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Text Analysis 
Summary 
“The Thing Around Your Neck” by Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie follows Akunna, a young Nigerian woman who 
wins the American visa lottery and moves to the United States, filled with hopes and dreams that her family back 
home also shared. Upon arrival, she initially stays with a family acquaintance she calls “uncle” in Maine. 
Although she finds some comfort in her host’s familiarity, she becomes disturbed by the strange questions and 
comments Americans make about Nigeria. The situation takes a dark turn when he attempts to sexually assault 
her, forcing Akunna to flee.   
She eventually finds herself in a small Connecticut town, where she struggles to make ends meet as a waitress. 
Earning barely enough to survive, Akunna faces deep isolation and loneliness. Ashamed of her struggles and 
unable to meet her family’s expectations, she stops writing to them. 
She then meets a young white man who appears knowledgeable about her Nigerian heritage and appreciates 
her cultural background. They start dating. Though she finds solace in his enthusiasm, Akunna is increasingly 
aware of the differences between them – gaps in their understanding that reveal how little he truly knows of her 
life and her world. When news arrives of her father’s death, Akunna decides to return to Nigeria. The story ends 
on an ambiguous note, leaving it uncertain whether she will return to America and her boyfriend. 

Setting 
The setting of “The Thing Around Your Neck” unfolds across two contrasting countries – Nigeria and the United 
States – each embodying different facets of Akunna’s life. 
Nigeria is introduced as Akunna's homeland, a place tied to her family, traditions, and her identity. Though not 
deeply described, it symbolizes her roots and the expectations her family holds for her future. Nigeria is the 
foundation of Akunna's dreams but also carries the weight of familial hopes and pressures, which she feels 
keenly even after moving abroad. 
America, where most of the story takes place, is portrayed as both a land of promise and a source of alienation 
for Akunna. Her American journey begins in Maine, at her uncle’s home, which initially seems like a place of 
security and opportunity. After fleeing, she relocates to Connecticut, which becomes a place of newfound 
independence yet profound loneliness for Akunna. Though she meets a boyfriend there, the cultural differences 
and her feelings of displacement deepen, underscoring the emotional and social isolation she feels in America.  

Main characters 
Akunna 
Akunna, the protagonist of in the story, is a 22-year-old Nigerian woman who wins a Green Card and immigrates 
to America. Intelligent and independent, she struggles with cultural adjustment and isolation in her new 
environment. Akunna experiences a relationship with a white American man, which temporarily alleviates her 
loneliness but ultimately highlights their cultural incompatibility. She grapples with the disconnect between her 
expectations of America and the reality she encounters, choosing to hide her disappointments from with her 
family in Nigeria. Akunna's journey is marked by internal conflict, as she navigates her identity between two 
cultures and deals with feelings of invisibility and anxiety, symbolized by the metaphorical "thing" around her 
neck. 
Young man 
Akunna's boyfriend, who remains unnamed in the story, is a white American in his late twenties. He has wealthy 
parents and presents himself as culturally informed and interested in African culture. Well-educated and well-
traveled, he shows genuine interest in Akunna and her Nigerian heritage. However, his approach often comes 
across both as condescending and overly fascinated with the cultural background. Despite moments of kindness 
and attempts to understand Akunna, he struggles to see beyond his privileged perspective. His relationship with 
Akunna reveals a mix of genuine care and a fascination with her as an “exotic” other. Ultimately, his self-
centeredness and inability to truly empathize with Akunna's experiences create an insurmountable barrier in 
their relationship. 
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ZIELE Wesentliche Aspekte des American 
Dream erarbeiten und mit Akunnas 
Vorstellungen von den USA vergleichen 

