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Introduction

The Language of Home

Where do you want to be buried?”

Since my date and I were walking alongside Mount Pleasant Cemetery in midtown Toronto, the question didn’t come as a complete surprise. Its morbidity threw me off, nonetheless. I had planned this to be a romantic post-dinner summer stroll. My dream list of questions included, but was not limited to, “Do you want to move in together?” and “Where would you like to go for our honeymoon?” He and I had just braved the crowds at a nearby ice cream shop and devoured double servings of pistachio and chocolate gelato in a scene worthy of a rom-com.

“Toronto,” I replied.

Although I was born in Yemen, raised in Lebanon and Egypt, and educated in England, I had come to see Toronto (and Canada) as my homeland. I revelled in the kindness the city had shown me and the career opportunities it had afforded me. I dedicated my first book to it, for giving me what I’d been looking for: a home. In my second, I called it my “sanctuary,” a good place to be brown. My love affair with Toronto started the moment I landed at its international airport, on April 20, 1996. Like many immigrants who have left oppressive regimes or escaped civil wars, I think of that arrival date as a second birthday, a parallel timeline in which life began just as I was about to turn thirty-two. I no longer entertained thoughts of a secret “unled life” because I finally had the one I wanted.

“I want to be buried in Sana’a, next to my grandparents,” countered my date, who was born near Detroit to a Yemeni family and had spent most of his adult life in the United States. Although he was a natural-born citizen, he didn’t think that America deserved his remains because he’d never felt connected to it as a country of birth or of residence.

I remember thinking how fortunate I was to claim a dot on the world map as mine—one place for my body to play, love, work, grow old and, when the time came, be put to rest. My date’s words suggested an inner turmoil and un-belonging to which I was immune.

That exchange took place in August 2012. Barack Obama was three months away from winning his second term as president of the United States. I knew Donald Trump mostly as a C-list reality TV star who’d had cameos in Home Alone and on Sex and the City, and as the gauche multimillionaire behind the racist birther movement. Back then, very few journalists and university professors were willing to defend with a straight face the free speech rights of bigots or adopt a “both sides” approach to one race-based conflict after another—at least not publicly. American democracy had exhibited signs of weakness before, but it was yet to receive the near-fatal blow of the Trump White House. Canada, meanwhile, was in the advanced stages of a rigid conservative ideology known as Harperism, and Toronto’s then mayor, Rob Ford, had emerged as a prototype of the populist standard-bearers to come. But these signs of an approaching right-wing backlash didn’t strike me as significant then—or more likely, I chose to ignore them. Toronto was too much of a dream come true for me to see beyond my privileged place within it.

If I were asked the same question today, almost a decade later, I wouldn’t know how to respond. I suspect I wouldn’t be as definitive about Toronto as I once was. My date’s remark, which seemed irrational and troubling then, strikes me now as reasonable and in a way prescient. Our relationship has ended, but the question lingers. So much has happened to recalibrate my affinities that I’ve been forced to rethink my resting place and where I call home. There’s something broken in my sense of belonging, that “necessary mediation between an individual and society” that Adrienne Clarkson explores in her book Belonging: The Paradox of Citizenship. In belonging to ourselves and our societies, “we have the greatest possibility to live full lives,” she writes. And yet, the longer I live in this city, the further I drift away from it and the less it feels like my place in the world.

I can’t stop thinking about what it would be like to just go home—to return to the Arab world in general and Yemen in particular, and put my current life behind me.

Maybe I’m at a stage when a return to roots is natural and inevitable. Or perhaps the world that has sheltered me from the vagaries of the Middle East for three decades is becoming less hospitable and more vicious to people of darker skin tones and different religions. The idea that Western liberal democracies are declining in popularity among voters frightens me. That never bodes well for racial and religious minorities. In the past five years, I’ve experienced more incidents of racism on the streets of Toronto, at work, in interactions with friends and on mainstream and social media than I had in the previous twenty.

Every time I call my family in Yemen to check in on them, they in turn express concerns about my safety. Their local news programs feature a constant rotation of stories about attacks against Muslims in the West. “That’s in America, not here,” I lie to them. When a gunman stormed into an Islamic cultural centre in Quebec City in 2017, killing six and injuring nineteen, I all but fabricated a history of racism in English Canada and French Canada to set their minds at ease. “This sort of thing doesn’t happen in English Canada, where I live,” I said, fake news-ing my way through the rest of the call.

I knew then and I know now that I’m lying only to myself.

