Book-Group Discussion Prompts for American 419 and Other Stories

For excellent general advice on discussing story collections, see author Robin Black’s “Short Story Collections: A Guide for Book Groups” at robinblack.net.

1. “The Anniversary” is told from a child’s perspective. In what ways might the story have lost tension (or been otherwise less powerful) if it had been told from an adult’s perspective?

2. What might make even ostensibly experienced businesspeople (like Fred Taylor) susceptible to scams like those described in “American 419”? Have you ever been approached by a 419 scammer or other fraudster yourself? If so, did you find the scammer’s claim at all credible? Why or why not?
3. The last line of “American 419” is “Americans couldn’t dupe Nigerians in Nigeria.” What larger points are being made here? For example, can a certain degree of pride be taken in such scamming?
4. “American 419” isn’t the only story in the collection that deals with scams. Consider, for instance, “Jerusalem Sand,” “Abacha’s Oil Tank,” “Abednego’s Solution,” and “Sex Change.” What did these stories teach you about corruption in Nigeria? (You might do some additional research to investigate the issue.) 
5. Research one or more of the political, religious, or tribal conflicts described in “The Anniversary,” “In the Creek,” or “Scarves.” What do Abiola’s stories convey about the personal and social costs of these conflicts that journalistic accounts do not?
6. Both “Sex Change” and “Big Backside” concern efforts (largely driven by males) to change the female body. In each story, what seem to be the factors behind the pressure for such change? In what ways does the humor of these stories drive home, or possibly detract from, the points being made?
7. “Scarves” presents various theories behind Nadifa’s disappearance at the end of the story—for example, that she essentially committed suicide. Which of these theories, if any, do you find most believable? Do you have any other ideas about what might have happened to her?
8. In “Before the Trip,” what events or circumstances work in favor of the narrator (Mabel)? Can this story be said to have a happy ending? Why or why not?
9. Considering American 419 as a whole, which stories did you find most engaging or memorable. Why?

10. If given the opportunity, what questions would you ask Adetokunbo Abiola about the collection or about the inspiration(s) for certain stories?
