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Introduction and Context

■ Although The Gambia is the smallest country on the African continent, per capita, 
it ranks among the highest contributors to clandestine migrants who make the 
treacherous journey across the Mediterranean. 

■ Images of dramatic arrivals and rescue operations on the high seas have spread 
moral panic about invasion: this research documents the stories of a cross-
section of Gambian society, in an effort to understand the deep roots of the 
backway phenomena. 

■ To migrate from West Africa to Europe and "The West”, people often have to 
depend on illegal (or otherwise referred to as irregular or clandestine) activities 
and on human smugglers, since the official (or legal) ways to reach Europe are 
limited and difficult to gain access to. Travelling the "back way" means that one 
takes ways that are not "legal" to travel. 
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■ This research asks the question: what motivates the Gambian 
youth to leave everything they know to confront the trek towards 
becoming “illegal” and how do they frame this, themselves? The 
purpose of this research was to unravel how and why aspiring migrants came to believe 
that their futures belong elsewhere, and what implications this is having personally, 
socially, and culturally in the country. 
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Gambians are now Europe’s 
second-largest diaspora as a 
share of the home-country 
population. Establishing a deeper 
understanding of the motives of 
Gambians on the move, or 
desiring to move, would therefore 
be an important addition to the 
migration literature, and a critical 
theme in contemporary Africa.  



The Gambia

■ one of the poorest countries in the world, with a Gross National Income of less than 500 
USD per capita (World Bank 2013) 

■ unemployment rates are over half the population with even higher rates among the younger 
demographic (UNDP 2016)

■ beyond agriculture, the country largely depends on tourism and remittances, the latter 
accounting for as much as 22% of the country’s GDP 

■ slow economic growth, limited employment opportunities and food insecurity has driven a 
dramatic increase in emigration (World Bank 2017)
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About the “Back Way”
There has been a long history and complex “culture” and tradition of regional migration 

in West Africa, which spans close to 20 centuries 

Intercontinental migration, however, was relatively new to the mid-latter part of the 
twentieth century, beginning with a privilege that only the minority of the population 
could embark upon. It now has become one of the most success-promising strategies in 
the country (Zanker & Altrogge 2017: 3; Kebbeh 2013) which at the same time 
embodies the very sense of hopelessness and desperation that young Gambian often 
feel.

In the 1990s through early 2000s, Gambians most often chose to reach Europe via a 
sea route to the Canary Islands (Spanish territory), switching to the land route.

After the first major wave of Gambians left the country in the 1990s, by 2010, between 
65,000 and 90,000 Gambians resided abroad, approximately 4% of the population. 
Since the early 2000s, migration from The Gambia has risen dramatically. 



Back Way
■ The trek is costly, and many families sell land or other valuable properties to send 

one family member the backway; a journey that involves human smugglers (Strand 
Jagne 2014: 14). 

■ For its size, the Gambia is experiencing a disproportionate number of people leaving 
the country; among the top 5 in the International Organization for Migration’s league 
of the six main nationalities identified attempting to cross the Mediterranean from 
Libya to Italy (Hunt 2015).



Methodology
■ ‘Few researchers have studied how migration has contributed to local imaginings of different places which, in 

turn, structure local peoples’ aspirations and dreams or how migration may change local culture in a way that 
influences not only those families that send migrants abroad, but also others who remain at home’ (Bal & 
Willems 2014: 252).

■ Fieldwork data were collected in January and February, 2018; Individuals from a wide 
cross section of Gambian society were interviewed; young and old, male and female, 
urban and rural. I had both private conversations with individuals and general 
discussions with groups. 

■ A narrative approach was utilized, drawing on narrative theory, and using semi-structured 
interviews, which provided the opportunity for interviewees to indicate what themes and 
issues were important to them. 

■ In excess of 23 individual and group interviews were held at a variety of locations in The 
Gambia (Figure 1). In total, 93 individuals were interviewed and participated in the study.



Theoretical Framework: Migration

■ An understanding of Gambian clandestine migration involves much more than the 
simplistic concepts of push and pull factors that have been a traditional mainstay in the 
migration literature. 

■ …Important to move beyond images of African migrants as objects ‘passively pushed 
around by external ‘push’ factors such as poverty, demographic pressure, violent conflict 
or environmental degradation…’ (Flahaux & de Haas 2016: 3-4). 

■ The theoretical framework and underlying premise of this paper rethinks the drivers of 
migration to rather focus on aspiration and desire to migrate. 

