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Interview with

BUCHI EMECHETA

Buchi Emecheta came to England from
Lagos, Nigeria in 1962. She has written
plays for radio and television but is best
known for her novelsIn the Ditch (which
will be serialised soon on television),
Second Class Citizen, The Bride Price,
Dedtination Biafra and her most recent
Double Yolk. A single parent and mother
of five, she was selected as one of this
year's Best Young British Writers. Here
shetalksto Jane Bryce.

o S
Canyou tel usalittle bit about your early
experiencesof England?

When | cameto England it wasn'twhat itis
now, then the black people were very rarely
strong. | had a persona shock because
England wasn't what | expected it to be. . .
where people lived like Jane Austen. 1
think | found the nearest picture to that |
had in Brideshead Revisited — those ladies

going about in white dresses. | thought
England was dl like that. So | wes
surprised when | came. | arived in
Liverpool onagrey morning and | suppose
the shock of housing and of people not
being very friendy was my firs
impression.

When you came to England you intended
writing romantic novels. What changed your
mind?

| married straight out of school, it was a
Romeo and Juliet sort of life, and when |
came here | was faced with the harsh life of
an adult: looking for housing, looking after
children, looking for a house, a place to
live, keeping your husband happy. These
are not subjects for romance.

So you took thereality of your own lifeand
that gaveyou the material for your novels?
What then started you off writing the historical
novels, thethree African novels— TheBride
Price, Save Girl, Joys of Motherhood?

| wanted to go back to Nigeriain my books.
What | do istake auniversal concept which
I know is applicable to everybody — but to
use an African background — theam isto
bring out the way that people live in Africa
It may not be relevant to the story but again
that is the fiction content; you just work
everything in. Sometimes it looks as if the
whole story was actually setin Africa but it
wasnot. My book Wrestling Matchisagood
example. | was telling a school yesterday
that the book was based on the Falklands
War. They couldn't see it but by the end
they understood the concept that in a good
war nobody wins. | used two boyswrestling
and it was agood fight, but by the end of it,
they were both hurt and humiliated. | got
that idea by watching televison coverage of
the Falklands War. We logt about 250 boys
here, and | don't know how many the
Argentinianslost, over 600. And at the end
of it, the Falklands are till there, and can
we look after them? So in a good war
nobody wins.

You say 'we' so do you now identify yourself as
being British?

Y es, because when the war was going on my
son was ready to go and fight for Britain.
He said he fdt he had to defend Britain and
that shocked me. He kept saying ‘'we, we,
we so maybe it's dipped into my
vocabulary too. Recently, my publisher
telephoned and said 'Buchi, do you have a



British passport and areyou till under 407
| said 'Yes and hereplied 'Oh, you arein'.
'Inwhat? | asked. 'One of the Best Young
British Writers' Luckily | have my
passport otherwise | wouldn't have been
eligible. | have beenthe Best Y oung British
for the past eight weeks now.

Youreturnedto Nigeriarecently—whydid
youfindit so difficult to stay there?

There were two particular difficulties. The
first one was communication and the
second was being awoman. In Nigeria, at
the moment, they are not able to cope with
awoman like me. | was athreat to alot of
women and to a lot of men. The women
cannot forgive meif | remain singleand also
have a family. But | have a family as wdll
and am raising them. A lot of women only
day in their marriages because of the
children so seeing me on my own annoys
them.

Do you seeyourself asafeminist and how do
you think feminism relates to women in
Nigeria?

I'm not just a feminiss — I'm a feminist
plus. | believe in the concept of feminism,
but ours is a problem more than feminism
S0 that is why it is so difficult to identify
100%. When | returned to Africa it was
impossible for me to go to my own people
in the village, even though | had left my
husband 16 years earlier | till had to go to
his people. This is a problem that the
Western feminists will never understand
and the way | behave will dfect my
children's ownership of land. There you
have to wait a day before you get a pail of
cleen water. Women should not be
suppressed because they are women,
because they have children and because of
men. Then | am a feminist. But when it
comes to the African concept, for the
moment, | say ‘feminist plus'. We have s0
many other problems.

Your recent novel Double Yadk centresaroun
ayoung femal e student who uses her sexualit

to achieveacademically. How hasthisbeen
receivedinNigeria?

