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The Intersectional Immigrant: An Exploration of Americanah  

Chimamanda Adichie, the award-winning and bestselling author of works including Half 

of a Yellow Sun, We Should All Be Feminists, and Purple Hibiscus, adeptly dedicates her novel 

Americanah to the future, writing: “This book is for our next generation.” The novel, as the 

dedication suggests, seeks to expand readers’ critical consciousness by asking challenging 

questions about race and immigration and acknowledging the colonial past from which Nigeria 

has emerged, while observing and deftly critiquing contemporary issues, such as immigration, 

that many Nigerians confront today. Chimamanda Adichie focuses Americanah primarily 

through main character Ifemelu, who must contemplate her identities -- female, non-American 

black, and immigrant -- as she becomes transnational, immigrating to the United States for 

university and work. Kimberlé Crenshaw’s 1989 theory of intersectional feminism from 

“Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex,” will be utilized to analyze Ifemelu’s 

experiences which “deal with the fact that many of our social justice problems like racism and 

sexism are often overlapping, creating multiple levels of social injustice” (Crenshaw TED). In 

Americanah, Ifemelu not only faces racism and sexism, but also animosity that stems from her 

immigrant status. Therefore, in order to understand the journey and decisions Ifemelu 

contemplates both in the United States and in Nigeria, her identities must be considered 

intersectionality and subjectively. Ultimately, Ifemelu is able to gain a sense of power when she 
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accepts this intersectional subjective reality, which allows her to resist assimilation and become 

the fullest version of herself.  

Context 

Ifemelu, Americanah’s main character, is a young black Nigerian woman who is 

pressured to leave her hometown of Lagos, Nigeria due to political unrest and lack of 

opportunity so that she can continue her university education. Ifemelu’s decision to immigrate to 

the United States becomes central to her identity in America and remains an important part of her 

character when she returns home to Nigeria after thirteen years. While in the United States, 

Ifemelu discovers what it means to be black in America as an African immigrant and struggles 

with pressure to assimilate. Ifemelu does not begin to seriously consider leaving Nigeria until 

strikes begin to threaten her university education. Week after week, Ifemelu and her boyfriend, 

Obinze, struggle because their school is not holding classes. NPR’s review of Americanah calls it 

a novel of “immigration and dislocation” spurred because the main characters, like many 

Nigerians, “have been ‘conditioned from birth to look towards somewhere else, eternally 

convinced that real lives happened in that somewhere else.’” As a result of the British colonial 

legacy, Nigeria continues to struggle with internal conflict that ultimately affects Ifemelu’s 

decision to immigrate to the United States, an idea suggested by Ifemelu’s Aunty Uju who 

encourages her to move so that she can complete her degree, obtain a job, and send money back 

to her family. Aunty Uju herself chose to immigrate for similar reasons, most prominently 

because of the promise and lure of opportunity. While in the United States, Aunty Uju struggles 

to assimilate and support her son, all while working towards her doctoral certifications.  
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To better understand Ifemelu and Aunty Uju’s decisions to immigrate, one must consider 

the lasting effects of the British colonial legacy in Nigeria. Much of the conflict and discord that 

Nigeria faces today may be traced directly to the impact of British colonizers. Chukwuemeka 

Onwubu asserts in his article,“Ethnic Identity, Political Integration, and National Development: 

The Igbo Diaspora in Nigeria,” that much of the Igbo diaspora today is due to the fact that 

“Nigeria has existed as one country only on paper. It is still far from being united...Nigerian 

unity is only a British intention for the country” (Onwubu, 399). Today, Nigeria struggles with 

religious and ethnic conflicts that exist within its borders partially because British rule created 

the boundaries of their country and implemented laws and governance that were not 

representative of its people. The British colonial legacy is particularly relevant in Americanah as 

both Ifemelu and Aunty Uju recognize the nation’s segmented national identity and feel 

pressured to leave their country in order to create a better life for themselves. The mother of 

Ifemelu’s boyfriend, Obinze, astutely comments on the dislocation occurring in Nigeria stating, 

“Nigeria is chasing away its best resources” (Adichie 123). Ifemelu’s identity as an immigrant 

maintains a heightened complexity throughout the novel because her decision to leave is deeply 

intertwined with the challenges of her home country.  

Adichie focuses her story on the difficulty of finding one’s place in a post-independence 

world when the concept of home is obscured. Ifemelu reflects, referring to a Nigerian man who 

left years ago but in an attempt to stay connected to Nigeria, became involved in hostile internet 

chat groups, “home was now a blurred place between here and there, and at least online they 

could ignore the awareness of how inconsequential they had become” (Adichie 144). Without an 

acceptance of intersectional identity, characters in the novel experience frustration, depression, 
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and general feelings of hopelessness. That being said, the choice to immigrate is not an easy one 

for Ifemelu. While it is difficult to leave her family, Obinze, and the home she knows and loves, 

Ifemelu recognizes that obtaining a university degree will allow her to support herself and her 

family. Although she immigrates to escape hardship in Nigeria, she faces many challenges in the 

United States including obstacles that are physical, mental, and emotional in nature. Through the 

stories of Ifemelu and Aunty Uju, Adichie traces the effects of immigration: namely, feeling 

foreign and unwelcome in the United States, resisting pressure to assimilate, and ultimately, opts 

to return to Nigeria. Ifemelu will ultimately determine that she is unable to truly feel at home 

outside of Nigeria, and eventually chooses to embrace her home country despite the challenges 

that it faces.  

