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			Context

			Spanning three decades and three continents, the journey for Ifemelu and Obinze begins in the mid-1980s, a time of great political and civil unrest in Nigeria, with three major military regimes in power, and many young Nigerians fleeing in search of opportunity abroad. The protagonist of the novel, Ifemelu, much like the Nigerian-born author, chooses to begin a new life for herself in America when she graduates from high school. And, like the author, she must learn to navigate her way through American culture as an outsider. 

			With a beautiful love story at its core, Americanah explores what it means to be a person of color facing issues of class, culture, racial divide, and bigotry in a so-called “post-racial” era.

			Though Americans did elect their first black president (despite the fact of his “blackness” being questioned in some circles), and the Jim Crow era and civil rights movement are decades in the past, racial equality is still very much a myth in the United States. Notably, prejudice is still rampant when it comes to considerations of national origin in the years that followed the attacks on the United States on September 11, 2001; and gender bias remains an issue in a society where women still earn less than men and are often judged more for how they look than who they are.

		

	
		
			Overview

			As teenagers in Lagos, the largest city in Nigeria, Ifemelu, an independent young woman, and Obinze, an introspective young man, fall in love. With Nigeria in the midst of civil and political unrest, they both seek education and fortunes abroad. Ifemelu goes to America, and Obinze immigrates to England. Americanah profiles their struggles and triumphs as they navigate cultural, class, and racial divides.

			Filled with hope, Ifemelu finds America a stark contrast to her Cosby Show expectations, yet she opens her heart and mind. The summer before classes begin, Ifemelu lives in Brooklyn with her Aunty Uju, a doctor, and her adorable young cousin, Dike. 

			At college in Philadelphia, Ifemelu finds her voice by blogging her provocative observations about being black in America. She engages in several meaningful love affairs: one with a rich white man in Baltimore, and one with an earnest African American professor at Yale. Despite her successes and thirteen years living all over the Northeast, Ifemelu repatriates to Lagos, beginning her life anew. She yearns to reconnect with Obinze.

			Obinze is the only child of a university professor. When his mother falls ill, he must stay behind to care for her, but promises to join Ifemelu in America after graduation. A series of events thwarts his plans, and he travels to London instead. 

			Life for undocumented immigrants is dangerous and uncertain. Obinze shuffles from job to job—often swallowing his pride and abdicating his dignity in order to survive. 

			Plunged into two Anglo-dominated worlds, Ifemelu and Obinze must confront their “blackness” for the first time in their lives, as well as wrestle with the cultural idiosyncrasies faced by immigrants living abroad. 

			Ultimately, Obinze is discovered and deported back to Nigeria. Riding the wave of prosperity in a newly formed democracy, Obinze becomes a wealthy developer, marries, and has a daughter. But he never forgets his first love, Ifemelu. 

			Ifemelu reestablishes herself in Lagos in short order, but avoids calling Obinze; Obinze is also apprehensive about seeing Ifemelu, especially given his status as a married man with a family. When they do finally converge, it’s clear that their deep love is too strong to deny. 

		

	
		
			Cast of Characters

			Aunty Uju: Ifemelu’s aunt and close confidant; she is a strong-willed doctor and the mistress to The General, with whom she has a son, Dike.

			Blaine: Ethical and forthright, the African American studies professor at Yale is one of Ifemelu’s romantic partners.

			Curt: A handsome and upbeat white man, he is another of Ifemelu’s long-time boyfriends.

			Dike: Aunty Uju’s sweet and charming son, and the illegitimate child of The General.

			Ginika: Ifemelu’s pretty childhood girlfriend and expert on all things American.

			Ifemelu: The bold and unconventional female protagonist; she’s Obinze’s true love.

			Ifemelu’s father: Gregarious family patriarch and non-believer in his wife’s religion.

			Ifemelu’s mother: A born-again Christian who’s somewhat out of touch with reality.

			Kosi: Beautiful, traditional wife of Obinze.

			Obinze Maduewesi: Gentle, intelligent male protagonist and Ifemelu’s soul mate.

			Obinze’s mother: Straight-talking, elegant university professor who takes Ifemelu under her wing.

			The General: Powerful and wealthy government official, father of Dike, and clandestine lover of Aunty Uju. 

		

	
		
			Summary

			Part 1

			Chapter 1

			Ifemelu is a brilliant young Nigerian woman at a crossroads in her life. She has just broken off a long-term relationship and walked away from her provocative and successful lifestyle blog called Raceteenth or Various Observations About American Blacks (Those Formerly Known as Negroes), known for its commentary on American black culture and how it differs from her experiences as an African living in Nigeria. Ifemelu sends an email to her ex, Obinze, to inform him she’s coming home after thirteen years in America.

			Chapter 2 

			Reading Ifemelu’s email, Obinze, a successful developer in Nigeria, feels off-balance and filled with raw emotion. Trapped in a loveless marriage and the father of a young daughter, Obinze finds little joy in life. He realizes he is still in love with Ifemelu. 