THEMEN American Dream: myths and reality 

MATERIAL Arbeitsblatt 3 

Aufgabe 1 
a/b Es wird empfohlen, das Thema American Dream 
vorab im Unterricht zu bearbeiten oder zu 
wiederholen. Dies erleichtert eine reflektiertere 
Auseinandersetzung mit diesem Thema. Die S hören 
den Song bzw. sehen das Video und sammeln die 
Aspekte des American Dream auf dem AB. Dann stellen 
sie die Aspekte aus der Story gegenüber. Mithilfe des 
Venn-Diagramms finden sie Gemeinsamkeiten. Sie 
erläutern Unterschiede und Ähnlichkeiten im Partner-
gespräch.  
Link zum Song:   
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ao8cGLIMtvg 
und zum Text: 
https://www.songtexte.com/songtext/rihanna/ameri
can-oxygen-373154b.html 
Ein Abdruck ist aus lizenzrechtlichen Gründen leider 
nicht möglich. 
Lösungsvorschlag 
Song: contradictory views, unlimited possibilities, 
upward mobility, American accomplishments, 
patriotism, KuKluxKlan, racism, discrimination, fighting 
for civil rights, the song points out important moments 
in American history that clash with the ideals of the 
American Dream 
Story: stereotypical views, everybody is rich and 
wealthy, gun ownership, big homes and cars, access to 
a good education, personal fulfilment, the story 
emphasizes the fact that you have to give up something 
in order to fulfill your dream, also focuses on failed 
expectations of the American Dream and the 
disillusionment this entails 
common aspects: The song and the story both share 
the idea of America being a place that offers plenty of 
opportunities. They both show the positive as well as 
the negative aspects of living in the US. 

Aufgabe 2 
a Diese Aufgabe fokussiert die Realität des American 
Dream für Akunna. Die S nennen Beispiele aus der 
Geschichte, die die Schattenseite ihres Aufenthalts in 
den USA aufzeigen. The thing around her neck 
symbolisiert dabei Akunnas entäuschte Erwartungen 
und das Gefühl der Entwurzelung in einem ihr fremden 
Land, das sie geradezu 'erstickt'. Die S werden 
aufgefordert, den Ausdruck zu paraphrasieren und 
seine symbolische Bedeutung für die Protagonistin 
darzustellen.  

Lösungsvorschlag 
reality: she feels discriminated against, exposed to 
stereotypes about persons of color and assumptions 
about immigrants, has a low-paid job, feels lonely and 
misunderstood, can't afford a decent lifestyle, many 
people in America are prejudiced, ignorant and act 
arrogant towards her, American society is not always 
welcoming towards newcomers, she can't afford a 
proper education in order to climb the social ladder and 
succeed, mixed race relationships are often considered 
'abnormal' (p. 99) 
symbol: reflects the anxiety, worry, depression and 
constant tension she suffers from and which literally 
'choke' her, feeling of alienation, disillusionment with 
the realities of the American Dream, strong sense of 
displacement, the 'thing...' is suggestive of the 'slave 
chains' she still can't escape...  

Aufgabe 3 
In dieser kreativen Schreibaufgabe bearbeiten die S 
Akunnas Erfahrungen als Einwanderin in Amerika in 
Form eines blog entry. L wiederholt die wesentlichen 
Elemente dieser Textsorte im Unterricht. Als Basis für 
den Blog dient das Zitat auf dem AB. Die Verben in der 
Box können zur sprachlichen Unterstützung 
herangezogen werden.  
Lösungsvorschlag  
individuelle Lösungen 
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 1   a Listen to the song "American Oxygen" by Rihanna. Compare the view of the American Dream in the song with 
the one in the story. Use the frames below. 

b Point out similarities and differences to a partner. Use these phrases below. 

 2  Analyse Akunna's American Dream. Write down which aspects of the American Dream she struggles with. 
What does 'the thing around your neck' symbolize? 

 3  Composition 
Write Akunna's entry for a newcomer blog in the US in which 
she expresses her impressions of the American people  
and her experiences as an immigrant. Refer to the passage  
on the right and use some of the verbs in the box below.  

