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œSome people ask: ŐWhZ the Xord feminist? WhZ not just saZ Zou are a belieWer in

human rights, or something like that?ő Because that Xould be dishonest,Ŕ Chimamanda

Ngo[i Adichie Xrote in We Should All Be Feminists (the book based on her 2012 TED

Talk). œIt Xould be a XaZ of pretending that it Xas not Xomen Xho haWe, for centuries,

been eYcluded. It Xould be a XaZ of denZing that the problem of gender targets

Xomen.Ŕ



Adiche, the internationallZ celebrated noWelist, moWed to the U.S. from Nigeria, and

some of her most poXerful XritingŎŎin her 2013 noWel Americanah, for instanceŎŎ

eYplores Xhat it means to be African, and Xhat it means to be African American, Xith

eYtraordinarZ depth. Yet in her latest Xork, Dear IjeaXele: A Feminist Manifesto in

Fifteen Suggestions (2017), Adichie posits that seYism can be an eWen more destructiWe

force than racism.

Her Xords haWe not onlZ earned her manZ literarZ honors, including the National Book

Critics AXard, the Orange pri[e, and a MacArthur felloXship, theZ also haWe resonated

Xith manZ poXerful żgures, from Oprah to BeZonc© to HillarZ Clinton.

I spoke to Adichie on the phone and asked her Xhat seYism looks like in Nigeria,

Xhether the current feminist moWement leaWes out black Xomen, and other topics.

Here is our conWersation, edited for length and claritZ.

Hope Reese: Thereős a scene in Zour book We Should All Be Feminists Xhere Zou are

giWing a talk in Nigeria and someone saZs that feminism is œun-African.Ŕ What does

feminism mean in Nigeria?

Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie: People saZ that because theZ Xant to żnd a XaZ to

discredit feminism. And also because Western feminism is the most documented, the

most knoXn-about, so itős seen as, essentiallZ, the onlZ feminism.

I didnőt become a feminist because I read anZthing Western or African. I became a

feminist because I was born in Nigeria and I observed the world . And it Xas clear

to me, WerZ earlZ on, that Xomen and men Xere not treated the same XaZ; that Xomen

Xere treated unfairlZ, just because theZ Xere Xomen.

So I alXaZs felt this XaZ. I donőt remember a time Xhen I Xasnőt passionate about this

feeling of injustice. I started to talk about it publiclZ Xith mZ book called We Should All

Be FeministsŎŎXhich Xas actuallZ initiallZ giWen as a talk at a TEDY eWent that Xas



focused on Africa. MZ audience Xas actuallZ African. The people Xho said Zou canőt

talk about feminism because itős Western, and I think, for them, feminism is Xhat theZ

read about. Feminism is Gloria Steinem, or feminism is the British stuŻ.

But for me, feminism is mZ great-grandmother, Xho Xas a feminist. She maZ neWer

haWe used that XordŎŎobWiouslZ, that Xord doesnőt eYist in IgboŎŎbut she Xas because

she pushed back against all of these sort of cultural ideas that held her back because

she Xas a Xoman.

MZ great-grandmother Xas called a troublemaker, Xhich I loWe. But, anZXaZs, so noX

todaZ in Nigeria there are manZ feminists. I mean, in Nigeria, as all countries of the

Xorld, Zou onlZ haWe to look at the historZ of a countrZ or the people and ineWitablZ,

Zou Xill learn about Xhen theZ can push back. Thereős noXhere in the Xorld Xhere

thereős gender equalitZ. But I think that eWerZXhere in the Xorld thereős been Xomen

Xho haWe pushed back, right? TheZőre alXaZs in the minoritZ, obWiouslZ, but theZőre

there and theZőre feminists. But todaZ in Nigeria, Zoung Xomen are self-identifZing as

feminists and some Zoung men as Xell, I haWe to saZ. The conWersation is being had.

For Xomen Xho alreadZ Xere questioning these thingsŎŎthat marriage is the ultimate

thing for Zou as a Xoman, marriage deżnes Zou, that Zou donőt get full respect until

Zouőre somehoX attached to a man or that Zouőre not supposed to haWe too much
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ambition because Zouőre going to intimidate menŎŎsuddenlZ thereős a language for it:

feminism.

TheZ still encounter a lot of pushback, and much of that pushback is couched in the

language of culture. People Xill saZ, œWell Africa doesnőt support feminism because

African culture saZs that the man is superior.Ŕ What I żnd interesting is that actuallZ,

itős global culture that saZs the man is superior. Itős eWerZXhere in the Xorld. Culture is

neWer static. The places Xhere Xomen Xere considered propertZ some Zears ago, noX,

Xomen are not considered propertZ. So, things change.

If you had been addressing a group of women, say, in Saudi Arabia––where women

were recently granted the right to drive, but still have very few rights––would you

say some of the same things to them? How can you help women where it might be

dangerous for them to actually speak up and żght for themselves?