			Part 2

			Chapter 3

			Taking the train from idyllic, suburban Princeton to gritty Trenton, New Jersey, to have her hair braided is a symbolic gesture for Ifemelu, allowing her to acknowledge and embrace her African heritage. 

			Seeing her kinky hair braided in the mirror reminds Ifemelu of her mother’s silky tresses and how her mother took scissors to them as proof of her devotion to God. Ifemelu’s father, who lost his job in Nigeria for refusing to defer to his female boss’ demand for respect, is immersed in unemployment blues, making way for her mother’s blind faith to consume the family.

			Around this time, Ifemelu’s Aunty Uju becomes mistress to a powerful government official, The General, in exchange for a doctor’s position at a military hospital. 

			Chapter 4

			Obinze, intelligent and introspective, is the new boy in school. Expected to be Ginika’s boyfriend because she is sweet and demure, he’s instead attracted to the self-assured and bold Ifemelu. Ifemelu is strongly drawn to Obinze, too, which makes her happy and insecure at the same time. The two fall in love.

			Chapter 5

			Obinze is obsessed with everything American, especially books. One afternoon, Obinze introduces Ifemelu to his elegant and vivacious mother, a literature scholar who takes Ifemelu under her wing. A progressive woman, she warns Ifemelu about how an unwanted pregnancy is another way that women are kept down in society. Although Ifemelu loves being with Obinze and his mother, she can’t seem to shake the feeling of impending doom. 

			Chapter 6

			Aunty Uju’s deal with The General, who has a wife and family, is that she becomes a “kept” woman in exchange for her position as a doctor at the military hospital. This means that he controls all her finances and she has no money of her own. In her youth, Ifemelu looked up to Uju for encouraging her to be outspoken, and knows Uju would not have approved of a woman giving up her independence for a man. A year after Uju gives birth to The General’s illegitimate son, Dike, The General is killed in a plane crash. With no place to go, Uju and Dike move to America. 

			Chapter 7

			Obinze’s mother falls ill, so he decides to go to the university in Nsukka to be near her; Ifemelu chooses to enroll at the school in Obinze’s village, too. When a strike interrupts their studies, Ifemelu returns to Lagos to wait it out. 

			Upon Ifemelu’s return to school, Obinze and Ifemelu make love for the first time. Shortly thereafter, Ifemelu thinks she’s pregnant, but it turns out to be appendicitis. Knowing they dodged a bullet, the couple uses protection from then on.

			Chapter 8

			School strikes are becoming more frequent, so Aunty Uju encourages Ifemelu to apply to study abroad, and Obinze agrees with the idea. Ifemelu wins a scholarship to a college in Philadelphia; Obinze promises to follow her after his graduation from the university in Nsukka. Obinze’s faith in her abilities steels Ifemelu for the adventure in America.

			Chapter 9

			The heat in the Trenton hair salon is stifling, reminding Ifemelu of the heat wave during her first summer in New York. The high temperatures, Aunty Uju’s scruffy appearance, and the seedy apartment in Brooklyn were not what Ifemelu had expected. Ifemelu notices that life in America has made her aunt more subdued, but Ifemelu feels an overwhelming sense of newness and anticipation, an eagerness to discover America. Little Dike is delightful, and Ifemelu enjoys looking after him. 

			Chapter 10

			Ifemelu likes a lot of things about America and is learning about food and traditions. She enjoys McDonald’s hamburgers, bologna, and pepperoni, but is disappointed by the blandness of the fruit. Her favorite thing to watch on TV, by far, is commercials. Her days are full of wonder and excitement as she learns about a new culture.

			Chapter 11

			Ifemelu doesn’t approve of Aunty Uju’s new boyfriend, Bartholomew. He’s rude, disrespectful, and arrogant, and he displays disturbing misogynistic tendencies. On top of that, he doesn’t treat Dike well. 

			Aunty Uju passes her medical license exam just before Ifemelu leaves for Philadelphia. Although nostalgic about Brooklyn and missing Dike terribly, Ifemelu is anxious to start her new life.

			Chapter 12

			Ifemelu’s old friend, Ginika, meets her at the bus terminal dressed scandalously. What ensues is a crash course in “how to be American.” Ifemelu finds a room to rent with three other college girls. Navigating the rules of hospitality, fashion, and humor in a foreign land are challenging. Of particular bafflement is the business of tipping, which Ifemelu sees as a forced system of bribery.

			Chapter 13

			Feeling like a fish out of water and running out of money (with no job prospects on the horizon), Ifemelu is stressed out. Only when she speaks to Obinze and Dike on the phone does she achieve a sense of calm. Otherwise, Ifemelu feels lost, invisible, and lonely. 

			Chapter 14

			In an attempt to fit in, Ifemelu speaks with an American accent, learns slang, and joins an African student group. Being with her compatriots helps her cope with feelings of alienation. Though connecting with other Africans allows Ifemelu to relax and be herself, she resists becoming what her country folk refer to as an “Americanah”—a Nigerian who returns from America full of pretention and superiority.