Methodology  

Ifemelu’s experiences in Americanah are the result of the intersection of her three 

identities and cannot be considered in terms of distinct categories such as the “woman’s 

experience,” “the black experience,” or the “immigrant experience.” As Ifemelu herself asserts, 

being a black person from Africa is monumentally different from being of African American 

descent. Additionally, the pressure that Ifemelu faces in situations such as finding work are a 

result of all three of her major identities as a black female immigrant. In her original 1989 

publication regarding intersectionality, Kimberlé Crenshaw asserts that to separate a black 

woman’s identities is to “erase Black women in the conceptualization, identification, and 

remediation of race and sex discrimination by limiting inquiry to the experiences of 

otherwise-privileged members of the group” (140). Similarly, Avtar Brah in “Ain’t I a Woman? 

Sojourner’s ‘Truth’” states, “We regard the concept of ‘intersectionality’ as signifying the 
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complex, irreducible, varied, and variable effects which ensue when multiple axis of 

differentiation - economic, political, cultural, psychic, subjective and experiential - intersect in 

historically specific contexts” (76). I will utilize and expand upon Crenshaw and Brah’s 

definitions of intersectional feminism to analyze Ifemelu’s experiences in terms of her identities 

as a non-American black female immigrant. While Crenshaw and Brah’s usages of the term 

primarily deal with black and female identities, it is necessary to consider how Ifemelu’s 

immigrant identity contributes to the ways in which she is conceptualized and discriminated 

against. Crenshaw’s usage of the term intersectionality “deal[s] with the fact that many of our 

social justice problems like racism and sexism are often overlapping, creating multiple levels of 

social injustice” (Crenshaw TED). Throughout Americanah, Adichie explores how the 

intersectionality of being both black and female is subjective as Ifemelu moves through different 

times and spaces, which in turn changes the levels of social injustice which she experiences. For 

example, Ifemelu does not view herself as “black” until she immigrated from Nigeria to the 

United States. On her blog, <<Raceteenth or Various Observations About American Blacks 

(Those Formerly Known as Negroes) by a Non-American Black>>, she states, “Dear 

Non-American Black, when you make the choice to come to America, you become black. Stop 

arguing, Stop saying I’m Jamaican or I’m Ghanaian. America doesn’t care. So what if you 

weren’t ‘black’ in your country? You’re in America now” (Adichie 273). It is Ifemelu’s decision 

to immigrate that places her non-American black identity as an immigrant into the forefront. 

Therefore, it is important to consider identity as intersectional and subjective. For the purpose of 

this paper, Ifemelu’s coined term, “non-American black,” will be used in order to refer to 

Ifemelu’s identity as a black African whereas the term “black” will be used when referencing 
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experiences that may be common for both Africans and African Americans. It should be noted 

that the usage of these terms are in itself subjective and therefore, the author acknowledges that 

attempting to label various identity categories is not wholly representative of true human 

experience. 

Feeling foreign & unwelcome  

Ifemelu’s predominant identities -- non-American black, female, and immigrant -- 

emerge early in Americanah’s opening scene; the story begins with Ifemelu’s existence as a 

expatriate from Nigeria living in Princeton, New Jersey, which immediately invites readers to 

empathize with the many challenges that Ifemelu experiences. The novel’s inciting incident is a 

frustration that many females can understand, styling one’s hair. Ifemelu must navigate from her 

home in Princeton to the town of Trenton in order to braid her hair; this is a reality that frustrates 

her because she feels unwelcome and foreign in her own neighborhood as a black person and as 

an immigrant. While she acknowledges that it is “unreasonable to expect a braiding salon in 

Princeton,” because there are few black locals and therefore a lack of demand for braiding 

salons, the lack of accommodations for black people in her town creates a dissonance that makes 

Ifemelu miss her home in Nigeria. Later, readers will come to understand that the lack of hair 

salons and beauty products for black women is essential to Ifemelu’s perception of the 

negotiations that black women must make in order to fit into middle class white society (Adichie 

4). Further, as an immigrant, Ifemelu struggles with the unfamiliarity of societal expectations and 

misunderstandings of realities she is already expected to know. The few black locals who live in 

her area are African Americans, and Ifemelu often finds that she cannot relate to them. Further, 

she finds herself frustrated that many African Americans in her community succumb to white 
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beauty norms by choosing to straighten or relax their hair to make themselves more agreeable to 

white society. In, “Becoming a Subject: Developing a Critical Consciousness and Coming to 

Voice in Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie's Americanah,” Stefanie Reuter explains that the metaphor 

of hair in the novel represents “The process of adaptation and resistance [which] becomes also 

very virulent in the analysis of the motif hair” (5). Adichie masterfully begins Americanah with 

this scene, which immediately brings the intersection of being a black female woman into the 

forefront through a topic that is deceptively simple -- hair. Yet, perhaps, Adichie is showing 

readers that for black females, even daily tasks that seem simple are often challenges in a foreign 

setting.  

For black women in Americanah (both African and African American), tasks that many 

take for granted are frustrating, challenging, and often invisible to the broader community. For 

example, Ifemelu’s Aunty Uju realizes that she must go to the mall thirty minutes away in order 

to find a lipstick for her complexion. Further highlighting the frustrations that black women face, 

Ifemelu is denied service at a waxing salon because they “‘don’t do curly’” (Adichie 211 & 361). 

Ifemelu must travel to Trenton to get her hair done both because she is a black person in a town 

where being black, especially with a dark complexion, is uncommon, but also because she is a 

female who faces societal expectations to appear professional and put together. Aunty Uju 

explains the pressure on black immigrant women to assimilate in order to achieve success to 

Ifemelu, stating, “‘I have to take my braids out for my interview and relax my hair. Kemi told me 

that I shouldn’t wear braids to the interview. If you have braids, they will think you are 

unprofessional...I have told you what they told me. You are in a country that is not your own. 

