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Abstract  This essay reconceives Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s Americanah 
through the lens of affective infrastructure theory—defined as the assemblages of 
material and immaterial systems that generate, channel, and regulate emotional 
intensities. Departing from identity-based and postcolonial readings, it argues 
that the novel’s portrayal of migration, belonging, and racialization is shaped by 
everyday infrastructures—hair salons, internet cafés, public transit, immigration 
offices—that scaffold diasporic life and mediate embodied feeling. Grounded in 
close textual analysis and infrastructural humanities, the essay traces Ifemelu’s 
encounters with these sites: how salon rituals encode Black hair politics and self-
valuation; how digital platforms forge diasporic intimacy amid precarity; how 
bureaucratic delays inscribe slow, cumulative racialization. These case studies reveal 
how logistical systems generate affective economies of hope, estrangement, and 
endurance. Further, the essay contends that Americanah’s formal structure—letters, 
blog entries, internal monologues, visa delays—functions as narrative infrastructure, 
dramatizing the contingencies of global Black mobility while critiquing the systems 
that produce racialized precarity. By defining affective infrastructure and tracing 
its operation in Americanah, this study reframes the novel as an anatomy of the 
material, emotional, and bureaucratic undercurrents that shape transnational Black 
life, offering new directions for migration studies, Black Atlantic scholarship, and 
the cultural politics of infrastructure.
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I. Introduction: Rethinking Diaspora through Infrastructure

Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s Americanah has become a keystone in contemporary 
inquiry into diaspora, identity, and race—not merely inhabited by transnational 
movement but insistently restructured by it. Spanning Nigeria, the United States, 
and the United Kingdom, the narrative orbits Ifemelu’s recursive crossings, 
recalibrations, refusals. Scholarship has interrogated the novel’s representational 
politics: the legibility of identity (Gilroy, 1993), the sedimentations of race and 
racialization (Sharpe, 2016), and the gendered contradictions of postcolonial 
becoming. Critics rightly note that Adichie crafts a belonging that is neither stable 
nor resolved, where “race”—encountered with a particular force in the U.S.—
emerges not as ontology but as weather: ambient, sudden, ongoing. George 
(2019) identifies the novel’s critical locus as identity’s unstable signification in the 
migratory circuit.

But this reading, though essential, rests on a threshold. What if we move 
not away from identity, but from identity as event or resolution? What if 
Americanah is less a narrative of race and migration than an unfolding exposure 
to the infrastructures that render diasporic life both possible and provisional? The 
internet café with its glitching rhythms; the hair salon with its choreographies of 
intimacy; the apartment lease, job interview, daily commute—all that undergirds, 
sustains, interrupts, or collapses. This essay traces these systems—material and 
affective—not as backdrop but as generative matrices, what we might call affective 
infrastructure: the dense weave of logistical, spatial, atmospheric, and emotional 
practices shaping the lived texture of diaspora.

These are not simply “settings” but relational grids—zones of anticipation 
and fatigue, of desire circulated and deferred. Salons, visa lines, train stations, 
blog comment sections: sites where identity is not represented but routed, stalled, 
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refigured. To read through affective infrastructure is to resist the consolations 
of legibility; it is to register how diasporic life pulses within—and against—the 
logistical architectures that scaffold empire’s afterlife. What emerges is a different 
genre of diasporic narration: recursive, dispersed, infrastructural, wayward.
From Representation to Infrastructure: Core Questions
The animating question is not simply what diaspora is, but what it feels like—
and more precisely, how such feeling is produced, routed, and interrupted through 
infrastructure. What happens to our understanding of Black diasporic subjectivity 
when we shift from symbolic representation to the logistical and affective scaffolds 
of migratory life? How do infrastructures—unseen or hyper-visible, oppressive or 
enabling—both delimit and incite circuits of attachment, endurance, and becoming? 
How might diaspora emerge not as identity or location, but as an affective condition: 
atmosphere, rhythm, spacing, residue?
Defining Affective Infrastructure
This reframing draws on affect theory and the infrastructural humanities. Lauren 
Berlant (2011), in Cruel Optimism, argues that infrastructure is not merely material 
apparatus—pipes, wires, roads—but also the distribution of fantasy, the environment 
where desire forms and falters. “All attachment is optimistic,” Berlant writes, “if we 
describe optimism as the force that moves you out of yourself... toward something 
you cannot generate on your own but sense” (p. 2). The infrastructural is thus 
aspirational and cruel: it conditions desire and suspends its fulfillment.

Brian Larkin (2008) defines infrastructures as “the physical and organizational 
structures that allow for the circulation of goods, people, or ideas... and that enable, 
sustain, or restrict different kinds of flows” (p. 5). But circulation is never neutral. 
Kathleen Stewart (2007) shows how “ordinary affects”—unnoticed surges of 
sensation, interruption, or drift—are integral to infrastructure. They are “the varied, 
surging capacities to affect and be affected... that catch people up in something that 
feels like something” (p. 2). Sianne Ngai (2005) adds that aesthetic and affective 
categories like “cute,” “zany,” or “interesting” register the intensities of late-
capitalist infrastructure, revealing not just mood but structure.