■ Flahaux & de Haas (2016:4) refer to aspirations and capabilities in the context of 
migration, as people who aspire to migrate will only do so if they have the resources to 
make this happen. A migration aspiration in the context of this study most often means 
that there is a strong conviction among those embarking on the backway that leaving 
would be better than staying. Ability to migrate, it has also been argued, has been made 
easier by globalization, in terms of migrants’ ability to build and maintain networks over 
long geographical distances (Uggla 2015).



■ The theoretical framework for the present work on Gambian clandestine migration is 
therefore situated in deep sociocultural roots of migration imaginations and that 
those who aspire to migrate are situated in a culture of migration, but without the 
capability to necessarily do so. 

Image Source: AP

https://qz.com/1278498/gambia-launches-new-youth-trade-roadmap-to-end-migration-financed-by-european-union-international-trade-center/


Results

■ ‘Every Gambian knows somebody who has gone backway’ said Informant 1 (I1). The 
guys going… ‘they don’t know nothing about the map’ (I1), meaning they don’t know 
the route they take, only the names of the places. It would not be an over-statement 
to say that every Gambian knows someone who has either tried and failed or 
succeeded in their backway journey. Almost all know someone who has died trying, 
and everyone knows how risky it is. And yet many set out. ‘Personally, I see it 
[migration] more as a matter of survival – since time immemorial.’ (I19). ‘Let them 
[Europeans] not see them [those who embark on backway] as criminals.’ (I3). ‘It is 
not a passion for anyone to die.’ (I19).



Personal Motivations to Move

■ Many interviewees expressed the sentiment that they would simply like to 
experience the world first hand, to travel, as so many of us in the west take for 
granted. ‘People here…would just like to go see [Europe]’ (I2).  ‘Everybody wants to 
go outside [to Europe]; everybody’ (I4).  ‘I just wanted to experience abroad.’ (I12) 
[returnee]. The opportunity to travel and get a ‘special experience’ to tell about after 
their return seems to be important (Dunnwald 2011, as cited in Uggla 2015). The 
desire to travel or to migrate is not only based on the promise of financial security, 
but also rooted in a sense of curiosity and adventure. There is a strong desire to see 
for themselves what they have seen and read about in the media and the stories 
received from other travellers. 



■ Lack of jobs and poverty is obviously a strong personal motivating factor to desire to 
move. ‘…people want to work…but there is no work’ (I1). ‘Gambia…we need more 
help…for food, for jobs.’ (I2). ‘These young men now…don’t have the opportunities 
their fathers had.’ (I3). Lack of jobs for the large youth population ‘is a serious 
conundrum.’ (I9). ‘People living here are not bad people, not criminals, but situation 
is that they are born into poverty…[you] see your parents struggling, as you grow up; 
want to make things better…that makes them [those who go backway] sacrifice their 
lives to get out of poverty, not because of being bad people.’ (I11).  ‘It’s like pouring 
petrol into fire.’ (I14) [in reference to increasing cost of goods on top of already 
unaffordable situation].  ‘If you are working for less than $100/month [a typical 
situation in The Gambia], a bag of rice is half that…pay rent…fish money. You can’t 
survive off what you need [get] in a month, let alone school fees, or if someone gets 
sick…’ (I14). ‘The government should create jobs…those who want to stay- stay. 
Those who want to go – let them go.’ (I15). ‘Poverty is there, and society is not 
handling it right.’ (I17). ‘Until jobs are created, the backway will not stop.’ (I1). 



Mindset
■ The theme of mindset came up often with many 

interviewees. This came across in the form of; 
‘People think Europe has everything; we need 
to decolonize our minds.’ (I7). ‘I see backway as 
a psychological thing; not just economic.’ (I10). 
‘Many people here believe that you can’t make 
it [succeed] within the country.’ (I9). ‘Youth feel 
they have no value if they don’t have money.’ 
(I7). ‘It’s a rejection of self.’ (I10). ‘When these 
semesters [people who travel to Europe and 
return] come back – with all these flashy 
cars…with a Mercedes-Benz; a house for the 
family…in a short amount of time – so why not 
just go?!’ (I17). 



Socio-Cultural Motivations to Move
■ Social pressure has been noted by other researchers as a strong motivational factor in 

migration decisions. Migration aspirations are formed in specific social contexts. ‘Rather 
than absolute poverty, the decisive factor is often a perceived inability to fill a social role. 
Research from across West Africa has shown this to be a common theme, while the 
precise nature of the social roles differ.’ (Hernandez-Carretero & Carling 2012: 410; 
Carling 2002; Jonsson 2008). Graw & Schielke (2012:9) argue that migration is not just 
about people migrating, and that it affects society at large, including those who are not 
able or unsuccessful at migrating. Graw (2012: 35) has concluded that remittances and 
expectations from experiences abroad has penetrated both individual minds as well as 
the very social tissue of families and communities. 