I draw a straight line between the insecurities and fears that animate my return thoughts and the United States during the Trump administration, where nationhood hinged on deporting and barring those people (Hispanics and Muslims, respectively) whom the president’s base continues to regard as a threat to the majority status of whites. “You will not replace us,” chanted neo-Nazis on the streets of Charlottesville, Virginia, during the infamous Unite the Right rally in 2017. With its roots in age-old antisemitism and the Great Replacement (grand remplacement) theory of French writer Renaud Camus—who believes that white Europeans are being “reverse-colonized by black and brown immigrants” in an “extinction-level” event—that phrase has become a rallying cry for the right in North America.

The Great Replacement theory provides context for the rise of far-right Western European politicians who advocate closing borders and repatriating immigrants and refugees. Unofficially, it defined Trump’s immigration policies and views on race. Although Trump himself is now firmly in history’s dustbin as a president, the “legacy” of Trumpism will take years—decades, perhaps—to undo. You can hear and see its echoes in this country in popular Conservative slogans such as “Take Back Canada” and in the outsized influence of far-right strategists on provincial politics in Ontario and Alberta.

The pandemic revealed what I had known all along: even in a place like Toronto, which projects equality and racial tolerance as its brand, people of colour are often seen as lesser than, expendable. In the first wave of the pandemic, studies suggest, 83 percent of COVID cases were among racialized people, who are more likely to be employed as essential or frontline health workers and in precarious positions with no paid sick days. I strongly believe that the response to the pandemic, on both the municipal and the provincial level, would have been different had its victims not been mostly minorities and the elderly.

For now, and in one hell of a silver lining, the expression “go back to where you come from” no longer sounds to me like a racist chant or a threat. It’s something that millions of people have done and will continue to do, by choice or as a last resort. I feel an urge to join them and to be part of an ongoing, multi-destination, multi-ethnic narrative about return to roots. Return encompasses and transcends race, geography and history.

Ultimately, it was a humanitarian crisis—described by the United Nations as the world’s largest—that crystallized the pull of homeland for me. This book wouldn’t exist had I not been preoccupied with the tragedy unfolding in Yemen, a country I couldn’t wait to leave in my twenties and now fantasize about returning to in my fifties. Since March 2015, a Saudi Arabia–led coalition has waged a war to restore Yemen’s legitimate, internationally recognized government, which was deposed by Iran-supported Houthi rebels in the fall of 2014. It’s a quagmire of foreign intervention on a level with Iraq and Afghanistan. According to a 2020 report from the United Nations, an estimated 233,000 Yemenis have died since 2015, including 131,000 from indirect causes (lack of food, health services and infrastructure). Nearly twenty-four million of a population of just under thirty million are considered people in need.

Yemen is where I was born (the port city of Aden), and where most of my siblings and extended family still live (the capital, Sana’a). Cholera, famine, water and electricity shortages, floods and more than a year of COVID-19—in addition to and exacerbated by the war—have left Yemenis reeling as the world watched, helplessly, indifferently.

I hear stories from family and friends about life in Yemen, and I wonder how any nation can cope with so many problems simultaneously. In some years, the inflation rate has surpassed 30 percent, putting food and shelter beyond the reach of millions. I watch news reports of dying and starving children on social media. The images crush my spirit, but I can’t look away. I’m outraged and sad in ways that go beyond humanitarianism or a sense of duty to help the less fortunate. Among those suffering are members of my immediate family and people with whom I share blood, a language and a faith.

The biggest connection, however, remains our shared homeland—soil, seas, streets, structures, mountains, trees, smells and sounds—even if I’ve been away from the country for decades.

A house on a hill has been fuelling my own return fantasy for several years now.

* * *

Ever since I was a child, my exiled family has talked about a dilapidated old house on the outskirts of Aden. My father built beit el gabal, or the mountain house, for his parents in the early 1950s to save his marriage. My grandparents lived with their first-born son, as was the custom then, but they tormented my mother with their nagging and their interference in how she raised her children. By sending his parents to live in the new house, my father, ever the dutiful son, could keep them nearby but away from my mother.

The two-bedroom house and the mostly arid land around it have been in my family’s possession ever since, despite a few decades of communism, when the government of what was then South Yemen confiscated private properties, all but destroying my father’s real estate business. My surviving nine siblings and I now own it jointly.

I’ve never set foot in that house, but I recall seeing it from a distance when I last visited Aden, in the spring of 1992, after four years of living in England. “Who would want to live there?” the twenty-seven-year-old me asked my uncle, who had taken me on a guided tour of my birthplace. I felt the sting of his disappointment as he lectured me on my indifference to family history and our homeland. “Millions dream of a house like this,” he chided. I wasn’t sold on his argument back then. I just wanted to go back to my student residence in leafy Nottingham.