You do what you have to do if you want to succeed’” (Adichie 146-147). It is clear that this 
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expectation really implies that to look more professional is to look less black. As a person of 

color, Aunty Uju must change her hair. As a woman, she must conform to beauty standards. 

Moreover, as an immigrant seeking work, she experiences an ultimate feeling of powerless to 

exert control over the norms placed upon her because they are of a different culture. 

Americanah explores the everyday experience for non-American black people in the 

United States and portrays the subordination, challenges, and unequal treatment that many are 

subjected to. These challenges are compounded by Ifemelu and Aunty Uju’s immigrant statuses 

as they must adjust to a new way of life in the United States. Aunty Uju has begun to 

Americanize her own name and has changed her hairstyle to better fit in with the white norm in 

order to find work. She tells Ifemelu that when she first arrived in America, “‘I [Aunty Uju] was 

studying and working three jobs. I was doing retail at the mall, and a research assistantship, and I 

even did some hours at Burger King’” (Adichie 135). Through the character of Aunty Uju, 

Adichie resists two stereotypes at the same time, fighting the misconceptions that black people 

are lazy and that immigrants, specifically people of color, come to the United States to get free 

rides and mooch off of the system. Aunty Uju is a single mother having to repeat medical classes 

in order to become a licensed doctor in the United States and is working three side jobs to make 

ends meet. Amonyeze asserts that “Americanah, a keen analysis of race and identity in 

contemporary Western societies, is an insurrectionary narrative challenging the negative 

perception of the African immigrant and interrogating Western norms of cultural assimilation” 

(3). Aunty Uju’s positive narrative challenges the idea that immigrants who come to the United 

States are uneducated and simply come to get government assistance. Furthermore, Adichie 

conveys that immigrants do not magically get a free ride but often struggle to find work. When 
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Ifemelu nears graduation from her university, she realizes that the companies that she applied for 

jobs with “became noncommittal when they realized she was not an American citizen, that they 

would, if they hired her, have to descend into the dark tunnel of immigration paperwork” 

(Adichie 249). Adichie resists the idea that anyone can succeed in America if they simply work 

hard enough by showing the many challenges that Ifemelu and Aunty Uju as non-American 

black immigrants face in the United States. No matter how hard Ifemelu and Aunty Uju work to 

earn degrees, search for jobs, and make themselves appealing to employers by straightening their 

hair, they find it extremely challenging to find work and hardly earn enough money to feed 

themselves.  

To again demonstrate the specific obstacles that women, particularly non-American black 

women, face when looking for work, Ifemelu must consider selling her body and compromising 

her relationship with her now ex-boyfriend, Obinze, in order to survive. While Ifemelu will 

eventually achieve success as a blogger and as a Fellow at Princeton, she is forced to first find 

work with another person’s identification card when she arrives in the America because she 

cannot technically work while on a student-visa. Ifemelu struggles for months to find a job and 

begins to internalize negative racial stereotypes as she constantly must adjust to new cultural 

norms and come to terms with the possibility of running out of money. When she is at her 

breaking point with no money in her bank account, she reconsiders a white male tennis coach’s 

offer to come over and “relax” for $100 a session (Adichie 177). Desperate for money, Ifemelu 

has no choice but to call the man and is subjected to his wishes one night, immediately realizing 

her worst nightmare: “The power balance was tilted in his favor, had been tilted in his favor 

since she walked into his house.” (Adichie 189). Ifemelu’s inability to find work demands 
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censorship of her own identities. Unable to network or use connections to find a job, Ifemelu is 

forced to suppress all parts of herself and become an object in order to survive. Crenshaw speaks 

specifically about the abuse of black women by men, stating, “Their femaleness made them 

sexually vulnerable to racist domination, while their Blackness effectively denied them any 

protection” (158-159). For the entirety of her time in America and possibly for the remainder of 

her life, Ifemelu will be reminded of an event that stripped her entirely of her own humanity. It is 

only through a connection with her white boyfriend, Curt, that Ifemelu is eventually able to find 

a company that will hire her. Ifemelu is thankful to find stable work, but feels frustrated that she 

has to rely on her boyfriend to help her make connections. She states, 

here she was, a pink balloon, weightless, floating to the top, propelled by things outside 

of herself. She felt, in the midst of her gratitude, a small resentment: that Curt could, with 

a few calls, rearrange the world, have things slide into the spaces that he wanted them to. 

(Adichie 250) 

In addition to facing sexual vulnerability due to her black and female identities, Ifemelu 

often feels like an outsider in her community and questions her own value. Americanah 

humanizes the struggles of the immigrant through the narratives of characters who experience 

challenges, like struggling to fit in at school, that readers can relate to. Additionally, the novel 

provides hope and shows that through community, it is possible to both adapt and retain identity. 

Ifemelu’s need for a community that holds identities in common further proves the importance of 

recognizing the multifaceted identities of a person. When Ifemelu arrives in the United States, it 

takes time for her to understand the cultural differences and her own blackness in the context of 

the American political sphere. In one of her blog posts, Ifemelu states, “Americans assume that 
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everyone will get their tribalism. But it takes a while to figure it all out” (227). Ifemelu uses the 

word tribalism, a word more typically used to describe African culture, to show her readers that 

the American way of life is not the “norm”, as is often assumed, but that it also has its own 

customs that seem confusing to an outsider. Similar questions and differences that an American 

traveling to Africa would observe also occur when Africans travel to the United States. The 

culture shock that Ifemelu experiences places her in an outsider position of alterity that can only 

be alleviated through relationships with others. Ifemelu struggles to fit in at her new school in 

Philadelphia, Wellson, even with African American blacks, until she finds the African Students 

Association through which she is able to express herself and relate to others experiencing similar 

challenges. In Nora Berning’s article, “Narrative Ethics and Alterity in Adichie’s Novel 

Americanah,” Berning explains that “the making of one’s own identity is relational both in the 

interpersonal sense and in the intercultural sense. It is relational insofar as Ifemelu grows through 

her relationship to other subjects. Ifemelu’s own sense of her marginality is closely connected to 

color and race” (5). At one of the meetings Ifemelu reflects on the openness in the room, 

observing,  

And they themselves mocked Africa, trading stories of absurdity, or stupidity, and they 

felt safe to mock, because it was mockery born of longing, and of the heartbroken desire 

to see a place made whole again. Here, Ifemelu felt a gentle, swaying sense of renewal. 