			Chapter 15

			After dozens of job interviews and with her rent payment looming, Ifemelu is at a loss. Out of desperation, she accepts an offer from a seedy tennis coach who pays her to let him touch her sexually. The shame plummets her into a deep depression, but her luck changes when she’s offered a position as a nanny for a wealthy family.

			Chapter 16

			Scarred from her indiscretion with the tennis coach, Ifemelu cuts off contact with Obinze without explanation. Taking on her position as a nanny, Ifemelu at first approaches her young charges with distant professionalism, but soon grows fond of them and their mother, Kimberly. 

			It’s during this period that Ifemelu becomes aware of her “blackness,” something she hadn’t experienced in Africa. This hit home the day a carpet cleaner came to Kimberly’s house. At first, he seemed surprised when she—so strikingly African—opened the door of the stately home, but the expression on his face changed as soon as he figured out she was hired help, just like he was. Ifemelu sees firsthand how “blacks” are lumped in the same class category as “poor whites.” 

			Chapter 17

			On the day she decides to abandon her American accent, Ifemelu meets Blaine, an assistant professor at Yale, on the train. They flirt and he gives her his number, but he doesn’t pick up when she calls later that day. For an entire weekend she calls him and leaves messages, but he doesn’t respond.

			Chapter 18

			A pretentious and ignorant white girl comes into the hair salon for braids “kind of like Bo Derek in the movie.” She asks all kinds of questions of Mariama, one of the stylists, and expresses many false assumptions about life in Africa. She reminds Ifemelu how Americans can make her feel inferior.

			Ifemelu meets Curt, Kimberly’s handsome cousin, who has an upbeat personality and unbridled optimism, which she finds attractive. He’s blond, rich, and crazy about her. They begin spending weekends together in Baltimore. 

			Chapter 19

			Dating Curt means white privilege is extended to Ifemelu. He offers to help her get an interview for a public relations job in Baltimore, for which her career counselor from school advises her to “lose the braids and straighten your hair.”

			Though she appreciates the opportunities afforded her through this romantic relationship, she resents them, too. Her guilt rears its ugly head when she sees how many of her African friends continue to struggle. She keeps Curt a secret from her parents and doesn’t tell Curt about Obinze. 

			Chapter 20

			Seeing Curt every day provides a clear picture of the lifestyles of the wealthy. She admits that she likes living on the glittery surface. 

			Ifemelu talks to her friend Wambui, a woman of Kenyan heritage, about her hair falling out. Wambui explains that this is the result of chemicals used to straighten her hair; she compares the process to “being in prison.” Ifemelu decides to fully embrace her natural hair and has it cut into a very short Afro—a defiant rejection of white oppression and a statement of independence.

			When Ifemelu finds overtly suggestive emails between Curt and a white woman with long blond hair, she angrily leaves his apartment, though Curt insists nothing happened. Rather than feeling diminished by Curt’s attraction to a white woman, she feels empowered. She also comes to reject the notion that only light-skinned black women are beautiful.

			Chapter 21

			Ifemelu soon forgives Curt for the emails, and he joins her on a visit with Aunty Uju and Dike. They are happier to be living alone without Bartholemew, and Dike is thriving. Ifemelu is proud to be with Curt, although secretly she wishes he were more understated. She writes a blog post that asserts that many Africans in America don’t think they’re black, like non-white Americans do—but they are.

			Chapter 22

			Ifemelu runs into an old friend from home. He mentions he’s in touch with Obinze. Just hearing his name sets something off inside her. She rushes home and immediately writes an email to Obinze to apologize, but he never replies. She is in pain for pushing Obinze away and knows that she is still in love with him. 

			Ifemelu tells Curt that she ran into an old friend but says nothing else. Curt tells Ifemelu that he wants to be the love of her life.

			Part 3

			Chapter 23

			Unable to obtain a visa to come to America to join Ifemelu, Obinze immigrates to London instead. After hiring a questionable agent to help him broker a sham marriage for documentation, he waits for a bride. 

			After three years of tough times in England and embarrassed of his failings, Obinze takes his lack of success in London as a personal failure and builds a wall between himself and his beloved mother.

			Chapter 24

			After a tough day cleaning toilets, Obinze receives Ifemelu’s email, which plunges him into fresh anguish over her five-year silence. Ifemelu’s cruel dismissal without a reason has changed Obinze profoundly, turning him further inward. He deletes her message.

			Chapter 25

			Obinze reconnects with his cousin who is now living in London. The cousin puts him in touch with a sleazy guy that sources National Insurance card. Out of desperation, and with no choices, Obinze pays the unreasonable price for a card. He must swallow his pride if he’s to survive.

			Chapter 26

			With a health card in hand, Obinze takes on the identity of “Vincent Obi” and is able to find a decent job at a warehouse making deliveries. His boss, Nigel, is a lovely man who calls him “Vinny Boy.” For the first time since coming to England, Obinze feels hopeful.

