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Book Summary: 
from Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie 

 
A powerful, tender story of race and identity by Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, the 

award-winning author of Half of a Yellow Sun. 
Ifemelu and Obinze are young and in love when they depart military-ruled Nigeria for the 

West. Beautiful, self-assured Ifemelu heads for America, where despite her academic success, 
she is forced to grapple with what it means to be black for the first time. Quiet, thoughtful Obinze 
had hoped to join her, but with post-9/11 America closed to him, he instead plunges into a 
dangerous, undocumented life in London. Fifteen years later, they reunite in a newly democratic 
Nigeria, and reignite their passion—for each other and for their homeland. 

 
 

Author Biography: 
from Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie  

 
Her work has been translated into over thirty languages and has appeared in various 

publications, including The New Yorker, Granta, The O. Henry Prize Stories, The Financial 
Times, and Zoetrope. She is the author of the novels Purple Hibiscus, which won the 
Commonwealth Writers’ Prize and the Hurston/Wright Legacy Award; Half of a Yellow Sun, 
which won the Orange Prize and was a National Book Critics Circle Award Finalist and a New 
York Times Notable Book; and Americanah, which won the National Book Critics Circle Award 
and was named one of The New York Times Top Ten Best Books of 2013. Ms. Adichie is also 
the author of the story collection The Thing Around Your Neck. 

Ms. Adichie has been invited to speak around the world. Her 2009 TED Talk, The 
Danger of A Single Story, is now one of the most-viewed TED Talks of all time. Her 2012 talk 
We Should All Be Feminists has a started a worldwide conversation about feminism, and was 
published as a book in 2014. 

Her most recent book, Dear Ijeawele, or a Feminist Manifesto in Fifteen Suggestions, 
was published in March 2017. 

A recipient of a MacArthur Foundation Fellowship, Ms. Adichie divides her time between 
the United States and Nigeria. 

 

 
 

 



 

Review #1: New York Times 
 
“Realities of Race,” June 7, 2013 

By Mike Peed 
 

What’s the difference between an African-American and an American-African? From 
such a distinction springs a deep-seated discussion of race in Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s 
third novel, Americanah. Adichie, born in Nigeria but now living both in her homeland and in the 
United States, is an extraordinarily self-aware thinker and writer, possessing the ability to 
lambaste society without sneering or patronizing or polemicizing. For her, it seems no great feat 
to balance high-literary intentions with broad social critique. “Americanah” examines blackness 
in America, Nigeria and Britain, but it’s also a steady-handed dissection of the universal human 
experience - a platitude made fresh by the accuracy of Adichie’s observations.  

So an African-American is a black person with long generational lines in the United 
States, most likely with slave ancestors. She might write poetry about “Mother Africa,” but she’s 
pleased to be from a country that gives international aid rather than from one that receives it. An 
American-African is an African newly emigrated to the United States. In her native country, she 
didn’t realize she was black - she fit that description only after she landed in America. In college, 
the African-American joins the Black Student Union, while the American-African signs up with 
the African Students Association.  

Adichie understands that such fine-grained differentiations don’t penetrate the minds of 
many Americans. This is why a lot of people here, when thinking of race and class, instinctively 
speak of “blacks and poor whites,” not “poor blacks and poor whites.” Many of Adichie’s best 
observations regard nuances of language. When people are reluctant to say “racist” they say, 
“racially charged.” The phrase “beautiful woman” when enunciated in certain tones by certain 
haughty white women, undoubtedly means “ordinary black woman.” Adichie’s characters aren’t, 
in fact, black. They’re “sable” or “gingerbread” or “caramel.” Sometimes their skin is so dark it 
has “an undertone of blueberries.” 

Americanah tells the story of a smart, strong-willed Nigerian woman named Ifemelu who, 
after she leaves Africa for America, endures several harrowing years of near destitution before 
graduating from college, starting a blog entitled “Raceteenth or Various Observations About 
American Blacks (Those Formerly Known as Negroes) by a Non-American Black” and winning a 
fellowship at Princeton (as Adichie once did; she has acknowledged that many of Ifemelu’s 
experiences are her own). Ever hovering in Ifemelu’s thoughts is her high school boyfriend, 
Obinze, an equally intelligent if gentler, more self-effacing Nigerian, who outstays his visa and 
takes illegal jobs in London. (When Obinze trips and falls to the ground, a co-worker shouts, 
“His knee is bad because a he’s a knee-grow!”)  