Here, she did not have to explain herself. (Adichie 171)  

Ifemelu depends on her comrades to lift her up when she faces bouts of depression and struggles 

to find a job, which cause her to question her purpose in the United States. Adichie debunks the 
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idea of being colorblind by providing a positive example that shows the importance of being 

surrounded by those with similar backgrounds and identities. 

Outside of the African Students Association, however, Ifemelu faces an onslaught of 

negative perceptions about her race, gender, and country, particularly relating to her immigrant 

status. Ifemelu finds that many African Americans she encounters often hold the same negative 

stereotypes about Africa as white Americans, emphasizing that being black is not a universal 

experience. For example, when Ifemelu is having her hair braided at the beginning of the novel, 

one of the African stylists begins to critique Africa, stating, “‘Yes, Nigeria very corrupt. Worst 

corrupt country in Africa. Me, I watch the film but no, I don’t go to Nigeria!’” (231). Adichie 

fights this perception of Nigeria by acknowledging the complex history of her home country 

while also noting that many of these problems came to exist as a result of colonialism. 

Amonyeze explains that, 

 Nigeria particularly has experienced mostly negative exposure in global media, a major 

negative aspect being the myth creation of what its people are perceived to be the 

contrary to what they really are. Decades after Africa’s colonial experience, the victor’s 

right to history persists in perpetuating false claims about the basic humanity of blacks. 

(2) 

Ifemelu’s story fights to counteract the false and harmful stereotypes perpetuated about Africans 

by showing the humanity and work ethic of non-American black characters in the novel. 

As mentioned previously, Ifemelu and Aunty Uju both face pressure to assimilate to 

white beauty standards; both women are also asked to become meek, quieter versions of 

themselves. Aunty Uju, at the time when Ifemelu arrives in America, has begun to succumb to 
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this pressure while Ifemelu, perhaps because she has Aunty Uju as a mentor, is eventually able to 

resist. Ifemelu keenly observes that there are differences between Aunty Uju’s demeanor and 

accent when interacting with white Americans and her persona when interacting with African 

Americans or family members from Nigeria. Ifemelu states that “with the [white] accent 

emerged a new persona, apologetic and self-abasing” (133). In a struggle to assimilate, protect 

herself, and make ends meet for herself and her child, Aunty Uju suppresses her own African and 

female identities so that she can find work and make herself agreeable to white society.  

Aunty Uju acts as a foil for Ifemelu, who begins coming to critical consciousness as she 

questions the pressure that immigrants face to assimilate to white American society after 

recognizing her own social and historical realities. Stefanie Reuter explains this adaption to 

societal norms with particular attention to intersectional identity, stating that becoming a subject 

is a process for black women that involves coming to critical consciousness regarding the 

intersectional pressures that they face. According to Amonyeze, the actions that Ifemelu has 

taken to hold on to aspects of her own language and remain friends with those from home shows 

that she: 

Synthesizes her heritage and her new country’s culture into an individuated culture 

adaptable to either her heritage or receiving cultural stream. In this way, Ifemelu 

effectively counteracts the psychological effects of culture loss by holding onto cherished 

values from her Nigerian background while identifying with the vibe of her new 

American society; hence, her Nigerian friends term her “Americanah”. (Adichie 3) 

It is important for Ifemelu to maintain the values from her Nigerian identity and to acknowledge 

and accept the new overlapping of her intersectional identities in the United States because it 
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allows her to adjust without losing herself. Readers see Ifemelu’s journey to critical 

consciousness when she decides to maintain her Nigerian accent. After considering why it was 

perceived as an accomplishment to sound American, “Ifemelu decided to stop faking an 

American accent on a sunlit day in July, the same day she met Blaine” (213). This decision 

marks a turning point in the novel as Ifemelu consciously decides to resist the “neo-colonialist 

culture manifesting through the use of the English language and its hegemonic stance on nasal 

accent” (Amonyeze 3). The decision to reject Standard English normatives and maintain her 

Nigerian accent, even though it means that some will assume she is not as intelligent or cannot 

speak English, shows Ifemelu’s affirmation of her own heritage and resistance, as well as her 

process of becoming a subject. Reuter states, “Especially for Black women and women of color 

living in a white majority society like the US, the process of becoming a subject includes the 

development of a critical consciousness concerning social values and norms, since their reality is 

shaped intersectionality through sexism and racism” (2). Through Ifemelu’s encounters with 

Aunty Uju both as a young newly arrived immigrant to the U.S. and later through her more 

experienced perspective, readers behold Ifemelu’s coming to critical consciousness as she 

navigates and begins to resist assimilation, a process that attempts to strip her of her 

intersectional identity. 