			Chapter 27

			At a bookstore one weekend, Obinze strikes up a conversation with an attractive widow and her small boy. He doesn’t ask for her number because he’s reminded of Ifemelu and how much he misses her. 

			Obinze is lonely and wonders how he got to where he is. His experience abroad is in stark contrast to Ifemelu’s, which is privileged and genteel. In the end he longs to return to a place where he feels he belongs, just as Ifemelu does.

			Chapter 28

			At work, Obinze senses something’s not quite right, and fears his identity has been compromised. It turns out that his colleagues planned a surprise birthday for him. However, the “real” Vincent, the man whose heath card Obinze is using, tries to squeeze him for more money, but Obinze refuses, so he turns Obinze in to his boss. Obinze is asked to bring in his passport the next day to clear things up, but he knows he can’t ever return. 

			Years later, after returning to Nigeria, Obinze’s colleague at his company in Lagos suggests he find a white general manager for their Lagos operation. Wanting to repay Nigel for his kindness, Obinze calls Nigel in England to offer him the job.

			Chapter 29

			Emenike, a friend from high school who’s doing quite well in London, gives Obinze the money to “buy” a British wife. He invites Obinze to a posh dinner party at his home, but Obinze finds the guests boring, vacuous, and out of touch with the real world. The void between Obinze and the white upper class widens when he sees how easily they cling to ignorant stereotypes about Africa and Africans.

			Chapter 30

			Obinze and his bride-to-be are nearly at the marriage license office when an immigration officer sees that Obinze’s visa has expired and arrests him. He’s placed in detention, and awaits deportation, suddenly back where he started. Tired of lying and always having to look over his shoulder, Obinze is resigned to living out the rest of his life in Nigeria.

			Part 4

			Chapter 31

			Ifemelu cheats on Curt with a man who lives upstairs, and then breaks up with him. Her friend thinks Ifemelu has a self-destructive streak, and Ifemelu agrees with her. 

			She is inspired to write a blog post about how hairstyles are a metaphor for race. She feels restless and hungry for something she can’t name.

			Chapter 32

			Ifemelu can’t remember what she was like before meeting Curt. After her parents’ visit from Nigeria, a restless Ifemelu hands in her resignation at work. No further along in her understanding of what it means to be black or white in America, Ifemelu feels like she is drifting.

			Chapter 33

			Ifemelu focuses on developing her blog, and in a short time it takes off. She becomes known as a provocative blogger on matters of race, and eventually earns enough money to hire an assistant and buy a condo. Blogging makes Ifemelu feel powerful. The downside is that it’s all-consuming.

			Chapter 34

			At a Blogging While Brown convention, Ifemelu runs into Blaine, and he explains that he never called her back years ago because he’d been in a relationship. They start dating, and a year later, they move in together in New Haven, Connecticut. There is a fundamental disconnect between them, however, especially when it comes to his friends; Ifemelu fails to understand their collective outrage about things she deems insignificant.

			Chapter 35

			Blaine’s sister, Shan, extends an invitation for them to visit her in New York. Well-traveled and accomplished, Shan is intimidating to Ifemelu, and she brings out a side of Blaine that Ifemelu doesn’t like. Blaine kowtows to his sister and doesn’t stick up for Ifemelu when Shan slights her verbally.

			Chapter 36

			After a year together, Ifemelu still doesn’t feel part of Blaine’s inner circle, and also feels uneasy about the emotional attachment between Blaine and his ex-girlfriend.

			Chapter 37

			Attending one of Blaine’s sister’s chic gatherings is nerve-wracking for Ifemelu. Blaine’s weak attempt to defend Ifemelu from snide remarks is too little and too late. Ifemelu begins to lose respect for Blaine, and the cracks in their relationship start to show.

			Chapter 38

			A Senegalese professor at Yale forms a paternal friendship with Ifemelu. He suggests she apply for a Princeton fellowship. After a nasty fight with Blaine, she packs a bag and goes to see Aunty and Dike. 

			Ifemelu posts on her blog that white privilege definitely exists, and that it’s far more difficult to be poor when you are also a person of color.

			Chapter 39

			Ifemelu returns to New Haven to smooth things over with Blaine, but he remains cold and distant. She finds that he is as uncomfortable talking about their relationship as Americans are about discussing race.

			Chapter 40

			With their relationship leeched of all its passion, Ifemelu and Blaine finally break up, though they are both thrilled to watch Barack Obama win the presidential election. Ifemelu receives the research fellowship at Princeton and thinks about a new beginning for herself.

			Chapter 41

			Aisha, one of the hair-braiders from the Trenton salon, is frustrated that she can’t get a green card because her Nigerian American boyfriend won’t marry her. Ifemelu, who is about to return home to Nigeria, offers to help, but the news that Dike has attempted suicide brings her plans to a standstill. She drops everything and rushes to Dike’s side. 

