characters in the novel, particularly Moses, Henry, and Galahad, are perpetually negotiating 

their relationships with British society, each searching for a sense of belonging in a foreign land. 

As Selvon notes, the search for belonging is a fundamental human need: 

They were a people who had been uprooted from their ancestral homes, and transplanted 

to a new and unfamiliar society. They were a people who were searching for a sense of 

belonging, for a place to call home. (150) 

The characters' search for belonging is marked by tension and conflict as they navigate the 

complexities of British society. The character of Moses is a prime example of this. Moses has 

learned to some extent how to maneuver his way through British society, but he still finds himself 

seeking “a place to call home.” The novel highlights the ways his search is adversely affected by 

power dynamics which include racial marginalization, economic inequality, and cultural erasure. 

The dominant British culture seeks to assimilate the subordinate Caribbean culture, erasing its 

differences and incorporating it into its own norms. As Paul Gilroy notes: 

The dominant culture seeks to assimilate the subordinate culture, to erase its differences 

and incorporate it into its own norms. This process of assimilation is often marked by 

tension and conflict, as individuals struggle to maintain their cultural identities in the face 

of dominant cultural norms. (100) 

The characters' searches are shaped by their experiences of migration, their interactions with 

British society, and their struggles to maintain their cultural identities. In the novel, the search for 

belonging is also marked by a sense of longing and nostalgia for the homeland. As Selvon records: 

“They were a people who were torn between two worlds, between the world they had left behind 

and the world they had entered.”  

The novel persistently underscores the importance of belonging and acceptance. The 

characters' battle to be an integral part of the society, negotiating multiple identities and struggling 

to maintain a consistent sense of self. Selvon explores with poignancy the tensions between their 

desire for belonging and their need to maintain their cultural heritage. The characters, as Caribbean 

migrants in London, must cope with house struggles, employment struggles, experiences of 

racism, and exclusion. But the desire for belonging is a fundamental human need, and the 

characters in the novel are no exception. Often, this desire is often at odds with the need to maintain 

cultural heritage. The characters must hold on to their Caribbean traditions and customs even as 

they adapt to British society. Moses exemplifies this tension. 

Moses's struggles are evident in his reflections on his life in London. As Selvon writes, 

"When he sit down on the couch and think about the place and people, he find it hard to define 

what he want to be" (136). This ambivalence reflects the broader experience of Caribbean migrants 

in London, who juggle dual or multiple identities and loyalties. Moses's story serves as a powerful 

exploration of the migrant experience, caught between cultural heritage and the desire for 

belonging. His struggles remain deeply relatable. 

The novel highlights the ways in which racism and exclusion are institutionalized in British 

society. The characters face discrimination in employment, housing, and education. For instance, 

when Moses tries to find accommodation, he faces bias and rejection, highlighting the difficulties 
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faced by Caribbean immigrants in securing housing, and making it difficult for them to establish 

a sense of home. As Paul Gilroy notes; “Racism is not just a personal prejudice, but a structural 

feature of society. It is embedded in the institutions and practices of society, and is used to justify 

and perpetuate inequality” (101). To worsen the matter, the characters' experiences of racism and 

exclusion become internalized, leading to feelings of self-doubt and insecurity. As Frantz Fanon 

claims; “The experience of racism is not just an external reality, but also an internalized one. It is 

a lived experience that shapes one's sense of self and identity” (100).  

Conclusion 

Samuel Selvon's novel, The Lonely Londoners, is a powerful exploration of the complexities of 

identity, belonging, and cultural heritage. Through the experiences of the Caribbean migrants in 

London, the novel highlights the tensions between the desire for belonging and the need to 

maintain cultural heritage. The characters' struggles to establish a sense of home in a foreign land 

are shaped by their experiences of racism and exclusion, which are institutionalized in British 

society. The novel portrays the search for home as a complex and multifaceted issue, linked to the 

concept of identity. The characters' experiences of racism and exclusion lead them to question their 

sense of identity and belonging. The novel highlights the ways in which the search for home is 

shaped by the complex and multifaceted nature of identity. The novel suggests that the search for 

home is a ongoing and dynamic process, shaped by the complex interplay of historical, social, and 

cultural factors.  