Affective infrastructure thus names a double logic: the logistical and 
atmospheric systems that organize diasporic life and make it felt. It includes the 
conditions that regulate migration and the intensities—monotony, anticipation, 
resignation, fleeting joy—that saturate it. If The Black Atlantic (Gilroy, 1993) 
offered a schema of cultural circulation, affective infrastructure foregrounds the 
frictions of lived life: the visa queue, the recursive labor of salon intimacy, the 
uncertain click of Wi-Fi. Here, diaspora does not resolve—it hums, clogs, recedes, 
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accumulates. It is not only what one is, but what one moves through—or cannot.
Americanah and the Infrastructure of Diasporic Life
Adichie’s novel is thick with infrastructure. From its opening movement—Ifemelu’s 
braided return across train lines, in the hush of Princeton’s heat—diasporic life 
appears as infrastructural encounter. The journey to Trenton is not mere exposition, 
but a choreography of raced and gendered motion, bodily attunement, delay. “Sticky 
heat sat on her skin. There were people thrice her size on the Trenton platform... 
Her decision to move back was similar; whenever she felt besieged by doubts, she 
would think of herself as standing valiantly alone...” (Adichie, 2013, p. 4). Here, 
desire, doubt, and sweat are not metaphors but affective emissions—where trains, 
salons, and migrant breath crosshatch.

Following Ahmad (2018), who highlights how Black women’s urban mobility 
is configured by ordinary systems, Americanah reveals how transit stations and 
salons are not narrative backdrops but conditions of possibility. The infrastructural 
is not atmospheric residue but formative terrain—where logistics and feeling share 
flesh. If, as Stewart (2007) suggests, affects animate institutions and bodies alike, 
then Americanah asks us to read infrastructure as both system and wound.

This essay contends that Americanah reframes diasporic life not as 
representational identity but as infrastructural condition. Through salons, internet 
cafés, immigration lines, train routes, and spatial grammars of postcolonial 
cities, Adichie shows how feeling is routed through logistics. These sites do not 
merely stage diasporic becoming; they produce it. Infrastructure scaffolds what 
diasporic life costs, yields, and feels like. The novel asks: What emotions circulate 
through infrastructures of belonging? What desires stall in queues? What forms of 
exhaustion, anticipation, and deferral become ordinary?

Rather than treating these spaces as background, this reading foregrounds them 
as generative infrastructures—sites of friction where Black subjectivity is composed, 
delayed, reoriented. Americanah does not merely represent migration—it theorizes 
the systems that render its affective plausibility: its breath, its interruptions.

This reading draws on affect theory and infrastructural humanities. Berlant’s 
(2011) “cruel optimism” reframes desire as attachment to the logistical scene 
promising fulfillment. Larkin (2008) sees infrastructure as the political grammar 
of flow and stoppage. Stewart (2007) maps the “ordinary affects” that animate 
institutions. Ngai (2005) teaches us to read moods like frustration, stuckness, or 
minor exhilaration as structural.

Combining close literary analysis with these frameworks, the essay traces 
Americanah’s infrastructural sensibilities across material (transit, salons, 
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bureaucracy) and immaterial (waiting, anxiety, negotiation) domains. It reads where 
plot thickens into traffic, and character becomes queue.

II. Theoretical Framework: What Is Affective Infrastructure?

To apprehend Americanah as a novel of infrastructure rather than merely identity, 
we must reorient our analytic lens toward what I call affective infrastructure: not a 
category, but an ongoing composition—entangled assemblages of systems, objects, 
habits, rhythms, and attachments through which diasporic life becomes not only 
livable but sensible. These are not mere tools or backdrops of movement, but 
mediating scaffolds through which feeling circulates and solidifies—through which 
hope stalls, agency erodes, and life’s ordinary labor becomes atmospherically dense. 
Affective infrastructure is thus neither purely material nor merely atmospheric. It is 
where circulation meets saturation, where endurance becomes form.
Affective Infrastructure as Assemblage
The term draws from Lauren Berlant’s “cruel optimism”—a structure of 
attachment to things that promise relief or transformation but often reinforce 
impasse. “All attachment is optimistic,” Berlant writes, if optimism means moving 
toward something one cannot achieve alone, sensing a proximity that promises 
transformation (2). But this proximity may deepen stuckness. “The object/scene 
that ignites a sense of possibility,” Berlant warns, may also render its realization 
structurally impossible (2). This is not simply disappointed expectation but a 
reorganization of life around deferred potential. Infrastructure includes both hard 
systems—roads, networks—and soft scaffolds of longing and routine: what binds a 
subject to an exhausted world in the name of staying attached.

In “Slow Death,” Berlant shows how infrastructures of health and habit 
produce not rupture but attrition: a “rhythm of being” in which slowness is 
depletion, not stillness (102). What matters is not just bodily exhaustion, but how 
endurance becomes life’s orientation. In Americanah, the rhythms of waiting—on 
platforms, in salons, in immigration offices—are not narrative pauses but affective 
condensations. They configure diaspora not as leap or crossing, but as attritional 
continuity.

Brian Larkin (2008) refines this view by defining infrastructure as “matter 
that enables the movement of other matter” (5)—but also as “semiotic,” shaping 
affective atmospheres and symbolic imaginaries. Roads, servers, passport queues do 
not simply facilitate action; they shape what can be imagined, what counts as delay, 
what registers as progress. Ifemelu’s journey, digital migrations, and stalled return 
are less about physical motion than how infrastructural grids produce sensation, 



529Racialization, Emotion, and the Material Life of Migration / Ali Salami

nostalgia, frustration, suspension.
Kathleen Stewart’s theory of “ordinary affects” amplifies this. For Stewart 

(2007), the ordinary is not inert—it hums. It accumulates mood, registers drift, 
pulses with residues that don’t settle into plot. These are “public feelings” that 
circulate and coagulate, informing how life is lived in the now (2). Infrastructure 
here is not only a system but a pressure, a drift—“the way things are tending” (5), 
an ecology of subtle saturations and misalignments. Americanah is dense with such 
scenes—not detours but expressions of infrastructure doing world-making work.

Pine et al. (2015) extend this: “Affect is always already organized through 
infrastructures of feeling, care, and control” (7). It is not that we feel and then move 
through infrastructure, but that we feel as we are moved—through lines, delays, 
spatial systems generating atmospheres of aspiration and attrition.

