
Discussion questions for Call Me American  
 
1. What did you know about Somalia before reading the book? Did the book change any 
impressions you may have had? 
 
2. Iftin’s life is influenced by several American imports: basketball, movies, and Marines. 
What other foreign influences make themselves apparent in the book? What effect did 
they have on Iftin and his family?  
 
3. In what ways does his mother’s upbringing as a nomadic farmer influence her actions 
in later life? 
 
4. Stories make repeated appearances over the course of Iftin’s memoir. How does Iftin 
incorporate them into the narrative? What effect do you think they had on him as a boy, 
a young man and now, as an adult?  
 
5. For a long time, Iftin believes that American movie characters are real. Do you 
remember a time when you first realized something you thought was real, wasn’t? What 
effect did this have on you? What effect do you think it had on Iftin?  
 
6. For much of his childhood, Abdi loathes and fears his teacher, Macalin Basbaas. 
Ultimately, he forgives the man who beat him. How does Abdi’s growth as a character 
influence his decision to forgive? 
 
7. Thousands of people have died in the fighting between al-Shabab and the Somali 
government forces in the past 30 years. At the same time, Somalia’s harsh climate has 
led to drought on numerous occasions. How are these two factors interrelated?  
 
8. For certain chapters in Call Me American, Abdi switches from using past tense to 
using present tense. What impression does that make on you as a reader? 
 
9. Kenya is a difficult place for Somali refugees to live. How does Abdi’s time in Little 
Mogadishu influence his view of the world?  
 
10. Part of Abdi’s challenge is securing all of the correct paperwork. How does the 
memoir portray bureaucracy in an unstable political environment? 
 
11. Abdi’s mother tells him that Mareekans (Americans) “eat pork, drink wine and have 
dogs in their homes.” Later, his impression of Americans is formed by action movies. 
How does Abdi’s idea of America differ from the reality he finds when he arrives here? 
 
12. The Muslim religion appears as a primary “character” in this book. How does its 
presence influence Iftin? If you were to write a memoir, would religion play a large role 
in your book? Why or why not?  
 



13. Has reading this book changed or refined your attitudes toward immigration or 
admittance of refugees or asylum seekers into the U.S.? If so, how? 
 
14. Do you believe other nations have a role or responsibility to countries in need? To 
what extent?  
 
15. What parallels and differences are there between Somalia and the U.S. regarding 
civil unrest?  
 
16. Why do you think terrorist groups appeal to young men? 
 
17. Has Abdi’s experience made you think about things you take for granted in your life? 
Which was more impactful to you – his battle to survive in Somalia or his battle to 
assimilate in the U.S.? 
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