Ifemelu and Obinze represent a new kind of immigrant, raised well fed and watered but 
mired in dissatisfaction. They aren’t fleeing war or starvation but the oppressive lethargy of 
choicelessness.” Where Obinze fails “soon enough, he is deported” Ifemelu thrives, in part 

 



 

because she seeks authenticity. Never has Ifemelu felt as free as the day she stops hiding her 
Nigerian accent under an American one, the accent that convinces telemarketers she is white. 
She refuses to straighten her hair (a favorite Web site is HappilyKinkyNappy.com), even if she 
must endure muttered disparagements from African-Americans when out with a white man, 
“You ever wonder why he likes you looking all jungle like that?” 

Early on, a horrific event leaves Ifemelu reeling, and years later, when she returns to 
Nigeria, she’s still haunted by it. Meantime, back in Lagos, Obinze has found wealth as a 
property developer. Though the book threatens to morph into a simple story of their reunion, it 
stretches into a scalding assessment of Nigeria, a country too proud to have patience for 
“Americanah”--big shots who return from abroad to belittle their countrymen--and yet one that, 
sometimes unwittingly, endorses foreign values. (Of the winter scenery in a school’s Christmas 
pageant, a parent asks, “Are they teaching children that a Christmas is not a real Christmas 
unless snow falls like it does abroad?”)  

Americanah is witheringly trenchant and hugely empathetic, both worldly and 
geographically precise, a novel that holds the discomfiting realities of our times realessly before 
us. It never feels false. 
 
 

Review #2: Washington Post 
 
“‘Americanah’ by Chimanda Ngozi Adichie,” June 10, 2013 

By Emily Raboteau 
 

What’s as American as the invention of race? Self-invention. 
So we are reminded by Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s engaging third novel, 

“Americanah.” Having spent a good chunk of time living in America as an adult and being a 
hawkeyed observer of manners and distinctions in class, 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. 
“Americanah” is social satire masquerading as romantic comedy. There is mocking, but not 
without love. Her lovers, Ifemelu and Obinze, fall for each other in secondary school, go off to 
university together secure, but then part ways when crippling strikes threaten their education in 
Nigeria. Obinze packs up for London where he works cleaning toilets under a false name, 
squirreling away enough cash to make a bid at a sham marriage he hopes will gain him 
citizenship. Ifemelu sets off to the United States with a partial scholarship to a school in 
Philadelphia where she struggles to find a job and must stoop, at her lowest moment, to 
prostitution. 

Obinze and Ifemelu led lives of relative privilege in Nigeria. They haven’t emigrated out 
of desperation, but rather from “the need to escape from the oppressive lethargy of 

 



 

choicelessness.” Their plan is to come back together after making something of themselves. 
Needless to say, things do not go according to plan. 

Adichie is adept at describing her characters’ descent in dignity for the gambit of upward 
mobility. Obinze’s attempt in England is cursed. In one of the book’s most affecting scenes, he’s 
captured and deported, or, as his lawyer’s form states, “removed” like an object. Back in Nigeria, 
he finds a lucrative job in real estate through obsequious, shady transactions and marries a 
beautiful woman who bores him. 

But Ifemelu’s story is this novel’s heart; she’s the brash and ambitious “Americanah” of 
its title. When we first meet her, she’s getting her hair braided at an African salon in Trenton, 
N.J., 13 years after coming to America. Her accomplishments include a prestigious fellowship at 
Princeton, a relationship with an earnest African American professor named Blaine, and a 
popular blog about race with the antique-sounding title “Raceteenth or Various Observations 
About American Blacks (Those Formerly Known as Negroes) by a Non-American Black.” Yet 
she’s just decided to throw it all away and return home. From her chair at the hair salon, the 
book unfolds in a series of extended flashbacks that show Ifemelu drifting steadily upward 
through jobs, men, cities and hairstyles on her path to adulthood. 