Americanah operates in this terrain. It is not merely a novel of migration, but 
of infrastructural attunement. It asks how diaspora is sensed, routed, deferred—
how the logics of salons, immigration offices, digital networks, and transit systems 
generate moods of stuckness, hesitation, endurance, fragile hope. These are not 
narrative detours. They are the novel’s infrastructural core: the systems through 
which diasporic subjectivity is produced not as identity, but as a living through 
friction, saturation, delay.
Black Diasporic Contexts: Lower Frequencies and Wake Work
To read Americanah through affective infrastructure is to trace not only systems 
of movement and mediation, but the racialized temporalities constituting Black 
diasporic life. If, as Berlant and Stewart argue, the ordinary is never neutral, then for 
Black subjects, the everyday is already ruptured—weathered by slavery’s afterlife, 
structural abandonment, ongoing endurance. Infrastructure here is historical, 
injurious, recalibrated through survival.

Tina Campt (2017) reframes affective life through “lower frequencies”—barely 
perceptible registers of refusal, delay, endurance that mark Black life as continuous 
and creative. Listening becomes attunement: a method for detecting “the quiet, daily 
practices that produce new forms of Black futurity” (13). Not grand arcs, but haptic 
pulses, fugitive sounds, deferred anticipations. They emerge in Americanah in 
Ifemelu’s hesitations, the cadence of her blog, and the temporal drag of bureaucracy. 
These tonalities mark diasporic life as out of sync with liberal progression, but alive 
to another beat.

Christina Sharpe’s (2016) concept of wake work offers a corollary frame: 
infrastructure as inheritance—as afterlife. “The wake,” she writes, is both the trace 
of the slave ship and the weather of the present: anti-Blackness as atmosphere and 
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structure (18). Living in the wake means navigating institutions and atmospheres of 
risk, delay, and erasure. Wake work is the recursive labor of surviving scrutiny, of 
explaining oneself again. In Americanah, this manifests in waiting rooms, border 
crossings, the endless labor of presentation. Infrastructure is not merely passage—it 
is harm.

Thus, affective infrastructure must be read as a racialized ecology of time and 
sensation. The ordinary is not banal; it is where the broken world registers most 
sharply—where history bleeds into the logistics of now.
The Ordinary as Political and Affective Field
Affective infrastructure becomes a theory of the ordinary—not as background, 
but as battleground. The ordinary is where infrastructure becomes intimate, 
where circulation thickens into delay, and delay becomes the structure of Black 
temporality. As Larkin (2008) argues, infrastructure is the “condition of possibility” 
(5), but possibility is unequally distributed: some attachments enabled, others 
sabotaged; some rhythms sustained, others disfigured.

Stewart (2007) describes the ordinary as “a shifting assemblage of practices, 
things, imaginaries, and moods”—a zone where power adheres not as command but 
tendency, glitch, repetition (14). In diasporic contexts, the ordinary is also where 
invention emerges—in minor keys of care, refusal, and survival. Campt (2017) calls 
this Black futurity: a fugitive horizon assembled from everyday excess. For Berlant 
(2011), the ordinary is the landfill of exhausted attachments, the space where 
“adjustment seems like an accomplishment” (3). It is the scene of non-redemptive 
endurance: holding on, askew, to what is not yet lost or won.

Americanah renders these scenes in granular detail: in Princeton’s ambient 
smells, Trenton’s salons, the recursive negotiations of border bureaucracy. It does 
not resolve them. It dwells in them. It listens. The novel offers no escape from 
infrastructure—but a poetics of adjustment, refusal, saturated waiting—a diagram of 
what the ordinary does, and what it demands when lived from the wake.
Toward an Infrastructural Reading of Americanah
Foregrounding the systems that mediate sensation, temporality, and becoming, this 
reading reorients Americanah away from representational identity politics toward an 
infrastructural poetics of the ordinary. The novel is not merely about race, gender, 
or migration; it meditates on the atmospheres, attachments, and frictions through 
which diasporic life is composed, delayed, or undone. Infrastructures—material and 
affective—are not backdrop but texture and tempo. They don’t just frame migration; 
they produce its conditions and costs.

This is not a reading of Americanah as a story about diaspora, but a novel 
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structured by diasporic infrastructures: the salon as a site of embodied intimacy; the 
transit system as choreography of racialized delay; the bureaucratic office as archive 
of suspended becoming; the digital blog as speculative space of self-fashioning. 
These sites—mundane, recursive, affectively dense—compose the infrastructures of 
diasporic life, vibrating with aspiration, exhaustion, adjustment, and refusal.

To read for infrastructure is to attend to the politics of the ordinary—not its 
exception, but its weather. It is to ask how power moves through small gestures, 
how belonging is brokered by spatial protocols and temporal lags, how the marginal 
becomes the site of the most intimate dramas of migration, racialization, and hope.

III. Hair Salons and the Affective Politics of Black Beauty

Few spaces in Americanah are as affectively and infrastructurally dense as the 
Black hair salon. Not a decorative backdrop or commercial interlude, it is a 
thick node in the novel’s infrastructural map—a site where diaspora touches the 
scalp, where Black femininity is calibrated through gesture, routine, and delay. In 
Adichie’s rendering, the salon is disciplinary and improvisational, atmospheric 
and pedagogical: a space where affect circulates, bodies are repositioned, and the 
rhythms of diasporic life hum in low frequencies of touch, tension, and wait.

The novel opens with movement toward this space. Ifemelu’s journey from 
Princeton to Trenton is not simple transit—it traverses racial geographies and 
affective thresholds, exposing the infrastructural violence of having nowhere close 
to belong. “She did not like that she had to go to Trenton to braid her hair,” the 
narrator notes. “It was unreasonable to expect a braiding salon in Princeton… and 
yet as she waited… she wondered why there was no place where she could braid 
her hair” (Adichie 3). The wait is racial and temporal; the irritation cumulative. This 
is what Sianne Ngai (2005) terms an “ugly feeling”—ambient, diagnostic, minor, 
registering social contradiction (2).