REALITY 

THE THING AROUND 
YOUR NECK 

American dream in the song American Dream in the story Common  
aspects 

In later weeks, though, you 
wanted to write because you  
had stories to tell. (p. 92, l. 16 f.) 

  to differ  different from  in comparison to  in contrast  to have in common 
 to share  unlike  wheras  while

  to differ  to appear  to expect  experience  to feel   
to observe  to seem  to stand out  surprise  to understand 
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The American dream 
to attain a better life His primary goal in moving to the U.S. was to attain a 

better life with more opportunities. 
ein besseres Leben führen 

to chase the American dream He moved to the US to chase the American dream. den amerikanischen Traum 
verfolgen 

to have an idealized image of 
sth. 

She had an idealized image of what living abroad 
would be like, imagining only the positives. 

eine idealisierte Vorstellung von 
etw. haben 

to sign up for the Green card 
lottery 

He decided to sign up for the Green Card lottery in 
hopes of building a new life in America. 

sich für die Green Card Lotterie 
registrieren 

a stroke of luck Winning the green card was a stroke of luck that 
changed his life. 

Glücksfall 

Expectations 
to be under pressure He was under pressure to succeed in the new job. unter Druck stehen 
to fail to meet sb.'s 
expectations 

She felt like she had failed to meet her family's 
expectations. 

die Erwartungen von jmd. nicht 
erfüllen 

high/low expectations Her parents had high expectations for her career. hohe/niedrige Erwartungen  
to hope for sth. They continued to hope for a better future. auf etw. hoffen 
the weight of expectation The weight of expectation made her feel restless. die Last der Erwartung 

Cultural adjustment 
an unspoken tension There was an unspoken tension in the room as 

everyone avoided eye contact. 
eine unausgesprochene Spannung 

clash of values Moving abroad often leads to a clash of values 
between generations. 

Aufeinanderprallen von Werten 

to be caught between two 
worlds 

She felt caught between two worlds – her homeland 
and her new country. 

zwischen zwei Welten gefangen 
sein 

to be fascinated by sth. He was fascinated by the way Americans talked about 
their private lives. 

fasziniert von etw. sein 

to hold on to one's culture They tried hard to hold on to their culture despite 
being far from home. 

an seiner Kultur festhalten 

to understand the cultural 
norms 

It took her years to understand the cultural codes in 
her new environment. 

die kulturellen Gepflogenheiten 
verstehen 

to thoroughly enjoy sth. She thoroughly enjoyed the food at the festival. etw. in vollen Zügen genießen 
Being on your own 
to be able to afford sth. They couldn't afford the expensive tuition fees. sich etw. leisten können 
to be disappointed He was disappointed when the job offer fell through. enttäuscht sein 
to be in limbo They were in limbo, waiting for the visa decision. im Ungewissen sein 
to feel isolated Moving to a new country made her feel isolated. sich isoliert fühlen 
to hide one's true self He felt the need to hide his true self to fit in. sein wahres Selbst verbergen 
to make ends meet He worked on two jobs to make ends meet. über die Runden kommen 
to pretend to belong She would pretend to belong by acting like her new 

friends. 
vorgeben dazuzugehören 

Phrases from the story 
to become comfortable with 
sb. 

You knew you had become comfortable when you told 
him that you watched Jeopardy … (p. 95, l. 23) 

mit jmd. warm werden 

to bemoan sb./sth. … the black women whose pitying eyes bemoaned 
your lack of self-esteem … (p. 99, l. 9) 

jmd./etw. bemitleiden 

condescending … because white people who liked Africa too much and 
those who liked Africa too little were the same – 
condescending. (p. 94, l. 10) 

herablassend 

to have issues with sb. … he told you about his issues with his parents …  
(p. 99, l. 27) 

Probleme mit jmd. haben 

lack of self-esteem … the black women whose pitying eyes bemoaned 
your lack of self-esteem … (p. 99, l. 9) 

Mangel an Selbstbewusstsein 
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