			Part 5

			Chapter 42

			Obinze writes an email to Ifemelu about the death of his mother. She writes back immediately, explaining how heartbroken she is. He writes back again, but he doesn’t hear from her for a while. Finally, she writes and explains about Dike’s suicide attempt. Obinze finds himself wanting to console her. He reads Ifemelu’s blog posts and thinks that she seems so American now, like someone he wouldn’t recognize. 

			Part 6

			Chapter 43

			Dike’s depression and suicide attempt leave many questions unanswered. When he’s stronger, Ifemelu and Dike go on vacation to Miami, where Dike assures her that he’ll be okay and she can return to Nigeria as planned.

			Part 7

			Chapter 44

			It’s both strange and familiar for Ifemelu to be back in Nigeria. The new Lagos is confusing, bringing forth nostalgia and melancholy for all she’s missed while she was away. Her friend jokingly calls her “Americanah,” the derogatory name for Nigerians who’ve come from America. The US passport in her purse is a reminder that she has options.

			Chapter 45

			Ifemelu finds a job as a features editor at a women’s magazine and rents apartment. She is settling in, but avoids contacting Obinze just yet. 

			Chapter 46

			Ifemelu continues to lie to her parents and friends, telling them that Blaine will be joining her soon. All her girlfriends want to talk about is marriage; Ifemelu swims against the tide of a typical Lagos socialite whose only goal is to find a man to take care of her financially.

			Chapter 47

			Doris and Zemaye, Ifemelu’s new colleagues, have a smoldering hatred for one another. Ifemelu tries to stay out of it. One evening, Doris invites her to a Nigerian meet-up event with a group of former ex-pats who’ve retuned from England and America. 

			Chapter 48

			The repatriated Nigerians drink champagne and go on about all the things they miss about living abroad. Ifemelu finds the quirky cluster of people sanctimonious in their shared experiences. A man named Fred approaches her, but he’s only mildly interesting, so she goes home early. 

			Chapter 49

			Ensconced in a familiar routine, Ifemelu feels anchored and secure. More conflict at work has Ifemelu considering leaving and starting up another blog. Obinze is still in the back of her mind, but she doesn’t know what she would say to him, so she doesn’t call him.

			Chapter 50

			Dike visits Ifemelu in Lagos and is amazed by Nigeria: He’s never seen so many black people all in one place. Dike’s arrival coincides with Ifemelu’s blog launch and her resignation from the magazine. Her vibrant new website about a hip, contemporary Nigeria fills her with renewed energy and possibility. Just when Dike starts to get in the groove of Lagos, he has to return home to Brooklyn. Ifemelu wishes he could stay.

			Chapter 51

			Obinze is like a ghost around every corner. One day, Ifemelu picks up the phone and calls him, and they meet later that same day. As if no time has passed, the two launch into an honest and open dialogue. Ifemelu confesses everything, even the tennis coach incident that precipitated her silence. Ifemelu feels that a huge weight has been lifted, and she is able to let go of the past.

			Chapter 52

			The two spend all their free time together, but one evening, they get into an argument and Obinze leaves. It is clear that Ifemelu picked the fight as a defense mechanism. However, Obinze knows her well and won’t let her get away with being inauthentic. He returns moments later and they make love. It’s the beginning of a full-blown affair. 

			Chapter 53

			The fact that Obinze has a wife and child makes Ifemelu very uncomfortable. When he tells her things are moving too fast and he needs time to think, she walks away from him. Infemelu knows she’s being somewhat melodramatic, but feels that Obinze is a coward for using the clichéd “I need time” excuse.

			Chapter 54

			On a business trip alone, Obinze has time to think. He returns from his journey and confronts his wife and tells her he’s leaving, but she insists that they must keep the family together. They carry on in their marriage as before. Obinze is caught between a sense of duty to his family and his love for Ifemelu.

			Chapter 55

			Obinze’s halfhearted effort to fight for her disappoints Ifemelu deeply. She must move on to preserve her dignity. Seven months pass, and one day Obinze shows up at her doorstep to declare his love and devotion. Ifemelu lets him in. Obinze and Ifemelu have come full circle and begin their lives together.

		

	
		
			Character Analysis

			Aunty Uju: An educated woman and medical doctor, Obianuju (Aunty “Uju”) was a mother figure to Ifemelu in her youth and teen years. Falling on hard times, Uju lost her way and compromised her integrity to become the mistress of a powerful man. When disaster strikes, she takes her son and moves to America. Struggling for years, she finally pulls herself out of a dark place and reinvents herself. She’s a survivor.

			Blaine: Blaine is one of Ifemelu’s important relationships. He’s an ethical and socially conscious African American studies professor at Yale. Decent and forthright, he lacks the strength to stand up to his bullying sister, which is a major flaw in his character. He tends to insulate himself inside his close circle of friends.

			Curt: A devoted boyfriend, Curt is bright, fun-loving, and outgoing. He was born into a wealthy, white, Baltimore family that provides him influence and opportunities that he generously shares with others. Though he is an honest and sincere lover, he lacks the depth and “edge” that Ifemelu needs. 