Over the past decade, my brothers and sisters have been restoring the house and decorating it with old furniture from various households. Because of its elevation, it provides a reprieve from Aden’s punishing heat in the spring and summer. It’s not connected to the local sewage system, such as that is, but it’s the closest we come to owning a summer home. The mountain house conjures Aden—the city where I was born, where my late mother and father got married and lived for twenty-two years before we all fled the post-independence turbulence of 1967. It’s Aden, it’s always Aden, that I dream of returning to. It’s not Sana’a, where I lived as an adult for two years in the 1980s. It’s not Cairo, my home for fifteen years and my reference point for the Arab world. It’s Aden, the former British colony where my family’s story began, that keeps calling me back.

When I met up with my sister Raga’a in Cairo in 2019, while working on this book, I drove her to distraction with my non-stop questions about the mountain house. I stared at pictures on her mobile phone and mentally redecorated the space with furniture I’d bought specially for it. No more mismatched sofas and chairs. Raga’a couldn’t understand why someone who lives in Toronto—a place as materially far from her Sana’a base as Earth is from Saturn—would want to revisit such a rundown spot. Let alone live in it. “You will not be able to handle the heat in the summer,” she warned me, “or the smell of garbage that stays uncollected for days.”

I take her point but offer my own.

I have an uncontrollable desire to “return” to the house, to live in it for however long I can. The logistics, I’ll deal with later. I want to feel close to my beginnings; to my great-grandmothers, who died before I was born; to the memory of aunts and uncles, now all gone, whose faces stare at me from family photos. And closer still to my late mother, who was grateful to see her in-laws banished there from her domestic kingdom. I wonder what she would have made of her favourite son living there.

The mountain house was the place I longed to escape to when the pandemic hit in the spring of 2020 and thoughts of dying and burial places became more than passing morbidity. The unnamed heroine of Daphne du Maurier’s Rebecca dreamed of going back to Manderley; I dreamed of a mountain house in Aden.

When I was a theatre critic, I often poked fun at the return stories so beloved by Black, brown and East Asian artists in Toronto. These torn-between-two-cultures stories were popular with theatre companies, and arts councils eagerly funded them as part of a push for diversity and inclusion. I owe some of them an apology. (Many were spectacularly awful.) I get it now, even if my experience, so late in life, differs from that of the characters in these stories. Fiction repeats the pattern. In Curry: Eating, Reading, and Race, Naben Ruthnum calls the South Asian “I miss the homeland” novels “currybooks.” These narratives, he writes, “typically detail a wrenching sense of being in two worlds at once, torn between the traditions of the East and the liberating, if often unrewarding, freedoms of the West . . . Most often we’re looking at a displaced South Asian character in the U.K., North America, or Western Europe, searching for place, belonging, and an outer and inner shape to her identity.”

I keep thinking of a scene from the film Bittersweet, a 2010 Egyptian social comedy in which Masry, the lead character, returns to Cairo to reconnect with his past after more than two decades in the United States. Masry tells an old family friend that his father’s last wish was to spend his final days in the city. The friend responds with what I suspect millions of Egyptians think of when they encounter someone like Masry (or me): “These people are strange. They migrate, waste their lives abroad, and at the end of the day, they say, ‘I want to go home and be buried there.’ As if the country is a big cemetery.”

Have I become the cultural cliché that I so often dismissed, and that Egyptian filmmakers view as “strange”? I don’t know why it has taken me so long to think of my own return, and I don’t know if these thoughts represent a natural progression, a delusion—or a midlife crisis. All I know is that for the past five years or so, I’ve been thinking of return, my own and other people’s.

As I write these words in late 2020, there seems to be no end to the fighting and suffering in Yemen. Is my own homeland return just a dream, or worse, an inconvenience, given what the country is going through? Yemen and my family do not need the return of this native—now a Canadian citizen whose adopted country is selling armoured vehicles and other weapons to the Saudis with one face and donating (negligible) aid with the other. And if I do return, how do I make sense of my privileges, from money to the simple fact that I can leave the country whenever I want? I just have to wave my Canadian passport. How will I express what I feel to the people I want to share this homeland with when my Arabic has atrophied over the years? I’ve become so conscious of the effort it takes to sustain any serious conversation in Arabic that I often feel like a stranger—and a tongue-tied one at that—in my own community.

Arabic was my birthright. How did I squander it?

This decline had been happening for a number of years, but a short visit to Muscat in 2014 confirmed it, and Ameen, the taxi driver I’d hired, forced me to do something about it.

* * *

Ameen’s English was too limited for someone whose job was to ferry tourists and visiting businesspeople to landmarks or government buildings. By then, my Arabic had deteriorated to the point where simple instructions like “Take me to the night market” or “Pick me up in an hour” required feats of word-scouting. I tried to recall moments from childhood when I might have heard my parents say something similar. As my frustration rose, I asked Ameen point-blank, in English, why on earth he’d chosen to work in tourism. He didn’t respond and probably didn’t understand, but my outburst helped me realize that I was trying to blame him for something I had brought on myself.