Ifemelu’s journey in America is informed by experiences of race that won’t seem new to 
black Americans, though they’re new to her. As an African, and more specifically, as a Nigerian 
Igbo, she’s not “black” until she comes here. Blaine accuses her of not being “sufficiently furious 
because she was African, not African American,” and Ifemelu sometimes worries that her blog is 
only “a mild satire about a world that was anything but mild.” Race entraps, beguiles and 
bewilders her because it’s an imaginary construct with actual consequences. She discovers 
she’ll be more employable, for example, when she chemically relaxes her hair to get that 
white-girl “swish.” Ifemelu’s blog entries about such discoveries plot her growth as a writer. 
But beyond race, the book is about the immigrant’s quest: self-invention, which is the American 
subject. “Americanah” is unique among the booming canon of immigrant literature of the last 
generation (including writers Junot Diaz, Jhumpa Lahiri, Gary Shteyngart, Chang-rae Lee, 
Dinaw Mengestu and Susan Choi). Its ultimate concern isn’t the challenge of becoming 
American or the hyphenation that requires, but the challenge of going back home. 

Ifemelu’s hairdresser wants to know why anyone would choose to return to the third 
world. Ifemelu’s heartsickness for Obinze and her homesickness for Nigeria are two sides of the 
same coin. There’s a perfect Portuguese word for such currency: “saudade.” This feeling of 
longing gives a rich patina to the book’s finest section — its last. There, Ifemelu makes her 
return home, changed by all she has seen and done in the United States, and Adichie’s talent 
for description takes flight. Ifemelu has become her most authentic self, “a person who has 
learned to admire exposed wooden rafters,” well aware of her own haughtiness. Uneasy in a 
club of other “Nigerpolitan” returnees who pine for paninis and good customer service, she’s the 
quintessential outsider — or in other words, an artist. In America she was black. Back in Nigeria, 
she’s an Americanah. 
 
 

 



 

Author Interview: The Guardian 
 
“Chimimanda Ngozi Adichie: My new novel is about love, race...and hair,” April 7, 2013 

by Kate Kellaway 
 
 
In your third novel, Americanah, one of the characters warns about the inanity of 
asking what a book is about – "as if it were only about one thing." But… I have to 
ask: what is Americanah about? 
 
It is about love. I wanted to write an unapologetically old-fashioned love story. But it is 
also about race and how we reinvent ourselves. It is about how, when we leave home, 
we become another version of ourselves. And it is also about hair… 
 
We'll come back to the subject of hair, but can you say where home is for you? 
 
I live half the year in Nigeria, the other half in the US. But home is Nigeria – it always will 
be. I consider myself a Nigerian who is comfortable in the world. I look at it through 
Nigerian eyes. 
 
How important is it to belong? 
 
Belonging matters. I left home, at 19, to study in Philadelphia. I didn't think about identity 
at all until I went to the US. There is a wonderful quotation from Peter Ackroyd about the 
relationship between longing and belonging. Much of my work is about this. I am given to 
unnecessary nostalgia, the longing for what isn't there. 
 
Do you miss the US when you are in Nigeria? 
 
Yes, the very fast internet service. And regular electricity, not having to think about 
generators. I like the US and feel gratitude towards it. 
 
You write brilliantly about love. What do you think makes a love last? 
 
I wish I knew… if I did, I would market it. Lasting love has to be built on mutual regard 
and respect. It is about seeing the other person. I am very interested in relationships 
and, when I watch couples, sometimes I can sense a blindness has set in. They have 
stopped seeing each other. It is not easy to see another person. 
 
Have you experienced love at first sight? 

 



 

No, but I would like to. 
 

 
You write with satirical precision about the way black people are patronised in the 
US and the UK – often in a well-meaning way. How widespread is this 
condescension? One of your characters – Kimberley – describes all black people 
as "beautiful". 
 
It is very widespread. There is a deep discomfort about the subject. People struggle to 
be honest and ordinary. I wish race didn't matter. I wish that Kimberley – who is a 
character I love and not a racist – didn't think all black people beautiful. It is worse in the 
US because of its racial history. People dismiss race and say, "We are all the same" – 
this is not true. I experience the world differently because I am female and because I am 
dark-skinned. 