Resisting assimilation  

Like Aunty Uju, Ifemelu faces the pressure to assimilate through clothing/beauty choices, 

accent, and silence but ultimately resists white middle class expectations. Ifemelu subverts 

expectations placed upon non-American black female immigrants through sharing her opinions 

and experiences on her blog, <<Raceteenth or Various Observations About American Blacks 
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(Those Formerly Known as Negroes) by a Non-American Black>>. Ifemelu’s blog space allows 

her a sphere in which she can enter discourse, thus spurring her to critical consciousness, through 

the medium of the internet. When love interest Blaine comments on Ifemelu’s strong opinions, 

Ifemelu tells him, “‘I don’t know how to have any other kind,’” (Adichie 220). Blogging allows 

Ifemelu to be herself and share her opinions without alienating or losing the friends around her. 

Ifemelu is able, for a time, to maintain a sense of her own voice and make sure it is heard, 

eventually growing a readership of thousands. However, as will be later discussed, Ifemelu 

ultimately concludes that sharing her voice through the blog is not enough and determines that 

she must return back home to Nigeria in order to feel as though she can maintain agency and the 

fullest sense of her own identities. Further, as someone whose voice is often not acknowledged 

because of her identities, the blog renders Ifemelu a medium through which she can share her 

opinions, yet maintain a distance because it is being published on the Internet. Possibly, Ifemelu 

uses blogging as an outlet to share her opinions and teach others because she is discouraged from 

sharing her opinions face-to-face. For example, Ifemelu often shares clear-cut advice with the 

readers of her blog: 

And remember that it’s not about you. American Blacks are not telling you that you are 

to blame. They are just telling you what is. If you don’t understand, ask questions. If 

you’re uncomfortable about asking questions, say you are uncomfortable about asking 

questions and then ask anyway. It’s easy to tell when a question is coming from a good 

place. Then listen some more. Sometimes people just want to feel heard. Here’s to 

possibilities of friendship and connection and understanding. (Adichie 406) 
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Although she shares some of her frustrations about race with her white boyfriend Curt, 

Ifemelu still feels as though he does not fully understand her. She states, “there were, simply, 

times that he saw and times that he was unable to see. She knew that she should tell him these 

thoughts, that not telling him cast a shadow over them both. Still, she chose silence” (Adichie 

364). When she becomes tired of staying silent and internalizing frustrations, she decides to start 

a blog of her own through which she can share her own stories and hear from others through the 

comments. Soon after, she breaks up with Curt, later stating that the relationship never felt fully 

“right”. On the blog, Ifemelu comments on her lack of opportunity to speak her mind by writing 

to her readership: “If you are a woman, please do not speak your mind as you are used to doing 

in your country. Because in America, strong-minded black women are SCARY” (Adichie 274). 

The intersection of Ifemelu’s identities as a black woman and a female attempt to constrain and 

silence her voice. 

Like Ifemelu, Adichie also uses the blogging sphere and the internet to share her own 

experiences as a Nigerian woman who has moved to the United States for education. Towards 

the end of Americanah, an author who Ifemelu is acquainted with states, “‘In this country...you 

can’t write an honest novel about race’” (Adichie 416). Clearly, Adichie is resisting the pressure 

that has been placed on herself to stay silent and avoid discussing race in the United States by 

choosing to write Americanah, an honest novel about race. Amonyeze writes that Adichie 

“condemns the racist incentivization of anger and repudiation of immigrants’ aspirations as a 

social justice warrior interrogating how Western constructs of value, identity, and assimilation 

affect the immigrant dealing with the psychological effects of culture loss” (4). Perhaps through 

writing Americanah, Adichie is resisting cultural loss of her own by encapsulating a story of 
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modern Nigerian struggles and the pains that come with immigration. In fact, Ifemelu considers 

titling one of her blog posts, “‘A Peculiar Case of a Non-American Black, or How the Pressures 

of Immigrant Life Can Make You Act Crazy’” (Adichie 22). Nora Berning states that Ifemelu’s 

blog works “as a democratic medium capable of fostering positive social change,” an act that 

makes Americanah incredibly poignant and relevant for conversation in a world hyper focused 

on immigration issues. In sharing stories about the pressure to be silent, Adichie succeeds in 

encouraging her readers to make their voices heard. 

In addition to creating a blog, Ifemelu has several frank and honest conversations with 

friends and family about the intersectionality of her experiences in the United States, thus 

resisting the pressure from two of her identify groups, black and female, that encourages her to 

be silent. At a dinner party in Manhattan where Ifemelu is expected to be quiet and acquiescent 

with those around her, she decides to directly contradict a Haitian woman who is attempting to 

make others around her more comfortable by stating that race was not a problem in her 

relationship with a white man. Ifemelu argues that race is always an issue, underlying or overt, 

because black people are always worried that if they speak up, “they will say we’re overreacting, 

or we’re being too sensitive” (Adichie 359). Through Ifemelu’s relationship with Curt, Adichie 

shows us the little ways in which race is an issue in their relationship, again debunking the myth 

that to be colorblind (or intersectionally blind) is to be equal. For example, when Curt wants to 

take a spontaneous weekend trip to Paris with Ifemelu, she has to remind him that, “‘I can’t just 

get up and go to Paris. I have a Nigerian passport. I need to apply for a visa...with all sorts of 

proof that I won’t stay and become a burden to Europe’” (Adichie 242). Ifemelu’s race and her 

immigrant status are important parts of her identity that hold underlying issues not often 
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considered by white characters. Although the Haitian woman also identifies as black, she has had 

different experiences in the United States as a black female Haitian immigrant than Ifemelu, a 

black female Nigerian woman. Ifemelu exemplifies the importance of intersectional identity 

because through her character, it is revealed that to accept intersectional identity holds power. 