			Dike: Dike is Aunty Uju’s son. His father was The General, a powerful government official, killed when Dike was only an infant. He doesn’t remember his father or Nigeria because he left shortly after his first birthday for America. Sunny, smart, and charming, Dike grows up in America where he develops a strong bond with his cousin, Ifemelu. 

			Ifemelu: A fiercely independent and complicated young woman, Ifemelu is the main protagonist of the story. Occasionally suffering from self-doubt, she’s never afraid to take risks—pushing the envelope and braving new worlds. A keen observer of human nature, she is provocative and speaks the truth.

			Obinze Maduewesi: Strong and steady, the intelligent Obinze is the other protagonist in the story. Possessing a profound sense of responsibility, he is loyal to a fault. Obinze is unimpressed with the trappings of wealth and class, even though he becomes a successful businessman. He needs love and passion to fill the void in his life. 

		

	
		
			Themes and Symbols

			Cultural identity: Ifemelu discovers her true identity as experiences influence her personal development. Strongly connected to race—though not exclusively—cultural identity comes into play in several ways for the two main characters as they live in the diaspora—black Africans in countries where white is the dominant skin color. With fake names (Obinze’s use of another man’s ID card) and unnatural affections (Ifemelu’s chemically straightened hair and American accent), each explores who they are in the world. Interestingly, they both return to their homeland.

			Back in Nigeria, Ifemelu isn’t simply a Nigerian anymore, just like she wasn’t simply an American in America. She’s something in between—an “Americanah.” Back in Lagos, Obinze becomes a different type of person: rich and successful, a “big man.” But because he is stuck in a loveless marriage, Obinze’s “big man” identity also feels like a lie. It isn’t until Ifemelu returns that the two are able to be honest to themselves, and each other, and begin to piece together their fractured identities. 

			Feminism: Feminism and gender equality are highlighted throughout the story. The novel illustrates how difficult it is for women to survive in a patriarchal society (both in Nigeria and in the United States). An example of this is Aunty Uju who, despite being an intelligent doctor, depends on men for financial and emotional support. Similarly, Ifemelu is offered a job helping a tennis coach to “relax”; this is his euphemism for sexual favors, though young Ifemelu feels desperate to find work. 

			The novel also stresses the importance of being a self-empowered and independent woman. Ifemelu understands that without accepting all of herself—kinky hair and dark skin included—she won’t be able to live a fulfilling and happy life. 

			Love: Obinze and Ifemelu’s love, formed as young teens, is a mature one. They are not only passionate lovers but also soul mates who allow each other to be open, honest, and their true selves. The story of their relationship is what ties the novel together, as the chapters switch between Ifemelu’s and Obinze’s lives. 

			Despite their years apart, and each of them getting involved in different romantic relationships, the book ends on a hopeful tone—that the honest love of Ifemelu and Obinze might be able to transcend everything. There are many examples of unhealthy love in Americanah, from Kimberly and Don to Aunty Uju and The General. 

			Racism: As the novel’s main theme, racism is depicted honestly as a dehumanizing force that keeps members of certain groups from advancing in society. The book also examines how Africans, Americans, and the English view people of color differently, based on their different histories and societal structures. 

			In Nigeria, although skin color isn’t ignored (lighter skin is considered by many to be more attractive), it isn’t until Ifemelu and Obinze leave Nigeria for America and England, respectively, that they discover societies more actively organized around racial prejudice and oppression. 

			It’s in America that Ifemelu first considers what it means to be black—whether it’s rude comments about her hair or skin color, or disbelief that her boyfriend is white. Obinze faces the same prejudices. At one point, someone ridicules him for having a scraped knee because he’s a “knee-grow.” Ifemelu deals with racism by starting a blog, where she tackles race in America head-on, for the whole world to see. 

			Hair: The book uses hair as a major metaphor for race and identity. Blond, silky locks represent “white people”; braided or kinky hair symbolizes African uniqueness; and afros underscore the importance of pride in the natural beauty of dark-skinned women. Hair represents Ifemelu’s struggle for identity, both in America and Nigeria. 

			Ifemelu’s mother cuts her long, beautiful “black-black” hair in an act of sacrifice and transition; she burns the locks with rosaries, crucifixes, and other Catholic objects from around her home before announcing that she’s been saved and will now be attending a new church.

			In America, it’s common for black women to straighten their hair, emulating European hairstyles for aesthetic reasons—and sometimes, as Ifemelu was counseled, in order to present themselves for a job interview or work situation as being more “white-like.” 

			After going through the painful process of “relaxing” her hair, Ifemelu realizes that this is another symbol of racism in America. Only flat, straight hair—hair like white women’s—fits America’s idea of female beauty. Her character grows when she decides to wear her hair natural. 

			Writing: Ifemelu’s blog becomes a portal for her shockingly frank ideas. When she arrives in America, she encounters a confusing and sometimes disturbing place—especially where racial politics are concerned. Creating a blog, which is published anonymously, gives Ifemelu the opportunity to express herself without holding anything back. This empowers her to look deeper into the country’s racial and gender politics, and also connects her with like-minded women who are struggling with similar issues. 