 
Your novel includes detailed descriptions of black women having their hair done. 
Please give me an honest description of your own hair and what it says about 
you? 
 
That is the best question! My hair is in tiny cornrows; I have a big ponytail on the top of 
my head. I quite like it. It is natural. I am a bit of a fundamentalist when it comes to black 
women's hair. Hair is hair – yet also about larger questions: self-acceptance, insecurity 
and what the world tells you is beautiful. For many black women, the idea of wearing 
their hair naturally is unbearable. 

 
Tell me about your childhood… 
 
I grew up in the university town of Nsukka in a big, close, laughing family. I was the first 
daughter, the fifth of six children. After the first three, my parents became more liberal 
and easy. My childhood was happy and effortless. My family is still close-knit. My father 
is a retired maths professor. My mother made history by being the first woman registrar 
at the university. None of my siblings is creative – they are sensible science people. 

 
How did you avoid science? 

 
I didn't. My parents said: You have to be a doctor and so I studied medicine. But I was 
so unhappy, I had to flee. I did quite well at it but I didn't care about what I was doing. I'd 
write poetry in anatomy class. 

 
When did you start writing stories? 
 
I was young, my first stories based on Enid Blyton's. 

 

 



 

Chinua Achebe described you as a "fearless" writer. Do you need to be fearless? 
 
No. You need to be dedicated to your truth. I like to be liked but don't need to be liked. 
Plenty of people disagree with me – but I never set out to offend. 
 
I get the feeling you like an argument? 

 
Yes! I love to be challenged, to have ideas tested – and sometimes to be talked into 
changing my mind 

 
I have heard you are nicknamed after your grandmother. Why? 
 
Igbo people believe in reincarnation. When a baby boy is born after his grandfather's 
death, they'll say: "The old man came back." It is a benign thing. My father's mother was 
a fantastic woman – a feminist. She lost her husband young. His family wanted to take 
her land, but she went to the all-male meetings of her husband's people. She barged in, 
made accusations and she got the community on her side. 

 
You talk about Igbo beliefs – are you religious? 
 
It is complicated. I grew up a Catholic. I read books about the pope. I respect religion. I 
could talk about it all day. In Nigeria, it is the biggest force in the country, with Islam and 
Christianity. My father is an observant Catholic – it is something I can't dismiss. 
 
You have spent time in the UK. In the novel, you write: "The wind blowing across 
the British Isles was odorous with fear of asylum seekers." Is that how you found 
it? 
 
I was very struck by this. I was there when Blunkett was saying only English should be 
spoken at home. There was a fever of discontent. And I also remember getting on a train 
full of Nigerians and other Africans and thinking: if I was an English person how would I 
feel? 

 
If you could change one thing about the US what it would be? 
 
I would like the discomfort around the subject of race to disappear. 

 
If you could change one thing about Nigeria? 
 
Oh my God, there is so much I want to change – I would bring in a new wave of 
leadership that was committed to the people. 
 
And what would you change about yourself? 

 



 

I'd like to change myself quite a bit. I'd like to be more patient. I'd like to find it easier to 
forgive because – I am not good at forgiving. 
 

 
 
 
 

Non-Fiction Materials: The New Yorker 
 
“Black Hair’s Blockbuster Moment,” February 23, 2018 

By Tiya Miles 
 

In Wakanda, the techno-brilliant African nation of the Marvel film “Black Panther,” black 
warrior women don’t wear wigs. Compelled to conceal her shaved head to carry off an 
undercover mission, General Okoye, played by Danai Gurira, calls her flowing wig “a disgrace” 
and discards it the instant she draws her spear to battle the bad guys. 

The general and her royal guard of female combatants, the Dora Milaje warriors, are 
among a cast of characters graced with gorgeous natural hairstyles that imbue this film with the 
visual power of holistic black beauty. The movie weds a Black Nationalist aesthetic to an ethos 
of global kinship. It projects a resilience that captures the mood of our present moment. 

Despite and perhaps because of a surge in white supremacist language in the United 
States, a wave of black cultural resistance is flooding the arts as well as the streets. And with it, 
black hair in its natural state of sublime uprightness has returned as a symbol of political 
consciousness and visionary imagining. The self-assured leading women of “Black Panther” 
wear their “Wakanda knots,” elaborately interwoven braids, regal snow-white dreadlocks and 
decorated bald scalps with ease. When I saw these actresses onscreen in the company of my 
awe-struck children, I felt an exhilarating sense of community pride. 

