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A Home Is Where the Heart Is? 

 

A sink full of dirty dishes, a week's worth of clean clothes scattered across a 

neatly vacuumed carpet, a bedroom where the walls can no longer be seen because 

they have been covered with too many memories: as a physical space, most people 

tend to consciously and unconsciously reflect aspects of themselves within the place 

that they live. On the surface, the concept of the "home" as merely a place of residence 

is lacking the character that people create within it over time. A home is a concrete 

representation of the individual and social identity of the ones living within. However, 

when someone moves somewhere new, does that shift in place manifest itself within the 

identity of the mover? Can the movers carry their sense of self with them wherever they 

go? Buchi Emecheta's character Adah from the novel Second-Class Citizen is faced with 

this very problem. The relationship between the identity that Adah defines while in 

Nigeria, the choices and sacrifices she must make to attempt to preserve this identity 

while in Britain, and the mirroring between her living conditions and her disposition 

shows that the "home" is profoundly influential upon Adah's sense of identity. 

Adah claims "that our characters are usually formed early in life" (11). While this 

does not necessarily mean that Adah will never change, she develops values in Nigeria 

that direct her for the rest of her life. Adah began to associate place with her sense of 

self worth when she was very young. She "came to regard her being born in a 
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God-forsaken place like Lagos as a misfortune" both because "her parents said that 

Lagos was a bad place," and because "she had been taught at an early age that people 

of lbuza were friendly" (7). She feels discouraged by her place of origin. The fact that 

Adah was born in a place that was considered worse than the place that her parents 

were born causes Adah to continuously search for a better place to live. She develops a 

constant sense of unhappiness that follows her wherever she goes. Adah wants to live 

in a place that people value like her parents valued lbuza, and in turn, by living in a 

better place, she believes that she would feel content with her self-worth based upon 

where her home is. In this way, it is Adah's "home" that defines her. 

Initially this desire drives her to find a way to relocate to Britain. In her eyes, 

"going to the United Kingdom must surely be like paying God a visit. The United 

Kingdom, then, must be like heaven" (8). A place in heaven would make her feel like she 

had made the ultimate accomplishment in her life. Yet, she carries her sense of 

dissatisfaction with her to Britain. Her reaction to the apartment in London is extremely 

negative. Although the housing was less than able to support her family, she is unable to 

accept it as it is. Part of the problem lies with the attitude of the British people that 

automatically define Adah as a second-class citizen. Yet, the other part of the problem 

lies in Adah's resistance towards these ideals that most of the other immigrants around 

her had been forced to accept. 

Despite Adah's resistance to the adoption of British values, change was 

inevitable. The difference between what Adah desires from a home, and what she 

eventually attains is the most telling aspect of this. Adah did not want "just any home 

where there would be trouble today and fights tomorrow, but a good, quiet atmosphere” 
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(23). The reality was that, "Adah could not find a home like that," not in Nigeria, not in 

London, and perhaps she might never find it (23). Throughout the novel, the sense of 

space where Adah is living directly relates to her attitude. While in Nigeria, she had a 

home with more space, with servants, both carry a sense of openness by physically 

having more room as well as giving her more time to pursue her opportunities. Both 

apartments in London are the direct opposite. They convey a sense of confinement from 

trying to fit too many people in it at once that is very similar to Adah's claustrophobic 

mindset. She feels trapped by a husband who cannot support her or give her what she 

feels she needs, and by the way her neighbors reject her. 

Adah's choice to raise her children within her own home is central to the conflict 

between her sense of identity as a Nigerian woman and that of her place as an 

immigrant. Adah was unique in her community. Parents without children, or who had 

made the sacrifice of sending them off to foster care resented Adah’s staunch resolution 

to keep her children with her. This choice also severely limits Adah's ability to find places 

to live, including the ideal home that she is constantly searching for. Yet it was the birth 

of her child, and her choice to breastfeed that was one of the first major changes in her 

life. Adah had been brought up to glorify the Western ideal of bottle feeding when 

bringing up children in Nigeria. Her decision to adopt a more natural approach is 

significant, because it is a rejection of her previously held sense of maternal identity as a 

result of her resistance to British ideals that she had begun once she made the move. In 

this way, it was her stay in Britain that changed a fundamental aspect of herself that is 

more Nigerian in origin than she would have even realized before. 
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This choice is representative of the shift in Adah's sense of identity throughout 

the course of  Second Class Citizen. Adah moves from a person who defines herself by a 

sense of "place" in the world, both physically and mentally. Yet it is the situations she is 

forced to endure, as well as the sacrifices that she makes, that ultimately lead her to 

define her sense of self-worth through her children. She states this best in her final 

spoken words in the novel, "The children are mine, and that is enough. I shall never let 

them down as long as I am alive" (174). 