I think that there is a small and WerZ quiet Saudi feminism. ActuallZ, Qatar is diŻerent in

manZ XaZs. I remember speaking to Xomen in Qatar, and theZ had the same sort of

WieXs that I had in manZ XaZs, right? A Xomen said to meŎŎsheős Zoung, sheős

marriedŎŎ œI Xas reading eWerZthing in Zour book. If onlZ I had read it before I got

married. Things Xould haWe been diŻerent for me because I Xas thinking them but I

didnőt knoX hoX to saZ them.Ŕ

I found that WerZ moWing, right? This idea that she didnőt think she should haWe got

married that Zoung. There Xere other things she Xanted to do Xith her life before

getting married. If I had to talk to Xomen in Saudi Arabia, I think itős a WerZ good idea to

celebrate eWerZ little step. Change is alXaZs incremental.

“I wasn’t black until I came to America. I became
black in America.”



You liWe in a societZ that is so diWided bZ gender. Public transportation is diWided bZ

gender. There are so manZ opportunities Zou donőt haWe because Zouőre a Xoman. But,

I think it has to be incremental. We canőt eYpect Saudi Xomen to go from [ero to one

hundred. TheZ haWe to go from [ero to one, then tXo, then three.

I, for eYample, thought that the Xhole not alloXing Xomen to driWe Xas just reallZ

dumb. EWen if Zou Xant to oppress Xomen, Xhat Zouőre also doing is Zouőre oppressing

the opportunities of Zour countrZ, right? Youőre holding back half Zour population. You

donőt Xant the talent theZ haWe. You donőt knoX Xhat theZ could contribute. Youőre

just holding them back for a reason that makes no sense.

Iőm kind of a belieWer in making the economic argument. I donőt think Xomen are

better; I think Xomen are human. But making the economic argument, Xhich is to saZ

if Zou depriWe half Zour population of access, it also means that Zouőre depriWing Zour

nation of possible talent, it means that Zour economZ is not doing as Xell as it could. In

general, I think that men in poXer like economic arguments. So, if I speak to Xomen in

Saudi Arabia, I think thatős the tactic I Xould adopt.

In your novel, Americanah, your heroine is African, and you illustrate her

experience of coming to America and what she learned about blackness in

America. I’m curious to hear about your experience of coming to America. What

have you learned about how Americans see blackness in America? Or the

diŻerence between being African American and being African?

First of all, I Xasnőt black until I came to America. I became black in America.

GroXing up in Nigeria, I didnőt think about race because I didnőt need to think about

race. Nigeria is a countrZ Xith manZ problems and manZ identitZ diWisions, but those

identitZ diWisions are mainlZ religion and ethnicitZ.



So mZ identitZ groXing up Xas Christian, Catholic, and Igbo. And sometimes I felt

Nigerian in sort of a healthZ XaZ, especiallZ Xhen Nigeria Xas plaZing in the World Cup.

Then I Xould think about mZ nationalitZ as a Nigerian. But, Xhen I came to the U.S., it

just changed. I think that America, and obWiouslZ because of its historZ, itős the one

countrZ Xhere, in some XaZs, identitZ is forced on Zou, because Zou haWe to check a

boY. You haWe to be something. And, I came here and WerZ quicklZ reali[ed to

Americans I Xas just black. And for a little Xhile, I resisted it, because it didnőt take me

WerZ long Xhen I came here to reali[e hoX manZ negatiWe stereotZpes Xere attached to

blackness.

For me, the storZ that I hold onto as mZ deżning moment of reali[ing Xhat blackness

meant Xas Xhen I Xas in college and I had Xritten this essaZ and it Xas the best essaZ

in the class, so the professor Xanted to knoX Xho had Xritten it. I raised mZ hand and

he looked surprised Xhen he found out that it Xas me.

I remember reali[ing then that, œOh, so this is Xhat it means.Ŕ This professor doesnőt

eYpect the best essaZ in class to be Xritten bZ a black person. And I had come from a

countrZ Xhere black achieWement is absolutelZ normal. It Xasnőt remarkable to me the

idea that black people are academicallZ superior because, Zou knoX, eWerZbodZ in

Nigeria Xas black. So the people Xho Xere bright Xere black. So I resisted it. I didnőt

Xant to be black. I Xould saZ to people, œIőm not black, Iőm Nigerian.Ŕ Or, another

identitZ that America giWes me Xas African, so that in college people just Xanted me to

eYplain Africa. I kneX nothing about anZXhere else, apart from Nigeria, reallZ.