I am a black woman who stopped chemically altering my hair after an inner battle that 
began in childhood. Like countless other black girls, I once donned a yellow bath towel as a 
makeshift wig as a child, luxuriously flipping it as if it were real blond hair. 

I decided to go natural in 1991, during my junior year in college. It was a difficult choice, 
and it was possible only in a context of black female friendships and the shared epiphanies of a 
feminist collective called The Rag. The women on The Rag (yes, we thought we were quite 
clever) met on the Radcliffe campus to discuss our emerging understandings of feminism, and 
black feminism in particular. Paramount for us, as in the #MeToo movement now, was the 
emboldening recognition that we were not alone. 

When I stopped straightening my hair — as a way of affirming my worth despite 
mainstream messages to the contrary — I had the support of an emotional, intellectual and 
political community. My college roommate, Keiko Morris, and I enacted this ritual together: 

 



 

cutting off tresses made foreign by chemical “beauty” products and choosing how we would 
relearn what our nappy hair could mean to us. 

Keiko, who went on to become a journalist, and I wrote about the experience, as did 
Zora Neale Hurston, Alice Walker, Toni Morrison, Pearl Cleage, Bell Hooks and the many other 
black female writers before us who have made hair a recurring theme. Our essay, “The Straight 
and Narrow,” was published in the book “Testimony,” edited by our college classmate Natasha 
Tarpley, who would later publish the uplifting children’s picture book “I Love My Hair!”. Keiko 
and I wrote that as young girls, “we saw white women, not ourselves, in the images that America 
chose to project — we heard family members comment that so and so’s baby had been born 
with good hair and they ‘hoped it would stay that way.’ ” 

Our undergoing the “big chop” disappointed family members and lessened our value in 
the heterosexual dating market, but we were determined to endure recrimination and rejection, 
together. 

The early 1990s was a long time ago. So much seems to have changed in the decades 
since I stopped straightening. There is a rich and varied digital discussion of black natural hair 
care, thanks in part to the early-aughts natural-hair movement, when digital innovators like Curly 
Nikki (Nikki Walton) and Afrobella (Patrice Yursik) recorded their transition from straightened to 
natural styles and offered hair care tips to thousands of followers. Chris Rock released the HBO 
documentary “Good Hair” (2009) and expressed the wish that his daughter would treasure what 
is inside her head instead of what grows on it. 

Fewer white strangers today tell me that I look just like Whoopi Goldberg because I wear 
dreadlocks (though it happened in Montana last summer) or have the nerve to reach out and 
touch my hair without permission (though it happened in Michigan last fall). 

Despite this progress, hair remains a raw nerve for young black women. I learned this 
when I began offering a course on hair in the Department of Afroamerican and African Studies 
at the University of Michigan three years ago. The students in my classes were telling stories 
much like those my college friends and I had shared. They were still describing the pain and 
humiliation they felt as women with nappy or “bad” hair, or the preferences and privilege they 
knew as women with wavy or loosely curled “good” hair. 

A black trans man recounted the freedom that he felt when he transitioned in high school 
and no longer had to control his hair as a black girl would, fearfully running away from the rain 
and avoiding swimming pools. Students talked about high school teachers who said their hair 
was blocking others’ view of the board. Female students said potential romantic partners saw 
only straighter hair, and lighter skin, as attractive and assumed that any dark-skinned woman 
with long hair was a “fake”; they wrote about despising themselves because their hair made 
them alien and ugly. They had reclaimed natural hair despite self-doubt and rampant rejection. 
Going natural is still hard for many black women with kinky hair. The choice means risking the 
mantle of respectability for which middle-class African-Americans have long fought and 
relinquishing a dream of beauty that popular culture prizes. Professional costs remain as well, 
as demonstrated by a United States Circuit Court of Appeals ruling in 2016 affirming a 
company’s right not to hire applicants with dreadlocks. 