When she begins resisting Americanization and accepts identities as a non-American black, 

immigrant, female, and even as an Americanah, she is able to fully subvert the eurocentric 

patriarchy and make the decision to return home. 

Returning home  

In the opening pages of Americanah, Adichie reveals that Ifemelu has chosen to return 

home to Lagos, Nigeria after thirteen years in America; a decision that acts as the final method of 

resistance. Critics and readers both note that the decision to return home is the most surprising 

choice in the novel. While upon first consideration Ifemelu’s decision to return home seems to 

represent a succumbing to the pressures of immigrant life in America, in actuality, returning 

home demonstrates her acceptance of her intersectional identities through the overcoming of 

barriers. As previously mentioned, Ifemelu’s acceptance of her intersectional identities is 

exemplified when she rejects assimilation and begins speaking openly, honestly, and sometimes 

critically about the United States, particularly through the use of her blog.  

In the United States, Ifemelu states that her blog never fully felt like her own creation. 

While her blog Raceteenth gained popularity in the United States, Ifemelu never felt a complete 

ownership of the product that she had created. Instead, she felt as though the blog had overtaken 

her own identity, stating, “Now that she was asked to speak at roundtables and panels, on public 

radio and community radio, always identified simply as ‘The Blogger’, she felt subsumed by her 
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blog. She had become her blog” (Adichie 379). Ifemelu’s decision to write a blog focused on 

racial tensions allows her to comment on the daily conflicts that she observes in a country that 

she perceives does not actually talk about race, but still, she feels like an outsider whose opinions 

are not valued. In her announcement to quit her blog in the United States, one poster, aptly 

named Sapphic Derrida, wrote “You’ve used your irreverent, hectoring, funny and 

thought-provoking voice to create a space for real conversations about an important subject” 

(Adichie 5). However, when Ifemelu begins to speak to businesses and schools about race 

relations, she knows that she is expected to leave her audience with a “feel good” message that 

reminds those listening about how far America has come in regards to race. Ifemelu states, “The 

point of diversity workshops, or multicultural talks, was not to inspire any real change but to 

leave people feeling good about themselves. They did not want the content of her ideas; they 

merely wanted the gesture of her presence” (Adichie 376). In Lagos, though, Ifemelu’s blog 

continues to be an important medium through which she is able to recognize and embrace her 

identities, which is now able to capture the breadth of her experiences as a returnee and issues 

prevalent in Nigeria. Acknowledging the changed perceptions of her identity, Ifemelu states, 

“‘Race doesn’t really work here. I feel like I got off the plane in Lagos and stopped being black’” 

(Adichie 586). The blog’s change in content showcases the shift in Ifemelu’s identities according 

to her new home. Moreover, Ifemelu’s new blog allows her another space in which she can 

utilize her voice and come to power through discourse. Stefanie Reuter states in her article, 

“Becoming a Subject Developing a Critical Consciousness,” that her new blog, The Small 

Redemptions of Lagos, can be read as her last step to finding her voice after rejecting the 

U.S.-American- and keeping her Nigerian accent and liberating her voice via the blog” (9). 
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Ifemelu’s blogging journey throughout Americanah represents her eventual acceptance of 

intersectional identity and the liberation of her voice. 

Although Ifemelu ultimately decides to return to Nigeria, her immigration journey as a 

whole is critically important to her acceptance of her intersectional identities. Anzaldua, an 

important critic in the Chicana Feminist Movement, which incorporates both postcolonial and 

feminist theory, explains that, “To seperate from my culture I had to feel competent enough on 

the outside and secure enough inside to live life on my own” (22). The difficulty of separating 

from her home culture rings true for Ifemelu, demonstrated by her challenging decision to 

immigrate to the United States and not visit Nigeria for thirteen years. Again, Adichie combats 

the negative rhetoric surrounding immigration through demonstrating the strength and resilience 

that one must have in order to separate from one’s own culture. For Ifemelu, this journey 

challenges her, threatens her, and ultimately strengthens her. It is only when she feels fully 

competent in herself, despite others’ judgements, that she decides to move home.  

In her newfound position of intersectional power, Ifemelu is now able to comment 

frankly on her home country, seemingly depicting that because she is now fully herself and has 

decided to resist the categorization she faced in the United States, she is able to join discourse as 

a subject and comment on realities surrounding her more frankly. Returning to Nigeria is not a 

solution for Ifemelu, but instead represents the efficacy that Ifemelu has gained through an 

acceptance of her intersectional identities. Anzaldua explains the importance of accepting one’s 

own intersectional identities stating, “What I want is an accounting with all three cultures - 

white, Mexican, Indian. I want the freedom to carve and chisel my own face, to staunch the 

bleeding with the ashes, to fashion my own gods out of my entrails” (22). It is clear that Ifemelu 
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has gained a sense of power and a more developed picture of her multiple identities because the 

older Ifemelu’s voice told through the non-linear story critiques both Nigeria and the United 

States without abashment. For example, when Ifemelu leaves the airport in Nigeria she says, “At 

first, Lagos assaulted her; the sun-dazed haste; the yellow buses full of squashed limbs, the 

seating hawkers racing after cars, the advertisements on hulking billboards” (Adichie 476). In 

leaving and returning, Ifemelu has gained both a distance from her home country and newfound 

self-efficacy. There is value in having had a broader world experience and now, she sees her 

home from the perspective of someone who has become transnational. Ifemelu’s identities have 

shifted and changed and in growing older and accepting a new reality for herself, she has gained 

the voice to both critique and love her home with equal volition.  