■ Pressure, as manifested in stress on the individual was described in the present study. 
‘Things are so stressful here.’ (I1). ‘Some people …will have more peace of mind to travel 
and risk death…than stay.’(I2). ‘People have two things on their mind…I will either die or 
survive, but because of pressure in The Gambia, they take the risk.’ (I3). When asked if 
they felt that it was expected for people to go backway, the response was most often 
‘Yes, of course.’ (I6). 



■ Nowadays, social prestige (and the transition into adulthood) is also attainable when 
one acquires financial independence in order to support one’s parents and family 
members, and because of the prevailing economic constraints at the macro level, 
this autonomy appears to be more easily gained through international migration. 
Hence, “the migrant” has now become an additional role model. And so, in the 
popular imagination, migrants have become heroes heralded for “their solidarity and 
the efforts they undertake for the well-being of their families, despite being far away 
from home 



■ Seeing friends, relatives and neighbours dramatically improve their socioeconomic 
circumstances leads Gambians to psychologically invest less in The Gambia and 
more in the prospect of leaving for a better life in Europe or abroad. Coupled with the 
stories they hear about thrilling adventures and social media’s images of 
cosmopolitan experiences lead young Gambians to embark on the backway. Similar 
cases of the culture-of-migration argument have been documented among Mexican 
and Indian migrants (Kandel & Massey, 2002; Ali 2007: 38). The culture of 
migration framework is a complement to examining economic factors and network 
ties to migrate.  Migration changes local culture in a way that affects not only those 
families that send migrants abroad, but also those who remain at home“ (Ali 2007, 
38). Ali (2007: 39) further proposes that in the culture of migration, people learn to 
migrate and learn to desire to migrate. The desire to migrate among Gambians has 
become generalized and normative, with important consequences for life for those 
who remain in the country. Being a migrant in and of itself has become a status 
symbol; something to aspire to. Someone you’d want your child to marry. Someone 
you’d want to have as your son or daughter. And yet, there are hidden risks that 
nobody wants to talk about….



Environmental Motivations to Move

■ A theme that elderly interviewees brought 
forward in particular was the need for youth 
to leave The Gambia today because life is 
harder, farming isn’t as easy as it once was 
and the climate has drastically changed. 
Most people rely on subsistence farming, but 
food security has been affected by a series of 
crop failures in recent years. ‘Climate change 
is making farming increasingly vulnerable to 
the extremes of flooding and drought,” says a 
project coordinator for NGO Concern 
Universal. 



■ The regrettable fact remains that traditional work sectors such as agriculture and 
fisheries no longer provide the livelihoods they once did. Consequently, most 
Gambian youth do not perceive a return to agriculture as a realistic alternative to 
emigration. 



Complexity of Migration Motives

■ The interviews from this study strongly indicate that the motives behind Gambian 
clandestine migration are much more complex that simple economic drivers that 
traditional push-pull models could explain. ‘There are many drivers [push factors]…need 
to study/understand them all. A guerilla approach is required.’ (I9). ‘We need to go and 
understand what is behind the waves of the Mediterranean [push factors]. We need to 
consider the roots.’ (I19). ‘Empirical studies have revealed that despair and dreams of 
Europe are too simplistic an explanation for making sense of their (migrant) fantasies, let 
alone their practices of travel.’ (Gaibazzi 2015: 2). ‘At the end of the day, some will just 
take the bus.’ [embark on backway] (I9). 

■ The complexity of migration motives in The Gambian context should encourage more 
comparative analyses and substantive understandings if the intent is to better mitigate 
humanitarian crises. 

■



Discussion of Complexity and Future Directions

■ To put the research back into the theoretical context of migration aspirations and 
capabilities, there is no doubt that many Gambians aspire to a better way of life, and the 
pull of Europe cannot be overestimated. Some have tied this desire to the strong tourism 
sector in The Gambia (Zanker & Altrogge 2017: 1), which has increased interactions with 
Europeans.  The presence of tourists and what their appearance and actions represent, 
adds to the idea about Europe as prosperous (Uggla 2015). 

■ Sensitization and educational campaigns to deter would be migrants, shouldn’t be only 
about the risks, not only “you might die on the way”, said one European IOM officer. ‘It 
should also be about the fact that you might not get a job in Spain, you might not have a 
nice life there.’ (Andersson 2014: 43). Most don’t think about this, however. To many 
potential migrants, Europe only stands for economic wealth and social success. Several 
media are responsible for spreading images of wealth and prosperity. In their research in 
Senegal, Schapendonk & van Moppes (2007: 10) found that the popular perception 
among young men is: ‘In Europe they have more beautiful cars, more beautiful houses 
and more beautiful women, so why not go there?’ 