I had flown into Muscat, capital of the Sultanate of Oman, for a break after interviewing South Asian construction workers in Dubai for about ten days, during which I barely uttered a word of Arabic. The workers I’d encountered were mostly foreign labourers who spoke other languages (Urdu, Hindi, Tagalog) and used English as a lingua franca. I’d assumed Oman would be the same. But in restaurants, street markets and even some parts of the international airport in Muscat, locals spoke poor English or none at all, forcing me to resort to my dwindling Arabic.

I could tell that what came out of my mouth must have sounded like broken Arabic to Ameen and others who often looked a lot like me. I was asked if I were an Arab Israeli or a Pakistani—the former with suspicion, the latter dismissively. I felt like a stranger, an interloper among my tribe. I dared not tell anyone I was born in Yemen, the country that shares a western border with Oman. When asked, I said I was of Egyptian “background,” since that country’s Arabic was (and still is) the dialect I understand and speak best.

My dereliction of Arabic was a conscious move and part of a journey of reinvention I embarked on in my late teens. The Quran, the holy book of the Muslim faith, is written in Arabic. As I was coming out as a gay man in the early 1980s and reading up on sexual liberation, I needed distance from both the religion and its official text, which, I felt, vilified my desires. English became more than a second language; it drew a personalized road map to freedom, dignity and sex.

I didn’t see being gay as an experience that could unfold in Arabic. The language lacked the vocabulary and the textual resources to help me find out who I was, who I chose to love or sleep with. If anything, it mobilized hate and discrimination against homosexuality, which was portrayed in literature and popular arts as a sin or a Western affliction. The only Arabic words for it while I was growing up were shaz, which meant abnormal, and looty, a reference to Abraham’s nephew Lot, of Sodom and Gomorrah.

English, on the other hand, had it all figured out. What could be lovelier than the word “gay” to describe how I felt about myself? Happiness and a joie de vivre lie at its roots. And what was more aspirational than the gay liberation movement, by then more than a decade in progress? Not even the emergence of AIDS at around the same time could dull my interest in English as a gay language. As journalists began to write about the connection between gay men and what was then a deadly disease, I gained access to more reading material about homosexuality than I ever could have dreamed of in Cairo of the early to mid-1980s. A decade later, several LGBTQ rights activists in the Middle East would point out that their work in AIDS prevention had given them an opportunity to broach issues like sexual rights and support for the queer community. The more neutral-sounding word methly, meaning “same” and used to refer to gay men in particular, grew out of this new health-focused context.

When I was about nineteen, I made it a point to stop reading or listening to Arabic, to speak it only when necessary and to upgrade English from second to first language—a process that became more immersive when I moved to England at twenty-four to study literature and eventually earn a PhD in Victorian fiction. Such was my complete adoption of English that I turned down suggestions from potential doctoral supervisors that I work on “colonial” fiction—Richard Burton’s translation of Arabian Nights or Lawrence Durrell’s Alexandria Quartet, among others—and instead pursued such authors as Charles Dickens and Wilkie Collins, who, I thought, were more “purely” English. Arabic words and settings meant contamination, a corruption of my resolve to exile myself from my native tongue and homeland.

All along, I picked up, quite naturally and through exposure to mostly native speakers, a refined English accent, which made me sound if not posh, then at least educated and middle class in a country defined by class politics and resentments. (I still don’t know what to think of the comparison a former professor once made to Eliza Doolittle’s transformation from a cockney flower girl to a refined society lady.) With each graduate seminar, dinner party or visit to a gay club, I drifted further away from the world of my mother, an illiterate shepherdess, and my father, a self-made businessman and Anglophile whose own command of English had deteriorated once he stopped using it for work. His fate would not be mine.

I rewired my brain to think, speak and write in English, burying Arabic deep in the recesses of my brain. I thought of my plans not as an artifice or a makeover, but as a means of countervailing my birth identity and establishing a real, new self. This was the me I deserved. There could be no sexual liberation if the language that oppressed me still lived within me and came out of my mouth. I took classes in German and Spanish to further suppress my native tongue. “Languages become a home,” Canadian author Jessica J. Lee writes in Two Trees Make a Forest, a memoir of her own return journey to Taiwan. My home was English.

Two more decades in Canada followed, and before I realized it, my Arabic had deteriorated to the point where talking to my own siblings about anything beyond their general welfare became a trial. Before every call, I’d brace myself for the awkwardness that inevitably followed. I tried—I always do—but my vocabulary couldn’t sustain a deep conversation about their emotional well-being, their frustrations, dreams, sorrows. I never shared any of mine.