Ifemelu’s journey is thus a study in logistical delay: not just an errand, but 
a spatial confession that her care must commute—that her self-maintenance lies 
outside the normative grid. The scene unfolds slowly, insistently. She waits in 
Princeton. On the train. In the salon.

Inside, time bends again. The room hums with “clicking beads, the pull of hair, 
and the low buzz of gossip” (Adichie 7). She is seen but not yet acknowledged—
present but structurally delayed. “She sat on a ripped, duct-taped chair, waiting… 
Ifemelu watched, unaccounted for, ignored” (p. 7). The salon’s social architecture 
asserts itself—not just as space, but as queue, as hierarchy, as affective sorting 
mechanism.
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This is what Berlant (2011) and Stewart (2007) call the infrastructure of 
feeling: the ordinary arrangement of affects, delays, and gestures through which 
power circulates and becomes atmosphere. Waiting becomes formative. One 
learns how to endure friction, how to be braided not only in hair but in mood—in 
repetition, in adjustment, in provisional belonging.

Banks (2000) reminds us that Black hair salons are social institutions—
pedagogical spaces where community and conformity are negotiated strand by 
strand. In Americanah, this function is layered with ambivalence. The salon 
disciplines as much as it shelters. It teaches beauty, but also deferral. It shelters 
community, yet renders Ifemelu—despite her appointment—an interruption to be 
managed. This is infrastructural: the salon absorbs bodies, redistributes attention, 
and recalibrates feeling.

To be in the salon is to wait, to learn patience, to decode the semiotics of 
proximity and delay. It teaches that diasporic life is not only movement, but being 
moved—repositioned, made to wait for access to one’s own appearance. This is 
pedagogy through atmosphere, repetition, and saturation. And it is here, in this 
braided scene of suspension, that Americanah begins—not with departure or arrival, 
but with wait time. With friction. With adjustment.
Rituals of Grooming: Pedagogies of Self-Worth, Assimilation, and Resistance
Grooming in Americanah is not merely aesthetic—it is pedagogical, infrastructural, 
political. Braiding becomes a site of instruction, a classroom without curriculum, 
where diasporic femininity is shaped through touch, commentary, repetition. 
Ifemelu, seated and still, is both subject and student—her scalp tugged into 
form, her presence shaped by assimilation’s imperatives and the low murmur 
of unsolicited advice. As Johnson (2016) notes, Adichie uses hair not merely as 
symbol but as active site of inscription—where belonging is taught and resistance 
negotiated.

The stylists, often migrants themselves, speak the grammar of adaptation. 
“You should relax your hair... it will look nicer, more professional,” one tells her. 
“You want to get a job? You have to look like them, not like bush girl” (Adichie 9). 
The scalp becomes a site of labor and soft violence. Beauty is not pleasure—it is 
alignment. It is the visible mark of employability, of propriety, of having learned 
the lesson. The stylists operate as affective intermediaries, translating the coercive 
optimism of neoliberal belonging into bodily instruction.

This is cruel optimism (Berlant, 2011): the fantasy that submission to 
normative beauty will yield legibility and protection. But the promise is partial, 
always receding. Ifemelu resists. She does not relax her hair. Her refusal is saturated 
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with ambivalence but remains an act of disobedience—rejecting the infrastructural 
fantasy that smoothness equals safety. Her natural hair becomes an insistence on 
being seen—not as palatable, but as herself. “An insistence on being seen as oneself 
rather than as a pale imitation of whiteness” (Adichie 12).

Yet this refusal is not triumphant. It is steeped in shame, irritation, 
defensiveness, pride. Ngai (2005) identifies such dysphoric affects as the psychic 
fuel of capitalist modernity (3). In the salon, they accumulate, churn, provoke 
rupture. Ifemelu’s blog post—“To My Fellow Non-American Blacks: In America, 
You Are Black, Baby”—emerges not as detached commentary, but forged in salon 
friction. It carries the residual heat of advice, conformity, and fatigue.

The salon, then, is a site of frictive pedagogy—where affective dissonance 
grounds critique. Subject formation is recursive: stylists’ words linger even as 
they’re resisted. Their hands braid discourse. The atmosphere thickens with the 
shared knowledge that grooming the self means negotiating visibility in a world 
that rarely reciprocates. The salon doesn’t promise transformation—it produces the 
conditions under which transformation must be negotiated, resisted, or endured.
The Salon as Infrastructural Apparatus: Affect and Racial Calibration
The salon is not incidental architecture—it is an infrastructural apparatus for 
racial and affective calibration. Bodies are adorned and made—ideologically and 
cosmetically. Its rituals—washing, braiding, relaxing, commenting—generate 
what Sara Ahmed (2004) calls affective economies: circulations where emotion 
becomes instructive, transferable, measurable. Beauty becomes currency; self-worth 
modulated by glances, advice, the imagined gaze of employers. The scalp becomes 
a ledger.

Even in Lagos salons, the logic persists. “She liked the Lagos salons… yet the 
women there, too, measured and appraised, pressing her to spend more, to become 
more, to be less ‘bush’ and more modern” (Adichie 421). Diasporic infrastructure 
travels, adapts, reasserts. The Lagos salon is warmer, yet it too whispers imperatives 
of global modernity and cosmetic futurity. As Abodunrin (2020) notes, such spaces 
localize transnational infrastructures—where hair politics intersect with capital, 
gender, and mobility.