Looking back, especiallZ mZ żrst Zear in the U.S., mZ insistence on being Nigerian, or

eWen African, Xas in manZ XaZs mZ XaZ of aWoiding blackness. Itős also mZ

acknoXledgement of American racismŎŎXhich is to saZ that if blackness Xere benign, I

“I decided that having understood African-
American history, I was a part of it. African-
American history doesn’t actually start on the slave
ship. It starts in Africa.”



Xould not haWe been running aXaZ from it. And so it took a decision on mZ part to

learn more. I started, on mZ oXn, reading African-American historZ. Because I Xanted

to understand. It Xas reading about post-slaWerZ and post-reconstruction, Jim CroX,

that reallZ opened mZ eZes and made me understand Xhat Xas going on, and Xhat it

meant.

And it also made me start claiming this blackness. I Xent full-circle and started

identifZing as black. I think it Xas a political decision; I decided that haWing understood

African-American historZ, I Xas a part of it. African-American historZ doesnőt actuallZ

start on the slaWe ship. It starts in Africa. So in a XaZ, Xeőre related. But America Xill

label Zou black anZXaZŎŎso the things that black people eYperience, I eYperience. I

remember, for eYample, going to the store Zears ago. And it Xas a bit of a fancZ store

that sold eYpensiWe dresses, and I just Xanted to go and look around. I remember WerZ

acutelZŎŎZou knoX Xhen somebodZ Xants to make it clear to Zou that Zouőre not

Xelcome, but theZ neWer actuallZ saZ Zouőre not Xelcome? It Xas so obWious to me. I

just remember being a little shaken bZ it. I think I hadnőt eYperienced anZthing of that

sort.

Nigeria has manZ diWisions but itős reallZ hard to tell Xho is Xho just bZ looking at

peopleŎŎso that kind of immediate and oWert discrimination just canőt happen. If I Xalk

into a store in Nigeria Zou canőt tell if Iőm Igbo or Yoruba. NoX as a public żgure, Iőm

still struck bZ hoX, in the airportŎŎand this happens WerZ oftenŎŎIőm jumping in line,

and Iőm going to the First Class line, inWariablZ somebodZ Xill saZ to me, œOh, thatős not

Xhere Zouőre supposed to be, maőam, this XaZ.Ŕ And itős just an automatic assumption.

And I reali[e itős because Iőm blackŎŎZouőre not supposed to be there because Zouőre

black.

The point is that I started out not identifZing as black, noX I do WerZ happilZ, and also

partlZ because I take a lot of pride. I deeplZ, deeplZ admire African-American historZ. I

think itős just all full of resilience and I think it is under-celebrated in the U.S., and I żnd

that quite sad.



I think the stories of slaWerZ are important, but also I think the stories of justř grit .

I look at these pictures and thereős this little girl that Xants to go to school and sheős

surrounded bZ a bunch of adults and theZőre screaming at her. I just think it must take

something deeplZ noble to somehoX keep going Xhen Zou liWe in a societZ that

dehumani[es Zou, reallZ.

You didn’t grow up in America, so you likely have an advantage. Being taught that

society values you less must take high toll on conżdence, right? I’m curious about

how people like that young African American girl can overcome that.

Yes, I think itős important to acknoXledge that to be a black immigrant is diŻerent. To

be a black immigrant from a black majoritZ countrZ is to come Xith a certain leWel of

conżdence. Just groXing up seeing black achieWement as normal. And to be African-

American is to haWe had a WerZ diŻerent eYperience. There are people Xho haWe said to

me, œOh, Zouőre not angrZ. Youőre diŻerent.Ŕ And I żnd that deeplZ oŻensiWe because

itős Americans that saZ this, Xhite Americans. And the reason I żnd it oŻensiWe is that

bZ saZing that, Xhat theZőre reallZ doing is that theZőre denZing American historZ. If

theZ think that African Americans are angrZ, thereős a reason for that. Itős just

constantlZ being put doXn and absorbing all of these things in the media and culture.

WeőWe seen all of these studies about teachers Xho saZ to the black kids, œOh, Zou canőt

aspire to this thing; Zou can onlZ do so much.Ŕ

So I think that thereős a priWilege to groXing up black in a countrZ that isnőt based on

race. I also do think that America can do better and do more about racism. ActuallZ

maZbe the żrst step is acknoXledgement. Iőm alXaZs struckŎŎthe minute an African

American talks about eYperiences, Iőm struck bZ hoX manZ people are WerZ quick to

żnd XaZs to discredit it. As though somehoX African Americans like racism. I mean,

nobodZ Xants racism to eYist.