When the war in Yemen began in 2015—forcing us to discuss such subjects as staying alive, claiming refugee status in Egypt, sheltering from airstrikes or selling family assets to survive financially—my damaged Arabic probably made things worse. Who needs a tortured phone conversation with a sibling living in Canada when there’s so much suffering in their immediate world?

I abandoned my family physically by studying in England and then immigrating to Canada, and psychologically by willing away the native tongue that once bound us. When they speak of it, my siblings view my transition into English as a combination of self-loathing and a rebellion that has outlasted my younger years. My sister Hoda reads the Quran several times a year, a ritual she has maintained for almost two decades now. Imagine her disappointment when I told her I didn’t have a copy in my Toronto apartment and probably couldn’t read it even if I did. (She said she’d pray for me.)

Linguists refer to the phenomenon of losing native tongues as first language attrition (FLA). It’s a process that happens when people are isolated from other speakers of their native language or when another language dominates. The term “mother tongue” has always implied an umbilical connection to the language you first learn at home—a fixed identity based on what you heard the most as an infant. In a world where nearly 272 million people do not live in their country of birth and mostly function in a second language, studies of FLA are testing what we know about how we acquire, use and lose what is most native to us.

This body of research offers a valuable frame of reference for those of us experiencing FLA. There’s a sense of relief in learning that our “condition” has a name—that what I’d come to regard as a personal and private shift is being studied by linguists and psychologists. But it offers little comfort to my troubled soul and does little to diminish my sense of loss. In my mind, my language dilemma has always been a drama in which I was a leading man and my siblings the supporting cast. But it feels more and more like a one-person show, a one-sided expression of longing and memory. For me, there can be no physical return without a linguistic one.

* * *

For the past four years, I’ve been working toward an understanding of what return—to a homeland, to a native tongue, to one’s roots—means, to me and to others.

The following pages represent my attempt to locate my longing for home in the context of return stories taking place around the world. My goal is to witness, record and demystify this desire. The stories are set in the present but draw on decades—centuries, even—of migration, mobility and dislocation. Every place I visited revealed a return narrative uniquely influenced by larger historical movements such as imperialism, slavery, fascism, sectarian violence and ethno-nationalism. Sometimes a return spans continents; at others it traverses a much shorter distance.

The people I talked to made me feel nostalgic, envious, relieved and conflicted about what a return can or should be. I asked questions. I looked for signs. I waited for a revelation. I wanted to know what it felt like not just to return home, but to leave behind a place that had been a safe haven for so long. I kept thinking about my own attachment to Toronto and Canada, strained as it may be at times. How much will I miss these places? Will my longing for my life in Canada undermine my homeward-bound dreams? I craved words of encouragement to guide me, even when I knew that as a gay man returning to the Arab world, I might have to confront a legacy of violence and homophobia—and even the prospect of death. There’s something deeply rational and inherently irrational about returns, and their essence lies in that friction between the two.

I wanted to know what’s it like to “go home,” or as the late cultural critic Stuart Hall put it, to experience “the endless desire to return to ‘lost origins,’ to be one again with the mother, to go back to the beginning.” That desire burned within me even when the people and places I visited suggested that a homeland return marked not the end of a journey but the start of a new and complex one.

In Jamaica, deportees face a stigma when they are sent back to their homeland from the United Kingdom or the United States, whether for visa violations or more serious crimes. To be sent home means they haven’t been financially successful in their adopted countries. At the same time, voluntary returnees from the same places who dream of retirement on the island after decades of work are often targeted, and sometimes killed, for the very wealth they’re perceived to bring with them.

A generation of Taiwanese born or raised in the United States and Canada are leaving behind their relatively sheltered family homes in suburban Montreal or Minneapolis to return to the land their parents left behind, always with the express goal of creating a better life for their offspring. Young men in particular see Taipei as a land of opportunity, a wild, wild East in a world that was still recovering from the Great Recession when it started to feel the economic rupture of the COVID-19 pandemic. This coming-home story unfolds even as mainland China continues to regard the entire island (officially known as the Republic of China) as a breakaway province that will be returned to the motherland, by force if necessary.

Businesses, politicians and government bodies in Belfast work hard to facilitate a physical and emotional connection between millions of Irish Americans and a city that not long ago was the setting of massacres and bloody confrontations over the fate of Northern Ireland. The businesspeople are arriving, but will peace depart? Brexit brought its share of troubles to Belfast homeland returns, as the possibility of a hard border between the Republic of Ireland and Northern Ireland threatened to derail more than two decades of peaceful crossings and the free flow of people and goods.