In order to find support while readjusting to Nigerian society, Ifemelu decides to join a 

group for those who have immigrated and then returned home. She states, “It’s called the 

Nigerpolitan club and it’s just a bunch of people who have recently moved back, some from 

England but mostly from the U.S.” (Adichie 499). Here, Ifemelu finds solace and discovers that 

she identifies with others who have lived as non-American blacks in either England or the United 

States. Because she has left and returned, Ifemelu understands her native country much 

differently than she did as an adolescent. While she enjoys the Nigerpolitan club, she states that, 

“she was comfortable here, and she wished she was not” (Adichie 503). Although Ifemelu is no 

longer an immigrant, she must come to terms with the new subjective intersectionality of her 

identities.  

It is Ifemelu’s choice to return to Nigeria that allows her to maintain the fullest sense of 

her own identities and become a subject. Throughout her entire time in the United States, 
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Ifemelu feels as though her being is split between the United States and Nigeria and states, 

“Home was now a blurred place between here and there” (Adichie 144). This exemplifies the 

pressure that she faces as a bicultural immigrant who feels as though she must assimilate in order 

to be accepted. Later in the novel, Ifemelu says, “There was something wrong with her. She did 

not know what it was but there was something wrong with her. A hunger, a restlessness. An 

incomplete knowledge of herself” (358). Ifemelu, knows deep within herself that she does not 

feel complete as an immigrant in the United States. However, it takes thirteen years for Ifemelu 

to finally decide to return home. Ifemelu’s decision to return to Nigeria is representative of the 

power that she has gained to make decisions for her own happiness when she accepts her 

intersectional identities and resists assimilation and therefore, is able to view herself as a full 

being (Crenshaw). At the end of the novel, when Adichie reveals the full story of Ifemelu’s 

arrival home in Nigeria, Ifemelu states, “Still, she was at peace to be home, to be writing her 

blog, to have discovered Lagos again. She had, finally, spun herself fully into being” (Adichie 

586). While resisting assimilation and rejecting the white normatives in America were an 

important part of Ifemelu’s journey, Americanah more broadly promotes a message of change. 

As Martina Koegeler-Abdi explains in, “Shifting Subjectivities: Mestizas, Nepantleras, and 

Gloria Anzaldua’s Legacy, “mestiza consciousness does not aim at a simple reversal of power 

structures; despite its utopian aims, it is rooted in practicality and wider societal transformation” 

(76). In other words, Ifemelu’s acceptance of her intersectional identities is greater than a 

reversal of eurocentric patriarchal power structures, but is a larger call for change. Through 

Ifemelu’s story, Adichie combats the negative rhetoric surrounding immigration and argues for 

wider societal transformation, calling on readers to determine exactly what this wider societal 

  



 
Kobos 23 

transformation may look like. The novel, as the dedication ‘to the future generation’ suggests, 

seeks to expand readers’ critical consciousness by asking challenging questions about race and 

immigration while combating and deftly critiquing the current national conversation regarding 

immigration issues. 

Americanah in the secondary classroom 

In the concluding section of this paper, the pedagogical implications of this study will be 

considered. Namely, a move will be made which argues for an inclusion of Americanah in the 

secondary classroom because of the novel’s qualities as an intersectional immigration novel. 

Americanah is a story that aims to create change and spur its readers to action. A wider societal 

transformation begins at the foundation — education. Utilizing NCTE’s positionality statement 

entitled, “Resolution on Contemporary Discourse and the English Language Arts Classrooms,” 

this pedagogical approach will assert that Americanah is a prime candidate for the secondary 

classroom and may be particularly interesting to pair with Things Fall Apart due to their 

particular relevance in today’s discussion regarding the lingering effects of colonialism and its 

relationship to immigration.  

Adichie’s inclusion of characters such as Ifemelu and Aunty Uju who hold intersectional 

complex realities both builds upon and expands Achebe’s legacy through a continuation of the 

Igbo story into the postcolonial era. Adichie directly references Things Fall Apart in several of 

her novels and seems to be building upon Achebe’s legacy to provide further insight into the 

current successes and plights of the Nigerian Igbo people. Achebe’s Things Fall Apart was 

published in 1958, just two years before Nigeria gained its independence from Great Britain. The 

novel points to the many hardships endured by the country during colonization, encapsulated by 
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the missionaries who introduce religion and spur the “falling apart” that then ensues. To read 

Things Fall Apart is to gain a glimpse of understanding into one of Nigeria’s major ethnic groups 

and have an experience with Igbo traditions, culture, and government. The novel shines light on 

the legacy and impact of British colonial rule that has continued to obscure national identity and 

boundaries within Nigeria. In the novel, readers are introduced to the Igbo, a group that Onwubu 

refers to as an “ethnic community” that “make up some 80 per cent of the Eastern Region of the 

former Nigerian Federation” (402). Achebe’s status as the father of modern African literature 

due to his craftsmanship and ability to use his environment to shed light on Nigerian colonialism 

make him a critically important author to include in the secondary classroom, therefore I do not 

suggest that Things Fall Apart should be abandoned, but rather that it should be supplemented 

with a novel that addresses identities not focused on in Achebe’s works (Okafor 433). Further, 

Achebe’s work and eventual acceptance into the American canon paved the way for more 

African voices to be heard -- another key reason that he is considered the father of modern 

African literature.  

In “Writing a New Reputation,” Amonyeze writes that, “The novel (Americanah) is 

radical in articulating a new social identity for Nigerians and other Blacks” that “presents racism 

as a colonial ideology to be challenged by the hybrid value of the bicultural immigrant” (6). 