Now, it seems to me, a cultural tide is meeting the more individualized, self-care focus of 
the natural-hair movement. In 2017, Colin Kaepernick defended his Afro by implying that the 

 



 

former quarterback Michael Vick — who said Mr. Kaepernick should trim his hair to look “clean 
cut” and “presentable” — suffered from Stockholm syndrome; the “Black Panther” actress Lupita 
Nyong’o criticized Grazia U.K. magazine for retouching a cover photo to remove her natural 
hair; and Davina Bennett, Miss Jamaica, won second runner-up in the Miss Universe pageant 
while daring to wear a spectacular sundial Afro. 

The record-breaking “Black Panther” is the sensational popular example, a visual 
anthem for this moment. The hair director for the film, Camille Friend, said in an interview with 
The Cut that she insisted on natural hair for the actors and drew on Zulu, Masai, Hima and 
Afropunk looks. But the movie does not stand alone. 

The fiber artist Sonya Clark has produced the elegantly stylized Hair Craft Project, which 
features black hairdressers as craftswomen whose intricate art form is the braid. Regis and 
Kahran Bethencourt of the Creative Soul studio in Atlanta have created an “Afro Art” series 
featuring African-American children with sculpted natural hair and elaborate costumes. The 
children in these images face the camera with a deep-down, dare-me beauty complemented by 
glistening Afros, voluptuous rolls and undulating braids with cowrie shell accessories that 
enhance the texture of a proud and voluminous birthright. 

In the mid-1990s, soon after I stopped relaxing my hair, the prescient race and gender 
theorist Angela Davis warned about the devolution of natural black hair from a strong statement 
of political solidarity to an empty sign of consumerist acquisition. The Afro was being 
resuscitated as “revolutionary glamour,” she said, black chic in a bottle, denuded of political 
potency. 

Angela Davis lamented fashion masquerading as politics, but the pendulum has swung 
back, reflecting what the historian Tanisha Ford has called “a revolutionary politics of style.” 
Natural black hair is again a sign of political intention, visually cuing a culture of resistance that 
asserts the value of difference, of conviction in the face of adversity, of the intrinsic worth of all 
human beings. The ultra-Afro, the meta-cornrow, the rocket-shaped twists springing out into 
space. Africa has produced a hair type with an innate capacity to defy gravity. It demonstrates to 
us all in these times: And still we rise. 

 

Supplementary Work: TED Foundation 
 

“Beware of ‘Feminism Lite,’” March 7, 2017 
By Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie 

 
Beware the danger of what I call Feminism Lite. It is the idea of conditional female 

equality. Please reject this entirely. It is a hollow, appeasing and bankrupt idea. Being a feminist 
is like being pregnant. You either are or you are not. You either believe in the full equality of 
men and women, or you do not. 

Feminism Lite uses analogies like “He is the head and you are the neck.” Or, “He is 
driving but you are in the front seat.” More troubling is the idea, in Feminism Lite, that men are 

 



 

naturally superior but should be expected to “treat women well.” No. No. No. There must be 
more than male benevolence as the basis for a women’s well-being. 

Feminism Lite uses the language of “allowing.” Theresa May is the British prime minister, 
and here is how a progressive British newspaper described her husband: “Phillip May is known 
in politics as a man who has taken a back seat and allowed his wife, Theresa, to shine.” 

Allowed. 
 
Now let us reverse it. Theresa May has allowed her husband to shine. Does it make 

sense? If Phillip May were prime minister, perhaps we might hear that his wife had “supported” 
him from the background, that she was “behind” him or that she’d “stood by his side,” but we 
would never hear that she had “allowed” him to shine. 

“Allow” is a troubling word. “Allow” is about power. You will often hear members of the 
Nigerian chapter of the Society of Feminism Lite say, “Leave the women alone to do what she 
wants as long as her husband allows.” 

A husband is not a headmaster. A wife is not a schoolgirl. Permission and being allowed, 
when used one-sidedly — and it is nearly only used that way — should never be the language 
of an equal marriage. Another egregious example of Feminism Lite: men who say, “Of course a 
wife does not always have to do the domestic work; I did domestic work when my wife traveled.” 