In the Basque region of Spain, the terrorist organization ETA may have given up its arms and campaigns of violence, but the centuries-long dream of an independent homeland remains both alive and elusive. Fuelled by the return of people with ancestral ties and threatened by the arrival of thousands of immigrants from North Africa and beyond (and the inevitable ethno-nationalist backlash), this dream offers overlapping insights into the return of diasporic communities and the exclusion of newer racialized ones.

In Ghana, return is part marketing scheme, part continuation of a postcolonial, pan-African vision. The successful Year of Return campaign in 2019 marked the four hundredth anniversary of the first slave ship to reach North America by encouraging global Black citizens to “return” to Africa through Ghana. Some of the Canadian and American Black men and women I spoke to returned to Ghana because they had direct ancestral ties to the country. Others saw Africa at large as their long-lost motherland, and Ghana as a gateway to a deeper exploration of their roots—a “back to Africa” dream that has been kept alive for more than two centuries through the stories of returning freed slaves and then as part of the civil rights movement of the 1960s.

In the Middle East, Palestinian refugees’ right of return to their home villages and towns clashes with what Israel now sees mostly as the homeland of the Jewish people. Official policies such as the Israeli Law of Return and the religious duty to make aliyah, or immigrate to Israel from the diaspora, are the foundations on which the country is built. Israelis and Palestinians share the same land but two competing notions of return.

The forced and voluntary returns of people and lands, the repatriation and resettlement of the young and old, the erasure and resurgence of languages—all charted different courses but often offered one startling point of departure: for some to feel at home, others have to return to theirs. Returns reveal the realities of the homelands we go back to and the countries we leave behind.

Tucked among all these stories, you’ll find fragments of mine. My story can’t live apart from them. It lives naturally next to some and in opposition to others. But it’s just one of the many return journeys taking place in the world today.





Part I





Chapter 1

The Age of Return. Maybe

In February 2020, Global Affairs Canada warned Canadians living or vacationing abroad that flight cancellations and local restrictions might leave them stranded for longer than they had initially anticipated or budgeted for. When the World Health Organization declared the coronavirus outbreak a pandemic on March 11, Canadians received a more urgent message from Global Affairs: “Find out what commercial options are still available to return to Canada. Consider returning to Canada earlier than planned if these options are becoming more limited.”

And so began the largest repatriation effort in modern Canadian history. Between March 14 and 20, about 959,000 Canadian citizens and 43,890 permanent residents returned to Canada after Prime Minister Justin Trudeau “made a public plea for their quick return,” the Toronto Star reported, citing figures provided by the Canada Border Services Agency. Of those, an estimated 449,000 crossed the Canada–US border by land and about 553,000 flew home.

Almost every employee of Global Affairs Canada turned into a travel agent with one task in mind: bring Canadians home. “Staffers who used to write ministerial briefing notes are now booking hotels, buses and flights,” a CBC report from March suggested. Global Affairs doesn’t break down travellers by category, but a look at news reports and social media posts from the period paints a picture of those who found themselves stranded. Some were stuck abroad while on vacation or visiting family. Snowbirds were spending the winter in sunny climates and holiday spots. Many had been working abroad, while others divided their time between two homelands.

The largest number of repatriated Canadians came from India, which shut down its airspace on March 22. Stories of Canadians trying to come home from South Korea, Lebanon, Somalia and the Philippines, among other places, also made headlines. Many others gave up trying to catch one of the government’s repatriation flights and decided to wait for travel restrictions to lift in host countries. In a statement in late March, a Global Affairs spokesperson acknowledged that “it will not be possible to ensure the return of all Canadians who wish to come home.” Some countries offered Canadians seats on their national carriers, while Qatar Airways and Ethiopian Airlines shuttled Canadians from different airports in South Asia and Africa, respectively.

To its credit, the Liberal government made no distinction between racialized Canadians who had returned to their home countries and their compatriots who were temporarily working or living abroad (think of the mostly white English teachers in South Korea, Taiwan or the United Arab Emirates, for example). Contrast this with the grudging effort of Stephen Harper’s Conservative government to repatriate Canadians of Lebanese origin following the conflict between Israel and Hezbollah in the summer of 2006. At an estimated cost of $85 million, the operation brought home about fifteen thousand Lebanese Canadians out of roughly fifty thousand citizens living in the country. The operation gave rise to the term “Canadians of convenience,” coined by Conservative MP Garth Turner, and even some Liberal MPs talked about the burden to taxpayers.