		

	
		
			Author’s Style

			The author employs a seven-part structure, which makes the novel dynamic and engaging. Told in the third person, and jumping back and forth between the past and present, the story revolves around two protagonists, Ifemelu and Obinze. 

			From the beginning, Ifemelu is the dominant voice; it’s mostly her point of view we hear. One learns about the protagonist not only through her actions, observations, thoughts, and dialogue, but also through the blog entries that she publishes throughout the novel. This literary device enables readers to understand specifically how her thinking evolves as she comes into her own writing.

			The saga follows the two young people over a span of three decades and is set in three different countries: Nigeria, America, and England. At one point in the book, the experiences of both characters overlap, building toward their eventual convergence back in Africa.

		

	
		
			Direct Quotes and Analysis

			“How easy it was to lie to strangers, to create with strangers the versions of our lives that we have imagined.” 

			Ifemelu is chatting with Aisha and the other women at the hair salon in Trenton, New Jersey. This is her first time there, and she’s feeling lost and disconnected among people she doesn’t understand and who don’t understand her. Ifemelu finds it easier to make up a fake personal life than to reveal her true feelings to strangers. She does not yet know whom to trust. 

			“They were both laughing, and then the laughter stilled, gave way to a new, strange graveness, a slippery joining.”

			Ifemelu describes the first time she makes love to Obinze, which doesn’t live up to her expectations or the “hype.” Their relationship is more than the joining of bodies—it’s the joining of souls. It’s the result of pain, loneliness, and heartache. Only then do they truly find each other. 

			“Here she was, a pink balloon, weightless, floating to the top, propelled by things outside of herself.”

			In America, Ifemelu is constantly dealing with prejudice and racial aggression. Dating a rich, Caucasian man gave Ifemelu opportunities she wouldn’t normally have as a black woman native to Nigeria. Here, she takes this all in, knowing that several of her friends do not get the same advantages she finds herself enjoying. 

			“A new sadness blanketed him, the sadness of his coming days, when he would feel the world slightly off-kilter, his vision unfocused.”

			After years of struggling as an undocumented worker in London, Obinze boards a plane, having been deported back to Lagos. This sentence describes his state of mind upon his return. London never truly felt like home, but neither does Lagos anymore. Obinze is not coming back rich and cultured; he is returning tired and ashamed.

			“Her compliments were clotted with an extravagance that made them seem insincere.”

			This is how Ifemelu’s observes her boyfriend Blaine’s egotistical sister, Shan, who is beautiful but domineering. When Shan is rude to Ifemelu, Blaine doesn’t stand up for Ifemelu or their relationship. Blaine—along with all of his sister’s friends—appears to be under Shan’s power, a power she uses for selfish means. Yet Ifemelu can see through the surface of Shan’s words.

			“It was true that race was not embroidered in the fabric of her history; it had not been etched on her soul.”

			In America, Ifemelu experiences “blackness” for the first time, and notices the differences between being American black and non-American black. Her experience of racism is different in America than it is in Africa. In America, no one admits to being racist, yet racism and oppression are everywhere. In Nigeria, race ceases to be a principal concern, as most everyone is of similar origins.

			“Race is not biology; race is sociology.”

			In America, people don’t get to decide what race they are. It’s decided for them in the way that people decide if Barack Obama is “biracial, multiracial, black-and-white.” Race is a social construct, without biological meaning. Ifemelu goes on to say that race only matters because of racism; that race is only focused on how a person looks on the outside—the color of one’s skin, the shape of one’s nose, the texture of one’s hair—because on the inside, all humans are exactly the same. 

		

	
		
			Trivia

			
					In the story, Ifemelu reads the book Dreams of My Father written by the 44th President of the United States, Barack Obama.

					Jollof rice is a typical Nigerian dish that Ifemelu makes in Americanah. It is the progenitor of the Louisianan dish jambalaya.

					In Chapter 5, Ifemelu meets Obinze’s mother who translates her Igbo name to mean “Made-in-Good-Times or Beautifully Made.” 

					“Americanah” is a derogatory slang word in Nigeria for someone who has gone to America and comes back changed. 

					Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie was named to the New Yorker’s highly respected “20 Under 40” list in 2010.

					Hair is a central point in Yoruba beliefs, and different styles have different meanings. A style in which the braiding starts at the forehead and ends at the back of the necks signifies the woman is married. Single women more often adopt styles in which their hair flows from the right to the left. The Shuku style (which means “basket”) is one of the most popular hairstyles among the Yoruba people in Nigeria, and involves braids swept into a basket-like knot at the back of the head.

					When asked about the character of Ifemelu in a 2013 interview with the New York Times, author Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie said, “I quite like that she is a female character who is not safe and easily likable, who is both strong and weak, both prickly and vulnerable.”

