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Abstract

Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s short story “The Thing Around Your Neck” explores
the emotional and cultural challenges faced by immigrants navigating life in a foreign
country. The story follows a young Nigerian woman who moves to the United States with
dreams of a better future but soon encounters loneliness, cultural alienation, and
disillusionment. This paper analyzes how Adichie portrays the immigrant experience through
symbolism, narrative perspective, and themes of identity and belonging. The mysterious
“thing” around the protagonist’s neck symbolizes the suffocating feeling of isolation and
displacement she experiences in America. By using second-person narration, Adichie creates
an intimate connection between the reader and the protagonist’s emotional journey. The story
ultimately critiques the myth of the American Dream and highlights the psychological
struggles that accompany migration. Through its exploration of identity, loneliness, and
cultural conflict, the narrative offers a powerful reflection on the complexities of immigrant

life in contemporary society.

Introduction

Migration has long been associated with the promise of opportunity and

transformation. For many immigrants, moving to a new country represents the hope for
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economic advancement, personal freedom, and a better future. However, the reality of

migration often involves complex emotional and cultural challenges.

Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s short story “The Thing Around Your Neck” explores
these challenges through the experiences of a young Nigerian woman who immigrates to the
United States. Initially filled with optimism about her new life, she soon discovers that the
reality of living in America is marked by loneliness, cultural misunderstanding, and

emotional isolation.

Adichie is widely recognized for her exploration of themes such as identity,
migration, and cultural conflict. In “The Thing Around Your Neck,” she presents the

immigrant experience not only as a physical journey but also as a psychological struggle.

This paper examines how Adichie uses symbolism, narrative perspective, and
characterization to depict the emotional complexities of migration. By analyzing the
protagonist’s experiences, the study argues that the story critiques the idealized image of the
American Dream while revealing the profound sense of alienation that often accompanies

immigrant life.

The Immigrant Experience

At the beginning of the story, the protagonist travels to the United States with high
expectations. She imagines that life in America will bring success and happiness. However,
the reality she encounters is very different. She lives in isolation, working in a restaurant and
struggling to adjust to a new culture. Her interactions with others often reveal the
misunderstandings that arise from cultural differences. Adichie highlights how immigrants
frequently face stereotypes and misconceptions. Many Americans in the story assume that
Africa is a place of poverty and suffering. The protagonist becomes frustrated with these

narrow perceptions. At one point, the narrative reflects this misunderstanding: “They asked if
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you had real houses in Africa and if you had seen a car before you came to America.” This
moment illustrates how the protagonist’s identity is reduced to simplistic stereotypes.
Through such scenes, Adichie reveals the cultural barriers that immigrants must navigate in

their daily lives.

Symbolism of “The Thing Around Your Neck”

The central symbol in the story is the mysterious sensation described as “the thing
around your neck.” This phrase represents the protagonist’s emotional distress and isolation.
As she spends more time in America, she begins to feel a tightening sensation around her
throat, symbolizing her growing loneliness and disconnection. The narrative describes this
feeling as something that prevents her from fully expressing herself: “It was as if a choking
thing wrapped itself around your neck.” This metaphor conveys the suffocating effect of

cultural displacement.

The “thing” around her neck represents not only loneliness but also the pressure of
unfulfilled expectations. The protagonist had imagined that life in America would be exciting
and fulfilling, but instead she experiences isolation and disappointment. The symbol also
reflects the broader emotional struggles faced by immigrants who find themselves caught

between two cultures.

Narrative Perspective and Second-Person Voice

One of the most distinctive features of the story is its use of second-person narration.
The narrator addresses the protagonist as “you,” which creates a unique reading experience.
This narrative technique serves several purposes. First, it allows readers to closely identify
with the protagonist’s experiences. By using “you,” Adichie invites readers to imagine

themselves in the protagonist’s position.
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Second, the second-person perspective reflects the protagonist’s sense of detachment

from her own life. The use of “you” suggests a psychological distance, as if the protagonist is
observing herself from the outside. This narrative style reinforces the theme of alienation that

runs throughout the story.

Cultural Identity and Displacement

The protagonist’s experiences in America highlight the complex relationship between
identity and cultural belonging. Living in a foreign country forces her to confront questions
about who she is and where she belongs. While she attempts to adapt to American society,
she also feels a deep connection to her Nigerian heritage. Her memories of home contrast
sharply with her lonely life in the United States. Her relationship with an American boyfriend
further emphasizes this cultural tension. Although he is kind and curious about her culture, he
sometimes exoticizes her identity, treating her as something unfamiliar and mysterious. This
dynamic reflects the broader challenges faced by immigrants who must navigate relationships

across cultural boundaries.

Critique of the American Dream

The story also critiques the idea that America automatically provides success and
happiness for immigrants. Before leaving Nigeria, the protagonist imagines that her new life
will be filled with excitement and opportunity. However, the reality she encounters is marked
by economic struggle and emotional isolation. Her experience challenges the romanticized
vision of migration often associated with the American Dream. Adichie suggests that while

migration may offer opportunities, it also involves profound emotional costs.

Conclusion

Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s “The Thing Around Your Neck” offers a powerful

exploration of the immigrant experience and the emotional complexities of cultural
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displacement. Through the story of a young Nigerian woman adjusting to life in America,
Adichie highlights the loneliness, identity struggles, and cultural misunderstandings that often
accompany migration. The symbolic “thing around the protagonist’s neck” represents the
suffocating sense of alienation that develops as she becomes increasingly disconnected from
both her homeland and her new environment. By employing second-person narration and
vivid symbolism, Adichie creates a deeply personal narrative that invites readers to reflect on
the realities of immigrant life. Ultimately, the story challenges the idealized image of the
American Dream and reveals the emotional burdens carried by those who leave their homes

in search of a better future.
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