While many other countries called their citizens back in early 2020, perhaps the most dramatic illustration of a mass homecoming took place not across international borders but within a single country. When India announced its lockdown on March 24, thousands of daily-wage migrant workers who had left their villages to seek opportunities in the country’s booming urban economies found themselves abandoned by their employers and the country at large. The lockdown affected factories, offices, schools and domestic and international travel routes. Work dried up instantly. Trains and buses were cancelled. The World Bank estimates that at least 40 million of India’s 130 million migrant labourers experienced the worst of the pandemic’s economic impact in its first few weeks.

The vast majority of those workers began the long walk home, covering hundreds and thousands of miles—many with children and spouses in tow. Some died on the road. Others arrived at their destinations traumatized, only to discover that remote villages aren’t immune to the coronavirus. Thousands more travelled on emergency trains provided by the government. Dubbed the Shramik Specials (after the Indian word for “labourers”), these trains became contagion zones and spread the virus to different parts of the country. Despite government promises to screen passengers before boarding, few were tested. According to a report in the New York Times in late 2020, the trains “disgorged passengers into distant villages, in regions that before had few if any coronavirus cases.” India is, as I write this, home to the second-largest number of coronavirus cases after the United States.

This home-return journey became the biggest mass movement in India probably since Partition in 1947, when the former jewel in the British Crown was divided into a Hindu-majority India and a Muslim-majority Pakistan. More than one in ten of the country’s 1.3 billion people are believed to be migrant workers earning, on average, just six US dollars a day. Those who survive the virus may opt to stay away from Delhi or Mumbai, putting their own livelihoods and India’s economic recovery on the line.

The pandemic has left a mark on every aspect of modern life, but it shone a light and galvanized thinking on what homeland returns look like and what they mean in global and regional contexts.

* * *

Immigrants, no matter our origins and skin tones, share a common delusion: we think we take pieces of our homelands with us and leave parts of ourselves behind whenever we choose or are forced to resettle elsewhere. The truth is that those homelands, lodged in our memories, in our brains and in our DNA, have been loosening and tightening their grip on us at will. Homelands dictate when we leave and predict when we return. Author Elif Shafak, a Turk by birth and a Brit by citizenship, describes homelands as castles made of glass. “It is easy to forget they are there . . . and go on with your life, your little ambitions and important plans, but at the slightest contact the shards will remind you of their presence. They will cut you deep.”

History, politics, critical theory, literature and social sciences have given us multiple, even definitive, narratives and theories about why people leave their homelands. Returns, however, remain underexplored.

In an influential study of diasporas, globalization scholar Robin Cohen identifies a return movement as an essential step in establishing international communities organized around a shared national or ethnic origin. There’s no migration without return. Still, it’s the outward journey that takes precedence when researchers document global movements. Within the burgeoning field of diaspora and migration studies, return is a relatively new addition.

In Return Migration: Journey of Hope or Despair?, immigration researcher Russell King called return “the great unwritten chapter in the history of migration.” In the essay collection Homecomings: Unsettling Paths of Return, anthropologist Anders H. Stefansson writes that for the better part of the twentieth century, “returns of immigrants, refugees, and exiles were hardly noticed by scholars, or at least not seen as phenomena of much academic interest.” Terms like “understudied,” “conspicuously absent” and “little understood” regularly appeared whenever researchers broached the subject of return migration at the dawn of the twenty-first century. (For the most part, I followed the more inclusive use of “migration” and “migrant” in this literature to refer to the numerous acts of leaving, and returning to, the homeland.)

In early 2020, at a symposium in Toronto hosted by Anna Triandafyllidou, Ryerson University’s Canada Excellence Research Chair (CERC) in Migration and Integration, I asserted that returns suggest defeat, failure and exhaustion, while migrations reinforce agency, action and resilience. Perhaps this explains why the latter receives so much attention from scholars. Journalists, I explained, basing my viewpoint on personal experience, get all excited (or panicked) when refugees arrive but drop the story when host governments give the displaced incentives to return home. In 2020, for example, the European Union unveiled a voluntary return program designed to reduce the number of migrants in overcrowded Greek refugee camps. Each migrant who agreed to go back to his or her home country would receive €2,000 (or about C$3,000). I’ve always felt that these stories receive little coverage compared to ones about the dangers of living in those same camps.

I realize now, having spent more than a year reading and re-reading studies of return migration and another year reporting on the ground, that I may have assigned a simplistic designation to what Stefansson refers to as the “complex and contested” nature of returns. Perhaps I’ve put too much emphasis on individual choices and not enough on the geopolitical forces undergirding most returns. Returns span continents, civilizations, races and conflicts. Each return story belongs to the person making the homeward journey, but it’s rarely detached from its historical moment.

Returns, I’ve come to realize, are complicated because they challenge much of what we think we know about migration patterns and our entrenched notions of identity, home, hybridity, globalization and multiculturalism, among other Big Subjects. They upend and show the cracks in many popular stories that migrants and governments like to tell about themselves.