Samuel Selvon's seminal novel, The Lonely Londoners, offers a profound exploration of 

the intricate dynamics of identity and belonging, shedding light on the experiences of Caribbean 

migrants in post-war Britain. As a seminal work of Caribbean literature, the novel provides a 

nuanced and multifaceted portrayal of the diasporic experience, inviting readers to reconsider the 

complexities of identity, belonging, and cultural heritage. One of the most significant implications 

of the novel's exploration of identity and belonging is its challenge to traditional notions of national 

identity and cultural homogeneity. The characters' experiences of displacement, migration, and 

cultural dislocation underscore the fluidity and multiplicity of identity, highlighting the ways in 

which individuals negotiate multiple cultural, social, and historical contexts. This nuanced 

portrayal of identity has significant implications for our understanding of the Caribbean diaspora, 

emphasizing the need to move beyond simplistic or essentialized conceptions of national identity. 

Furthermore, the novel's exploration of belonging highlights the complex and often fraught 

relationships between migrant communities and their host societies. The characters' struggles to 

establish a sense of home and belonging in a foreign land underscore the ways in which migrant 

communities are often caught between competing desires for cultural preservation and 

assimilation. This tension has significant implications for our understanding of the experiences of 

migrant communities, emphasizing the need for a more nuanced and empathetic approach to issues 

of integration and cultural diversity. In addition, the novel's exploration of identity and belonging 

highlights the need for a more nuanced and contextualized understanding of the experiences of 

migrant communities.  

 

Contributions to the Existing Body of Knowledge 

The Lonely Londoners has made significant contributions to our understanding of the Caribbean 

diaspora, identity, belonging, and cultural heritage. This groundbreaking work has not only shed 

light on the experiences of Caribbean migrants in post-war Britain but has also expanded the 

boundaries of knowledge in several key areas. By centering the experiences of Caribbean migrants, 
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Selvon's work humanizes and complicates the dominant discourse, revealing the complexities and 

nuances of migrant life. This challenge has had a lasting impact on the field of migration studies, 

encouraging scholars to adopt more nuanced and empathetic approaches. 

The Lonely Londoners has also made significant contributions to theories of identity and 

belonging. Selvon's exploration of the tensions between cultural preservation and assimilation has 

shed light on the complex and multifaceted nature of identity. This work has influenced scholars 

such as Stuart Hall and Paul Gilroy, who have built upon Selvon's ideas to develop more nuanced 

theories of identity and belonging. 

The novel has also had a profound impact on Caribbean literary studies. As one of the first 

novels to explore the experiences of Caribbean migrants in Britain, The Lonely Londoners has 

paved the way for future generations of Caribbean writers. The novel's exploration of themes such 

as identity, belonging, and cultural heritage has also influenced the development of Caribbean 

literary studies, encouraging scholars to adopt more nuanced and contextualized approaches. 

Finally, The Lonely Londoners continues to inform contemporary debates surrounding 

migration, identity, and belonging. The novel's exploration of the complexities and nuances of 

migrant life has shed light on the ongoing struggles faced by migrant communities. As such, the 

novel remains a powerful tool for scholars, policymakers, and activists seeking to understand and 

address the challenges faced by migrant communities. The Lonely Londoners has made significant 

contributions to our understanding of the Caribbean diaspora, identity, belonging, and cultural 

heritage. This groundbreaking work has challenged dominant narratives, advanced theories of 

identity and belonging, enriched Caribbean literary studies, and informed contemporary debates. 

As such, the novel remains a powerful and enduring work of literature that continues to shape our 

understanding of the complex and multifaceted nature of human experience.  
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