Do you remember how we laughed and laughed at an an atrociously written piece about 
me some years ago? The writer had accused me of being “angry” as though “being angry” were 
something to be ashamed of. Of course I am angry. I am angry about racism. I am angry about 
sexism. But I recently came to the realization that I am angrier about sexism than I am about 
racism. Because in my anger about sexism, I often feel lonely. Because I love, and live among, 
many people who easily acknowledge race injustice but not gender injustice. 

I cannot tell you how often people I care about — men and women — have expected me 
to make a case for sexism, to “prove” it, as it were, while never having the same expectation for 
racism. (Obviously, in the wider world, too many people are still expected to “prove” racism, but 
not in my close circle.) I cannot tell you how often people I care about have dismissed or 
diminished sexist situations. 

Like our friend Ikenga, always quick to deny that anything is caused by misogyny, never 
interested in listening or engaging, always eager to explain how it is in fact women who are 
privileged. He once said, “Even though the general idea is that my father is in charge at our 
home, it’s my mother who is really in charge behind the scenes.” He thought he was refuting 
sexism, but he was making my case. Why “behind the scenes”? If a woman has power then why 
do we need to disguise that she has power? 

But here is the sad truth: Our world is full of men and women who do not like powerful 
women. We have been so conditioned to think of power as male and that a powerful woman is 
an aberration. And so she is policed. We ask of powerful women: Is she humble? Does she 
smile? Is she grateful enough? Does she have a domestic side? Questions we do not ask of 
powerful men, which shows that our discomfort is not with power itself, but with women. We 
judge powerful women more harshly than we judge powerful men. And Feminism Lite enables 
this. 
 

 



 

Discussion Questions: 
Developed by Jack Saari for Portland Public Library 
 
 

1. Much of the early story is told in flashback while Ifemelu is having her hair braided. Does 
this impact how we hear of her life in Nigeria and her early life in America? Does her 
story change because she’s “made it” in America? How do you think the story would 
have changed if it were being told while she was still struggling? 

 
2. From this flashback the narrative shifts to Obinze’s story and his struggles in London. 

Did you find his story as engaging as Ifemelu’s? Do you feel his struggles in London are 
similar to what he would face in America?  

 
3. Many of the details of Ifemelu’s life are similar to events of the author’s life. The author’s 

struggles and successes, including eventually winning a fellowship at Princeton, become 
Ifemelu’s. Does knowing this change your opinion on Ifemelu? Do you think her 
experiences are similar to many immigrants? Would you call this story realistic? 

 
4. What did you think of Ifemelu’s blog, ‘Raceteenth’? Does it feel accurate? Would you 

read that blog if it existed in real life? Who do you think is the audience for the blog? 
 

5. Ifemelu ends up working as a babysitter for the wealthy housewife, Kimberly. Do you 
think Kimberly would enjoy reading Ifemelu’s blog? Were you able to relate to Kimberly 
at all? How does Ifemelu and Kimberly’s relationship evolve over the course of the 
novel? 

 
6. Ifemelu struggles in her relationships throughout the novel. Do you think this is universal 

amongst young women or do you think there was something more to her feeling of being 
unfulfilled?  
 

7. Underneath the conversation about race and immigration, Obinze and Ifemelu’s love 
story is the central plot point. Would you call this a romantic novel? Did you feel the 
ending was destined or forced? Did you understand Ifemelu’s decision to leave America 
and go back to Nigeria? 
 

8. What did you think of Auntie Uju’s experience as it contrasts with Ifemelu’s? What did 
Auntie Uju’s relationship with the general say about gender roles in Nigeria? Did you feel 
she was ever able to escape how she was brought up? What do you think Auntie Uju, a 
doctor, liked in her new husband? Do you think she loved him? Or did he just help her fit 
in? 

 



 

 
9. How about Ifemelu’s nephew, Dike? Toward the end of the book he is struggling with 

depression and self harm. Do you think this is a common problem for immigrants? Do 
you think this has to do with being in a white neighborhood? Do you think immigrants 
face unique problems or were Dike’s issues a result of the difficulties of being a 
pre-teen? 
 

10. Have you had any experience with immigrants? Or with immigration? Did you feel this 
book helped open you up to their struggle? How do you think the book would change if it 
were about an Arab immigrant rather than an African immigrant? 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