The salon is not purely disciplinary or redemptive. It is recursive, ambient, 
contradictory. It stages cruel optimism as daily routine: attachments that promise 
respectability but demand submission. Tight braids. Unwanted advice. The irritation 
of being seen—only through calibration. These are infrastructural affects: patterned, 
sedimented. The salon is their archive—a scene where oppression and aspiration 
converge.
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Berlant reminds us: cruel optimism sustains itself by confirming the relation 
that harms. “The very pleasures of being inside a relation have become sustaining… 
even when that relation is a threat” (2). The salon is both threat and confirmation. 
It disciplines Ifemelu’s difference—but also renders it visible, even if only in 
adjacency.
Pedagogies of Feeling: Shame, Boredom, and Communal Care
The salon teaches affect. Shame—too natural, too nappy, not professional—is 
constant. But shame, as Ngai (2005) notes, is not pathology but predicament (2). 
It exposes value’s structure. It marks one as out of sync with normative time and 
space.

Boredom and irritation, too, are not distractions—they are infrastructural 
byproducts. The waiting room becomes a chamber of suspended time, training 
resignation and subtle refusal. Ifemelu, in her duct-taped chair, wonders “how much 
of her life will be spent in these suspended states—waiting to be noticed, to be made 
up, to be admitted into the fantasy of belonging” (Adichie 8). This is pedagogy by 
delay: teaching her what it means to earn surface, to endure aesthetic thresholds.

And yet, there is care—gossip, laughter, shared pain. There are survival tips, 
migration confessions. As Stewart (2007) might say, there is “the way things are 
tending” (5): not toward justice, perhaps, but toward connection. “She felt a sudden 
kinship with the woman beside her… both enduring this ritual for reasons that were 
never only about beauty” (Adichie 11). That never only marks the threshold: co-
suffering re-signified as intimacy.

The salon is not a fixed symbol. It is an atmospheric machine—disciplining, 
leaking, improvising. It circulates harmful norms and holds fugitive solidarities. It is 
cruel. It is intimate. It is ordinary. It is infrastructural. In Americanah, it is a crucible 
where the aesthetics and politics of diasporic life are braided together, strand by 
recursive strand.

To read the salon as affective infrastructure is to see Ifemelu’s time there as 
central—not peripheral—to Americanah’s meditation on diasporic becoming. The 
salon is not passive—it is apparatus. It calibrates sensation, disciplines aspiration, 
generates ugly feelings and stages their transformation. The ordinary becomes 
struggle, pedagogy, invention.

The salon is where Black women are made to feel—unevenly, relationally. It 
is not just where the novel begins, but where diasporic subjectivity is felt before 
it is spoken. The body is read, trained, made intelligible in a world structured by 
racialized visibility. As Osinubi (2018) notes, Adichie frames the salon as a site 
of self-making where beauty and belonging are enacted at the level of scalp and 
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speech.
But infrastructure doesn’t end at the salon door. Its logics persist—into 

blogs, comment threads, digital enclosures. What was intimate becomes archived. 
What was affective becomes data. The next section traces these mutations—how 
infrastructural politics of diaspora resurface in the digital sphere, where connection 
once again carries the echo of refusal.

V. Transit, Bureaucracy, and Slow Racialization

Diaspora in Americanah is not configured through dramatic dislocations alone. 
It is rendered in the slow sedimentation of the ordinary: in repeated contact with 
infrastructural systems that stall, displace, and reorient the subject. Transit routes, 
visa queues, bureaucratic offices—these are not peripheral to diasporic life; they are 
its texture. They are where Black subjectivity is not only represented but produced: 
inscribed through the tedium of waiting, the friction of mobility, the recursive 
exposure to administrative vision. Migration unfolds here not in rupture, but in 
repetition.

Ifemelu’s journey, like others in the novel, is lived less in crisis than in what 
Berlant (2011) calls the impasse—a durational suspension “where adjustment 
seems like an accomplishment” (3), and exhaustion becomes the very condition 
of possibility. Racialization in these spaces is not evental—it is incremental, 
processual. It attaches itself to routine: the missed bus, the stalled train, the long 
silence of visa adjudication. As Mboukou (2021) notes, Adichie’s attentiveness to 
bureaucratic infrastructures shows how they not only regulate diasporic life but 
shape its very terms—of mobility, identity, and emotional orientation.
Embodied Waiting: Public Transit and the Affective Economy of Delay
Ifemelu’s encounters with transit—whether aboard a Lagos danfo or in U.S. 
commuter zones—are shaped not by arrival but by delay. Her trip to Trenton to find 
a salon is rendered as an errand, yet pulses with the tension of infrastructural failure: 
the discomfort of white space, the ambient heat, the temporality of suspension. “She 
liked taking deep breaths here… But she did not like that she had to go to Trenton 
to braid her hair” (Adichie 3–4). What appears logistical is deeply racialized—an 
absence made felt through sighs, sweat, spatial displacement.

This is the politics of mundane delay. Of absence-as-presence. Of needing to 
leave in order to maintain the self.

Berlant’s theory of the ordinary as a “landfill of crises” resonates: minor 
impasses accumulate until life itself becomes a scene of attrition (3). Seamless 
passage—between cities, identities, or modes of care—is unavailable. The commute 
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becomes recalibration. Survival is adjustment. Habit becomes tolerance.
Brian Larkin (2008) defines infrastructure not only as what enables flow, 

but as what patterns its interruption. It is “matter that enables the movement of 
other matter,” but also the architecture through which failure becomes normalized 
(5). Ifemelu’s transit experience is shaped not just by space, but by the affective 
economy of delay: train stalls, Lagos gridlock, immigration limbo. These are not 
passive lulls—they are metabolized, internalized. They become mood. They become 
diasporic time.