Many liberals in the Western world think of immigration as a uni-directional process. Individuals or families leave their country of birth or an intermediate setting to find a permanent home in the United States, Canada, Australia or New Zealand, to name four of the most popular destinations for global migration. The host country benefits materially from the newcomers’ labour and brain power, and reputationally as a land of opportunities and new beginnings.

The safe-harbour narrative gains additional power when the new arrivals are refugees fleeing intolerable conditions, as suggested by the non-stop shoulder-patting that Canada engaged in when it opened its doors to thousands of Syrian refugees. Total number admitted to Canada between 2015 to 2017? Just over forty thousand refugees. By comparison, Germany had taken in more than five hundred thousand by 2018. When some of these same people later decide to go back to where they came from, migration observers begin to question the benevolent role of the host country. Suddenly, the country that opened its doors is perceived as hostile, literally and emotionally cold. Whenever I’ve asked Canadians who returned to their homelands what they remembered most about their time in this country, they cited racism, followed closely by inhospitable winters.

By their very nature, returnees seek a reconnection to a past life, a former identity marked more often than not by a single language or a single cultural frame of reference. We go back to what we know, including our native tongues. This process of reclaiming a homogenous existence runs counter to multiculturalism on a societal level and hybridity on an individual level. Aren’t we supposed to be complex, hybrid creatures containing multitudes? What about the concept of multiple belongings promoted by such internationally successful authors as Elif Shafak and Zadie Smith? On paper, where it mostly lives, this concept sounds ideal. “Multiple belongings are nurtured by cultural encounters but they are not only the preserve of people who travel,” writes Shafak. “It is an attitude, a way of thinking, rather than the number of stamps on your passport. It is about thinking of yourself, and your fellow human beings, in more fluid terms than solid categories.”

I wouldn’t go as far as to suggest that returns imply a repudiation of a complex view of identity or of globalization—it’s globalization that has allowed the many people you’ll meet in this book, me included, to come and go, to cross borders and cultures—but they force us to think of movement in multi-directional ways. Some returnees find that the life they thought they would have back home is a fantasy, so they make their way back to the host country. Homeland returns remain unpredictable, in part because despite their historical contexts, they don’t have the clear road maps and narratives that outward migrations enjoy.

Above all, returns question what we think we know about homes and homelands, and the connections between the two. Indeed, some researchers assert that returns have proven thorny because of the contested nature of homelands themselves. I suggest as much in the chapters about Northern Ireland, the Basque region, Taiwan, and Israel and the Palestinian territories (the mother of all motherland battles). A return gives people licence to redraw boundaries and reclaim spaces that were once denied or lost to them. A home, a physical structure that literally stands for their presence, is an essential part of their plan to turn a homecoming fantasy into a reality. The mountain house in Aden is a physical manifestation of desires, emotions and dreams that I’ve been harbouring for years now.

As anthropologist Fran Markowitz writes in her essay Homecomings, “a home, a homeland, and a home in the homeland” remain salient cultural imperatives. Home is “security, comfort, certainty, the people who ‘have to take you in’ while understanding that the ‘have to’ is not a matter of externally imposed law but an automatic response to similitude.” It’s not so much the return that baffles some of us as the land, or the piece of property, on which it plays out. Although the idealization of a homeland feeds into some dangerously nationalist notions about sovereignty and borders—the Nazi slogan Blut und Boden, or “blood and soil,” connects racial purity with the land in essentialist ways—return helps soften the hard edges of nationalism because the people engaged in it slip in and out of state-sanctioned definitions of citizenship and residence. It brings dual consciousness to states where a single story has dominated for too long.

So yes, I was wrong in once thinking that returns suggest defeat or weakness. I certainly don’t think of my own story in such terms. In her essay, Markowitz cites migration scholar R. Radhakrishnan, who stresses that return is a “matter of political choice by people on behalf of their own authenticity.” There is nothing “regressive or atavistic about people revisiting the past with the intention of reclaiming it.” I’m convinced that my ideas of return stem from a desire to reclaim the Arabic language and my cultural fluency. Return makes it possible to regain a language and a lost sense of place.

While the desire to reconnect with one’s roots is elemental and for the most part universal—people who lack a homeland founding myth, such as the Roma and various nomadic tribes, are notable exceptions—the frequency and intensity of that desire have been aided by technological advances in the first two decades of this century. (Perhaps this explains why studies of return picked up speed around the same time.)

The internet and social media have given people around the world the means to research family trees and locate long-lost relatives. Even in Yemen, where internet access is spotty and costly, my nephews and nieces have become experts at establishing contact with people around the world who share our relatively rare last name. Sometimes they even find a blood relation going
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