It's only just come out and the earliest
reaction I've heard was when the Dean of
the Faculty in Cdabar sad he'd just
finished reading the book and they have
recommended it for the next semester. So
he didn't say whether heliked it but he said
we are very sorry that your gay in Nigeria

was so short but if we had known that you
were going to produce a book like this and
Naira Power then the time had not been
wasted. So he probably liked it but he
didn't sy. He is a vey wedternised
professor dealing al his life with America
and he's married to an American lady so
probably that's why. But | haven't had
reaction from the ordinary students yet.

How do you think young Nigerian women will

reactto DoubleYolk?

Feminists here have attacked me for
alowing the girl to use her sexuality to get
what she wanted. That'swhy | say | think
we are in a way beyond feminism because
this girl's pushed into a corner, and that
was the only way she could get what she
wanted. Her family would never under-
stand if she came back and said 'l didn't get
the academic quaifications because the
professor wanted me to have sex with him
and | refused’. They would never under-
stand that. All they wanted was for her to
get the education at all cost, they didn't
want to know how she did it. A lot of
money and time and emotion had been
invested in her education — she just had to
get that qudlification at al cost and that
education will give her the opportunity to
get agood job. Then she would be able to
help the family. Then she can &fford to be a
feminist. Until then she had to depend on
someone — that is the only way those girls
can survive. I'm surealot of young girlsare
saying that Calabar is nothing, it'sworsein
Lagos, whichisabigger university and even
more competitive. But it'scommon al over
Nigeria. What I'm trying to say isthat men
blackmailing you as a woman leads you to
trividlise sex and sy 'it's not important,
what isimportant is mysdlf as a person, no
one owns me because of sex.' So, in Double
Yok when people say she shouldn't have
had sex with the professor, they don't
understand that that is the only way she
could survive. Inthe end it did disturb her
because she met other women and she
ised that it was stupid hiding her
edings in the firgd place anyway. She
should have discussed them — that would
have given her more strength.

You set up your own printing press, Ogugwu
Afor for Double Y olk, could you tell uswhat
made you do thisand what the objectiveis?

It's nice that since the Best of British I've
sold 9000 copies in amonth in paperback,
but that is not redly me. Yau know the
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James Bond thing — they wanted to get a
commission quickly for a film so they cut
down on time between the books. Some-
how | don't like the chocolaty film-star
coversthey give alot of my paperbacksand
ontop of that | don't like the print. Some of
the printing is very sgquashed in order to
save money o that each book when it is
produced costs about 27p and can sl for
£2.95. All this made me fed up.

Luckily last year | was commissioned to
do two books, Second Class Citizen and In
the Ditch for television. They paid me quite
a lot of money and | used it to start the
press. So far | have spent £10,500 but with
that | printed 10,000 paperbacks and 2,000
hardbacks. I've recouped my money
aready. Ogugwu Afor is based partly in
Nigeria and this has helped extend my
audience. People are now beginning to
identify the name of the publishing house
as a Nigerian name and | have a Nigerian
distributor which will help alot. It'smostly
ghetto publishing in Nigeria, badly
presented because it's for a Nigerian
audience so anything second rate will do.
It's interesting that when my paperback
came out one critic sad this is not a
working classbook it'smiddle classbecause
of the cover. | said 'but do you think this
audience should have second best? This
was oneof theproblems— it wasexpensive
because | didn't print too many copies but
it has better artwork and print than usual.
When you've got capital here you can sl
more cheaply in Nigeriaand, of course, you
can sl the same type of print to other
countries. Infact | completed an American
contract this morning and | want exactly
the same print and cover for this edition.

Is it true that you are writing your
autobiography at the moment?

Yes but | stopped that to finish another
contemporary story — The Rape Of
Shabi. | just invented this country, a
modern nation south of the Saharawhichis
raped for its oil and then later told that the
ol is no longer profitable. By this time
people are starving because they've lost the
art of cultivating the land. This is
something | have thought is true of many
Third World countries. My autobiography,
Head Above Water, hasincorporated bits
from my first novels which never came out.
But the early part will be lightly sketched
because I've done it dready in my books.
The rest of my life since then, is different
— because asawriter you become accepted
as amost white.