As Kathleen Stewart (2007) writes, the ordinary moves “through bodies, 
dreams, and institutions” (2). Infrastructure produces a rhythm: recursive, dense, 
affectively charged. It inscribes diaspora not only in motion, but in suspension—
where anticipation, resignation, and fatigue coincide.

Thus emerges a theory of diasporic time as infrastructural: not linear, not 
heroic, but durational, burdened. In Americanah, the bureaucracy of the everyday 
doesn’t pause life—it becomes it.
Bureaucracy and the Temporalities of Racialization
Nowhere is infrastructural violence more condensed than in the consulates, 
embassies, and visa offices that populate Americanah—sites where the fantasy of 
mobility collides with the mechanics of suspicion. These are not thresholds but 
containment chambers, where bodies are weighed against paperwork, possibilities 
filtered through administrative opacity. Ifemelu’s passage through these spaces is 
marked by durational violence—not rupture but slow suspense.

“The American embassy in Lagos was a place of queues, of sweating bodies 
pressed together, of nervous anticipation and barely disguised fear... She watched 
as a woman in a bright yellow dress left the counter crying... Another man emerged 
with a wide smile, and everyone leaned forward, as if his success might rub off on 
them” (Adichie 109).

This is affective infrastructure. Racialization is enacted not through declaration 
but delay, through withheld glances and unsaid verdicts. The consulate becomes an 
atmosphere—anxieties condensing in air, hopes leaking through posture. As Sharpe 
(2016) notes, “living in the wake” means inhabiting the afterlife of systems designed 
to capture and deny Black life (18). The embassy is a contemporary hold—sterile, 
surveilled, climate-controlled—where mobility is indefinitely deferred.

This is not melodrama but choreography. Recursion. Preparation. The 
rehearsals of worthiness. The affective toll inscribes itself on the body: anticipation, 
vigilance, flattened shoulders. As Berlant (2011) writes, the impasse is where life-
building becomes crisis itself (3). The wait becomes epistemological—teaching 
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what it means to be seen, judged, rendered illegible by the very systems that 
adjudicate legitimacy.

Obinze’s repeated rejections by the American embassy exemplify this: 
“He went three more times… Each time he was told, without a glance, ‘Sorry, 
you don’t qualify,’ and each time he emerged into the harsh sunlight, stunned and 
unbelieving. ‘It’s the terrorism fears,’ his mother said” (Adichie 312).

There is no explanation, no appeal. Rejection is protocol. Denial is built-
in. Obinze’s stunned emergence becomes an echo of Sharpe’s “weather”—not the 
storm, but the climate of anti-Blackness. Visa denial is not an event but a pedagogy: 
it teaches exhaustion as the norm.
Racialization as Temporal and Infrastructural Process
Americanah reveals that racialization is not a fixed identity, nor a singular 
realization. It is an infrastructural process—incremental, recursive, accumulating 
across checkpoints, forms, and silences. One becomes racialized over time: through 
logistics, delays, suspicion.

Sharpe (2016) reminds us that the “weather” of anti-Blackness is not just the 
catastrophe—it’s the drizzle (104). Ifemelu’s encounters don’t shock; they wear. 
They recur:

• On the bus: the shift in posture from white passengers.
• At the border: the extra question, the pause before the stamp.
• In immigration: the rehearsed plausibility of presence.
These are not outliers. They are the infrastructure of racialization. They 

shape a subject who waits in advance, adjusts breath and posture before arrival. 
Racialization here is logistical: embedded in protocols, surveillance, even in the 
design of waiting rooms.

As Berlant writes, life must be built within the impasse—“breath by strained 
breath.” Americanah renders this pedagogy of delay and disposability as central to 
diasporic temporality.
Affective Flattening and the Suspension of Drama
Strikingly, Americanah resists melodrama. Migration is not spectacular, exclusion 
not monumentalized. Instead, the novel offers the flat texture of the everyday: 
paperwork, queueing, ambient dread. As Nair (2017) observes, Adichie privileges 
accumulation over crisis. The result is not catharsis but attrition.

“Each time Ifemelu went to the post office or the bank… she practiced 
patience… It was, in its way, a kind of theatre—one she was learning not to feel too 
much about” (Adichie 222).

This is the dramaturgy of infrastructural life. Boredom, irritation, 



538 Forum for World Literature Studies / Vol.17 No.3 September 2025

dissociation—these saturate the choreography of compliance. Berlant (2011) calls 
this “crisis ordinariness” (10); Ngai (2005) calls it “stuplimity”—where the subject 
is “overwhelmed and underwhelmed at once” (272). Ifemelu does not cry. She 
sighs. She waits. She learns not to feel too much.
Mobility, Dislocation, and Racialized Embodiment
Movement across cities or continents does not free Ifemelu—it multiplies the 
modalities of racialization. In Lagos, her body is classed and gendered; in the 
U.S., it becomes Black, foreign, hypervisible. In visa lines, she becomes suspect—
processed, evaluated.

Olabisi (2017) argues Americanah captures how racializing technologies 
follow migrants across borders. Each geography issues new instructions:

• On the danfo: a leer, a clutch of the bag.
• At the DMV: a micro-interrogation masked as small talk.
• At customs: the studied inspection of documents.
Racialization is infrastructural. It is coded into space, pace, rhythm. As Larkin 

(2008) argues, infrastructures don’t merely enable—they constitute subjects (14). 
Ifemelu’s posture, tone, silence are shaped by systems she must pass through.

These are not anecdotes. They are inscriptions. The cartography of micro-
violences. The drizzle Sharpe describes. Americanah teaches us to feel race not as 
rupture but as repetition. As sediment. As slow violence.