					After India’s Bollywood, Nigeria’s Nollywood is the world’s second-largest movie producer, producing more than 50 films per week.

					The Igbo are one of Nigeria’s largest ethnic groups (estimated at between 20 to 50 million). Most are either Christian or Muslim, but many Igbos believe that they are of Jewish ancestry.

					In 2009, Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie gave a TED Talk called “The Danger of a Single Story,” and in 2013, she presented a TEDx Talk called “We Should All Be Feminists” (to which Beyoncé paid homage in her hit song “Flawless”).

			

		

	
		
			What’s That Word?

			Americanah: A derogatory term for Africans who have lived abroad and came back to their countries affected and feeling superior.

			Igbo: The largest ethnic group of Nigeria and also Nigeria’s principal language.

			Naira: The currency of Nigeria; one naira is equal to 100 kobo.

			Nollywood: A term for the Nigerian cinema industry.

			Oyinbo: Word for a westernized person or one of European descent.

			Pidgin English: A simplification of English mixed with one’s native tongue. Obinze tunes into a Pidgin English news station that bridges the English and Nigerian languages. Although not an official language, it is widely spoken across Nigeria.

			White privilege: A term for the social construct in Western cultures that affords advantages to people of European heritage over people of color.

		

	
		
			Critical Response

			
					Chicago Tribune Heartland Prize for Fiction Winner

					A Goodreads Best of the Year 

					An NPR “Great Reads” Book 

					National Book Critics Circle Award for Fiction Winner 

					A New York Times Ten Best Books of the Year

					A Seattle Times Best Book

					A Washington Post Notable Book 

			

			“Americanah is a sweeping story that derives its power as much from Adichie’s witty and fluid writing style as it does from keen social commentary.”  —Maureen Corrigan, NPR 

			“A very funny, very warm and moving intergenerational epic that confirms Adichie’s virtuosity, boundless empathy and searing social acuity.”  —Dave Eggers

			“Adichie is uniquely positioned to compare racial hierarchies in the United States 	to social striving in her native Nigeria. She does so in this new work with a ruthless honesty about the ugly and beautiful sides of both nations.”  —The Washington Post

			“It is ostensibly a love story—the tale of childhood sweethearts at school in Nigeria whose lives take different paths when they seek their fortunes in America and England – but it is also a brilliant dissection of modern attitudes to race, spanning three continents and touching on issues of identity, loss and loneliness.”  —The Guardian

			“An important book … Its strength and originality lie with the meticulous observation about race—about how embarrassed many Americans are about racial stereotypes, even as they continue to repeat them, about how casual racism still abounds.”  —The Economist

			“Part fairy tale, part adventure, the ambitious novel follows Ifemelu and Obinze with attention and sympathy, charting their humiliations and indignities, their failures and successes, capturing in empathetic detail what happens when people go in search of choice and certainty far from home.” —The Independent

		

	
		
			About Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie

			Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie is a novelist, poet, playwright, and nonfiction and short story writer whose work has appeared in the New York Times, Zeotrope, and the Financial Times.

			Born in Enugu, Nigeria, and raised in Nsukka, a university town, Adichie is the fifth of six children born of James Nwoye Adichie, a professor, and Grace Ifeoma, the university’s first registrar. Both sides of her family are Igbo, the largest ethnic group in Africa.

			Adichie moved to the United States at the age of eighteen to pursue her studies at Drexel University and Eastern Connecticut State University. She earned an MFA in creative writing from Johns Hopkins University and a second master’s degree from Yale University in African studies.

			A recipient of a MacArthur Foundation Fellowship, her critically acclaimed works include Americanah, Purple Hibiscus, and Half of a Yellow Sun, as well as the short story collection The Thing Around Your Neck. 

			Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie teaches writing workshops in the United States and in Nigeria. 

		

	
		
			For Your Information

			Online

			“10 Unapologetic Books About Race in America.” Early Bird Books.

			“Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie: The Danger of a Single Story.” TED Talks.

			“Interview with Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie.” Goodreads. 

			“Love in the time of cornrows: Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie on her new novel.” The Telegraph.

			“Realities of Race: ‘Americanah,’ by Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie.” The New York Times.

			“With ‘Americanah,’ Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie pokes fun at race.” Los Angeles Times.

			Books

			The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao by Junot Diaz

			The Color Purple by Alice Walker

			Dreams of My Father: A Story of Race and Inheritance by Barack Obama

			A Kind of Homecoming by E. R. Braithwaite

			Never Look an American in the Eye: A Memoir of Flying Turtles, Colonial Ghosts, and the Making of a Nigerian American by Okey Ndibe

			Parable of the Sower by Octavia Butler

			Surviving in Biafra: The Story of the Nigerian Civil War by Alfred Uzokwe

			The Salt Roads by Nalo Hopkinson

			Things Fall Apart by Chinua Achebe

			Other Books by Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie

			Half of a Yellow Sun

			Purple Hibiscus

			The Shivering

			The Thing Around Your Neck

			We Should All Be Feminists
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