Americanah tells the story of an increasingly globalized society in which people are crossing 

borders and communicating with those far away more than ever before, beautifully reflected in 

the novel’s story of immigration, long distance relationships, blogs, and phone calls. The novel 

delineated the pressures that those of bicultural, intersectional identities face, particularly as they 

become transnational, topics not addressed in Achebe’s works. Ultimately, however, Americanah 
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is the story of Ifemelu’s decision to retain and embrace her identities -- original and new -- 

despite the challenges that those identities bring. Ifemelu’s power comes from her acceptance of 

these intersectional identities, which can be seen at the turning point of the novel when Ifemelu 

resists conforming to white standards by retaining her natural hairstyle and Nigerian accent. 

Koegeler-Abdi states that, “The mestiza consciousness emphasizes that women of color need to 

recognize and deconstruct the damage caused by internalized ethno-racial hierarchies and 

heteronormativity and that white women need to recognize their own participation in this 

oppression” (76). In order to teach students of color to recognize and deconstruct this damage 

and make white women aware of their participation, it is critical to bring conversations regarding 

intersectional identity into the forefront of the classroom. This claim is supported by NCTE’s 

“Resolution on Contemporary Discourse and the English Language Arts Classrooms” in which 

they state that, 

Teachers and students should engage in conversations beyond narrow discourse 

communities. The classroom should be a space where all voices are recognized, where 

difficult conversations can be explored, and where communication in all its forms - 

written, digital, oral visual - is used as a tool to help people enact their ideas and interact 

with each other. Pedagogy that aims for equity can facilitate these communications. 

Respectful disagreements develop not only empathy but also engaged, responsible 

citizens. (NCTE) 

Therefore, it is asserted that Things Fall Apart and Americanah may be paired together in the 

secondary classroom, specifically in 10th grade world literature, to spark class discussion about 
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the history of colonization and its lasting impacts today, with a particular focus on immigration 

as a result of instability in previously colonized countries.  

Adichie builds on the Nigerian literary legacy of Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart by 

addressing identities through characters including Ifemelu and Aunty Uju, that are largely 

excluded (female, immigrant) in Achebe’s novel. In her article,“Narrative Ethics and Alterity in 

Adichie’s Novel Americanah,” Nora Berning denotes the matter in which Americanah augments 

Igbo stories. Berning writes,  

First, these new feminist voices in Nigerian literature grant the story of women a place in 

contemporary fictions of migration and, thus, put women Igbo traveling identities into 

perspective. Second, Igbo women writers such as Adichie succeed in delineating a 

narrative ethics of alterity that is related simultaneously to questions about agency, 

gender relations, sexuality, and national politics. (Adichie 4)  

Both Ifemelu and her aunt must grapple with a constant negotiation of her gender and racial 

identity as African immigrants both in Nigeria and in the United States. Chinenye Amonyeze’s 

article in the Journal of Black Studies, “Writing a New Reputation: Liminality and Bicultural 

Identity in Chimamanda Adichie’s Americanah,” explains that, “Adichie presents racism as a 

colonial ideology to be challenged by the hybrid value of the bicultural immigrant” (6). Ifemelu, 

by the end of the novel, has bicultural qualities that are both African and American, challenging 

the ideology that a single identity can be utilized to explain one’s actions or personality. In the 

words of Adichie herself, “when we reject the single story, when we realize that there is never a 

single story about any place, we regain a kind of paradise” (TED). When Ifemelu immigrated to 

the United States, she encounters many individuals who hold a single story about Africa and as a 

  



 
Kobos 27 

result, struggles to accept her intersectional identities. However, Ifemelu is also able to reflect on 

the stereotypes that she once held about America and is able to regain a sense of self, a paradise, 

when she chooses to reject the single story about America and Africa and embrace her own 

bicultural qualities. This is a valuable lesson for students who should be provided with windows 

and mirrors, according to Carol Jago’s text “Opening the Literature Window,” that both show 

them other cultures and people around the world (windows) and introduce them to characters and 

stories that they can relate to (mirrors).  

Adichie herself strongly believes in the power of stories and asserts the need for diverse 

voices in conversation, particularly citing the influence that Achebe and Laye had on her “mental 

shift in [my] perception of literature” (Adichie TED). The novelist and speaker explains that as a 

child, she wrote stories of white characters with blue-eyes who drank ginger beer because stories 

with characters who seemed British or American were all that she had been exposed to 

(Adichie). In hindsight, she reflects on the danger and power that a single story holds. In order to 

combat the single story, it is crucial that we expand the cannon to include authors and characters 

with diverse voices and attributes and place them in conversation both with those who have been 

canonized and other authors from the same place and/or time. She states that if all she knew of 

Africa was from the single story often told, “[she] too would think that Africa was a place of 

beautiful landscapes, beautiful animals, and incomprehensible people, fighting senseless wars, 

dying of poverty and AIDS, unable to speak for themselves, and waiting to be saved, by a kind, 

white foreigner” (Adichie TED). Therefore, it is paramount that school systems adjust to meet 

the needs of this new, increasingly diverse, school population and prepare all students to live in a 

complex world where cross-cultural skills are necessary. 
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It is critical that students of various backgrounds see their own identities through mirrors 

reflected in novels by authors of their own cultures. Additionally, it is equally important for 

others in the class learn about other perspectives through reading these narratives, or windows 

(Jago). Literature has the power to grow students, asking them to think critically about the stories 

that they have been told and sharing new ones in an ultimate attempt to expand their world view. 

Chimamanda Adichie builds on the legacy of Chinua Achebe to continue a discussion of what it 

means to be of the ethnic group, the Igbo, by including and amplifying voices, namely female, 

that have not yet been heard. Therefore, it is valuable to explore both Americanah and Things 

Fall Apart in tandem in order to hear multiple intersectional perspectives and provide a more 

holistic representation of the Igbo people for students. 
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