As Okuyade (2013) writes, Adichie shows how “minor” humiliations enact 
violence that accrues. This is not subplot—it is infrastructure. The DMV, bus line, 
passport queue are the novel’s analytic core. Here, Americanah theorizes most 
powerfully—not by naming violence, but by accumulating it. It refuses to lift the 
reader out of the queue. It asks us to wait. To feel its weight.

Transit and bureaucracy are not backdrop—they are the scene. They are where 
race is lived, repeated, reconstituted—one delay at a time.

VI. Narrative Form as Infrastructure

To fully apprehend Americanah as a novel of infrastructures, one must look beyond 
its content—beyond salons, subways, and consulates—and attend to its form: the 
grammar of its assembly. The novel’s architecture is resolutely non-linear, unfolding 
through digression, repetition, and interruption. Time folds, slips, returns. Ifemelu’s 
and Obinze’s lives are not plotted as arcs but as entangled sequences, stitched from 
affective fragments and bureaucratic stalls. Narrative becomes infrastructure—
a structure that routes emotion, organizes delay, and absorbs the messiness of 
diasporic temporality.
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At first glance, Americanah appears digressive. Flashbacks disrupt forward 
motion. Blog posts punctuate the story with tonal shifts and metacommentary. 
Chapters loop around a single conversation or drift sideways through anecdote. 
Ifemelu’s trajectory—Nigeria to the U.S. to return—is not linear. The novel 
aggregates: salon gossip, visa queues, blog entries, appointments, remembered 
intimacies.

The blog Raceteenth is not a stylistic flourish—it is formal infrastructure. Its 
posts hold, leak, reroute the affective overflow of Ifemelu’s encounters. They are not 
digressions but condensations:

“Ifemelu had written the final post only days ago, trailed by two hundred and 
seventy-four comments so far. All those readers… frightened and exhilarated her” 
(6).

The blog is expressive and infrastructural: a system that parses and suspends 
feeling. It enables visibility while echoing the fragmentation it cannot fully resolve. 
As Berlant (2011) notes, “genre is an affective event”—a scaffolding that organizes 
experience (6). In Americanah, the blog genre becomes an infrastructural node: 
iterative, partial, distributed—mirroring the conditions of diasporic mediation.

Narrative as Infrastructural Code: Delay, Detour, and Affect

Adichie’s form is not decorative. It performs infrastructural labor. Interruptions, 
temporal slippages, and detours are not stylistic gestures but mimetic of diasporic 
life. Pine et al. (2015) theorize form as “infrastructural code”—a patterned structure 
that “organizes affective flows… enabling some connections and disabling others” 
(8). Americanah disables closure, enables recurrence. Its pacing stutters, loops, 
skips—echoing the temporal machinery of visa queues, border stalls, salon waitlists.

Visa scenes recur like protocol:
“She had her folder of documents ready… the same way she had it ready for 

every interview… She waited in line… as a woman was turned away, as a man was 
approved, as her own number finally flashed on the screen” (Adichie 112).

This is not suspense—it is procedural fatigue. An aesthetics of affective 
bureaucracy, where tone becomes the vehicle of meaning.

Ngai (2005) calls tone “the feeling of feeling”—a sensorial register of stalled 
agency and exhausted desire (p. 29). In Americanah, tone is infrastructural: 
a medium of delay. Ifemelu’s voice adopts a weary irony—not liberation but 
adaptation. There is laughter, but it arrives late. There is critique, but it is laced with 
resignation.

Ogunyemi (2016) argues that Americanah’s episodic structure mirrors the 
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stalled temporality of diaspora. But more than mirroring, the form enacts it. The 
reader, too, must wait, return, hold affect in suspension. Adichie orchestrates 
narrative as infrastructure: not smooth, but recursive.

The novel’s form enacts what Stewart (2007) calls “the way things are 
tending”—a sensibility attuned to stasis, drift, and impasse (5). Americanah is 
built not on events but atmospheres, not on plot but accumulation. Its affective 
architecture registers diasporic life as frictional, recursive, infrastructural.

This is not incoherence—it is method. Fragmentation becomes rhythm. 
Delay becomes structure. Blogs become constellations. Narrative becomes a soft 
infrastructure of feeling—threading race, gender, migration, and longing through 
the recursive corridors of form.

Absorbing Fragmentation: The Work of Genre and Affect

Adichie’s narrative does not resolve fragmentation—it absorbs it. Not to transcend 
rupture, but to render it habitable. Americanah oscillates between the intimate and 
impersonal: touch, memory, salons; forms, queues, blog metrics. This mimics the 
diasporic pulse: a life lived in calibrations, impasses, oscillations.

Nwankwo (2015) notes that the novel’s episodic form captures diaspora’s 
simultaneity—fracture and coherence, structure and affect. Fragmentation is not a 
thematic residue but the novel’s infrastructural mode of movement and constraint.

Berlant (2011) names this the “infrastructure of feeling”: genres, gestures, and 
attachments that make the ordinary livable, even when it forecloses flourishing. 
“All attachment is optimistic… a force that moves you… toward the satisfying 
something you cannot generate on your own…” (2).

In Americanah, optimism is compromised—delayed, rerouted, deferred. The 
novel’s genre—part migration narrative, part satire, part romance, part blog—is 
itself an infrastructure: a circuit that routes longing without resolving it. The ending 
is not closure but return. The romance resurfaces, not redemptively. The fragments 
remain. The delay holds.

Reading narrative as infrastructure means attending to form as atmosphere: the 
mode through which delay, hope, and impasse circulate. The novel’s rhythm—its 
stalls, hesitations, missed encounters—mirrors the lived temporality of the migrant 
subject: recursive, fractured, slow.

Delays—visa queues, emails, silences, unfinished posts—are not incidents but 
conditions. They index tone, what Ngai (2005) calls “an affective atmosphere… 
through which one feels the shape of an agency stalled or looping” (29). Ifemelu’s 
voice—melancholic, ironic—is not stylistic flourish but tonal pedagogy. It teaches 
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the reader how to dwell in suspension.
Ndinda (2018) notes Adichie’s tonal precision: irony laced with quiet despair. 

The novel offers no catharsis. It offers structure. Delay as form.
Form is political. It is infrastructural. Pine et al. (2015) insist that narrative is 

not just a vehicle for plot, but “an infrastructure through which affect, power, and 
possibility circulate” (8). In Americanah, narrative is a soft architecture: recursive, 
discontinuous, affectively charged.

This is Americanah’s formal politics: not to transcend fragmentation, but to 
dwell in its rhythms—to affirm incompletion, repetition, rerouting. Adichie’s novel 
insists that fragmentation is not failure. It is the condition of diasporic life. It is the 
form.

By tracing the entanglement of genre, tone, and delay, Americanah invites a 
method that listens not only to what the novel says, but to how it moves—how it 
hesitates, loops, withholds. The novel offers no promise of coherence. Its wager is 
different: that fragmentation, held with care, may still be lived.

VII. Conclusion: Toward an Infrastructural Reading of Diasporic Literature

This essay has argued that Americanah is not merely a novel about diasporic 
subjectivity, migration, or identity in the abstract, but a recursive meditation on 
the infrastructures—material, affective, narrative—that contour the ordinary life 
of the Black diaspora. Through close readings of the spaces and systems shaping 
Ifemelu’s world—salons, transit, visa offices, digital platforms—we have seen how 
Americanah stages the entanglement of feeling, logistics, and formation. These are 
not peripheral textures or narrative backgrounds. They are scaffolds of mediation, 
constraint, and affective calibration.

While much of diaspora criticism emphasizes visibility, identity, and the 
semiotics of race, this reading reorients attention to the infrastructural surround—
those atmospheric and logistical arrangements that shape what can be felt, endured, 
or deferred. In Americanah, the salon is not merely a grooming site, but a node of 
calibration: where beauty, racial legibility, and aspiration are choreographed and 
contested. Transit and bureaucracy serve as “waiting rooms” of subjectivity, where 
racialization accrues not through spectacle, but as sediment—durational exposure to 
the erosions and impasses of migratory life.

Drawing on Berlant’s concept of the impasse (2011), Larkin’s theory of 
infrastructural delay (2008), Stewart’s ecologies of the ordinary (2007), and 
Sharpe’s “weather” of anti-Blackness (2016), we have traced how diasporic life is 
routed through infrastructural forms of violence and contingency. These systems do 
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not simply reflect conditions; they modulate rhythm, reroute feeling, and saturate 
everyday scenes with atmospheres of exhaustion, risk, care, and provisional 
belonging.

Crucially, this essay has proposed that Americanah does not merely depict 
infrastructure—it inhabits it formally. Its episodic, recursive, and non-linear 
structure functions as infrastructural code. Through digressions, loops, and blog 
insertions, the novel feels like what it narrates: delay, redirection, suspended climax. 
Drawing on Pine et al. (2015), narrative emerges not as container but as affective 
pacing—a system mediating between blockage and flow, anticipation and flattening. 
Ifemelu’s life unfolds not as upward mobility or tragic descent, but as recursive 
return, deferred intimacy, minor refusal.

Ngai’s (2005) “ugly feelings”—irritation, stuplimity, boredom—define the 
tonal register of these forms. Berlant’s notion of genre as “infrastructure of feeling” 
(2011) clarifies how narrative scaffolds the repetition of impasse, the attrition of 
hope, and the rituals of adjustment under racial capitalism. Americanah is not 
narratively optimistic. It is narratively suspended—gesturing toward coherence 
while dwelling in delay.
Toward a New Reading of Postcolonial Form
This infrastructural approach expands the interpretive frameworks of postcolonial 
and Black Atlantic studies by shifting focus from representation to mediation, from 
signification to logistics, from plot to rhythm. Americanah is not only about the 
coordinates of race; it is about the architectures—temporal, spatial, affective—that 
make racialized life dwellable, circulatory, and precarious.

In this way, the novel speaks to the politics of form itself. The migration 
narrative, the embedded blog, the episodic loop—these are infrastructural genres. 
They hold and reroute the overflow of diasporic feeling. As Ogunyemi (2016) 
and Nwankwo (2015) observe, Americanah’s disjunctive form mirrors the lived 
discontinuities of transnational life—not only in content, but in pacing, tone, and 
structure.

Where Gilroy’s “Black Atlantic” mapped fluidity and exchange, an 
infrastructural reading introduces pressure points: delay, blocked circulation, forced 
stasis. Sharpe’s “wake,” Campt’s “lower frequencies,” and Stewart’s “ordinary 
affects” offer attunement to the slow, recursive, and saturated experience of 
diaspora. These frameworks illuminate not just migration, but the textures of life 
that migration produces—and wears down.

Ultimately, this essay contributes to an affective and infrastructural 
humanities—one that reads emotion not as interior state, but as atmospherically 
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conditioned, systemically routed, and politically shaped. The salon, the queue, the 
train ride, the visa interview, the unfinished blog post—each becomes a site where 
feeling is patterned, delayed, or dissipated. In Americanah, affect is not what the 
subject carries within; it is what the subject must endure through inhabitation of 
systems.

To read Americanah for infrastructure is to see space, system, and form not 
as narrative backdrops, but as sites of struggle, calibration, and—at times—care. 
The novel models how to dwell in impasse without capitulating to it. It shows that 
diasporic life under racial capitalism is shaped not only by visible violence, but by 
rhythmic interruption, quiet exhaustion, and infrastructural attunement.

Americanah does not offer closure. It offers circulation. Return without 
resolution. The ordinary, held open. A form that waits with us.
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