You knoX, an African American Xill talk about racism and people Xill saZ, œOh, no, no,

no, that canőt be.Ŕ But XhZ else Xould somebodZ saZ that itős racism? Itős not like Xe

enjoZ it. I Xant it to end.
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I think, also, that Xe liWe in a culture Xhere people donőt actuallZ listen to one another

and people donőt actuallZ hear one another. And this is eWen before. I think America is

terriblZ diWided todaZ. But eWen before this administration, people just didnőt reallZ

listen to one another. And I also think that people Xho are not black in America feel

threatened, and feel that to talk about this is somehoX to indict them and to make

them responsible or guiltZŎŎand I donőt think thatős the case. I mean, Xhite Americans

didnőt choose to be born Xhite, theZ just happened to be. I think Xhatős important is

Xhat one does Xith Xhite priWilege, right?

So hereős an eYample: I think that Xhite men haWe to be front and center in the żght

against racism. TheZ haWe the poXer, so theZ haWe to be the ones to saZ, œWe need a

more diWerse Xorkforce. We need to start WerZ earlZ. We need to haWe kindergartens in

African American neighborhoods that are actuallZ WerZ good.Ŕ Because thatős Xhere it

starts.

You bring up the current racial climate––we’ve now seen, in Charlottesville, for

instance, some terrifying racism that has been bubbling under the surface. How

did you feel when that happened? And where do we go from here?

Itős not reallZ that surprising. When did the majoritZ of African Americans get their

Woting rights? In the 60s. But that doesnőt mean that automaticallZ eWerZthing Xas żne

because thereős still manZ, manZ communities in Xhich people found XaZs to keep

them aXaZ from Woting. I Xould also argue that there are still manZ of those things

going on todaZ Xith all of these XaZs of trZing to suppress the Wote of African

Americans and Latino people to a certain eYtent. So I Xasnőt reallZ surprised, sadlZ. I

felt reallZ sad, and I just felt deeplZ Xounded that that Zoung Xoman Xas killed, but

knoXing these people eYisted in America didnőt reallZ surprise me. I think itős taught.

“Ļe language with which we talk about racism in
America hasn’t changed in ph years.”



The reason that maZbe some people Xere surprised is, I think, the language of racism

and race. The language Xith Xhich Xe talk about racism in America hasnőt changed in

80 Zears.

But racism has changed in the XaZ it manifests itself. I think Xe sort of assume that

racists are the KKK in the Xhite hood at night, but reallZ the racist is the guZ in

accounting. Right? Itős reallZ people Xho are normal and ordinarZ, and Xhat

CharlottesWille did Xas it made it obWious. These people Xho are haWing these torches

at night, in the morning theZ get dressed up and go to perfectlZ respectable jobs.

(Penguin Random House)



MaZbe the żrst thing Xe need to do is change the language and understand that racism

isnőt just that somebodZ called Zou the œNŔ-Xord. That racism often is subtle and that

Xe reallZ, reallZ should listen to African Americans. I just feel that thatős part of the

thing, that itős important to listen to them. Itős going to take a WerZ long time to

acknoXledge and address the subtle, less obWious forms of racism, giWen that itős taken

so long for us to think of saZing the œNŔ-Xord, Xhich is a relatiWelZ oWert form of racial

aggression, as a crime

American police unfairly target and even kill African Americans, especially young

black men. How do you see this issue? What kind of solutions do you think could

begin to address this problem, which seems so pervasive in our country?

I Xant to sort of read up on this, on the recruitment process to the police force in the

U.S. I donőt knoX quite knoX hoX it Xorks, but it seems to me that something needs to

change. I think reaching out to communities that historicallZ haWe distrusted the police

is important. And recruiting from those communities is important. Also, I haWenőt had

manZ encounters Xith the American police, but in the WerZ feX that IőWe had, Iőm struck

bZ hoX sort of almost non-human, almost mechanical theZ are, and not terriblZ

friendlZ. The police, theZőre supposed to be Zour protectors, theZőre supposed to be

human. That might be the żrst start.

I remember Xhen something happened in our neighborhood here in MarZland and the

police Xent from house to house asking questions. When theZ came to our house I

said, œOh, Xhat happened? Did something happen?Ŕ And this police person saZs to me,

œMaőam, just ansXer mZ question.Ŕ I just thought, mZ God. Right? I mean, hereős an

opportunitZ to endear Zourself to hearts and minds, and Zou haWe not taken it.

MZ nepheX is a 24-Zear-old black man in Connecticut Xho driWes a Mercedes that he

Xorked for. Iőm constantlZ nerWous. Iőm constantlZ checking up on him. Iőm constantlZ

saZing to him, œIf Zouőre eWer stopped, just donőt do anZthing. Donőt eWen talk back. Just

do eYactlZ as theZ saZ.Ŕ Because Iőm terriżed for him.
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The other thing that Xeőre not reallZ talking about is guns. I think the police are afraid.

Right? I think theZ Xouldnőt be so afraid if America Xasnőt a countrZ that Xas utterlZ

aXash in guns. I Xas reading something a feX daZs ago about a black man theZ had

shot because theZ thought he had a gun. I remember thinking, but this is also a countrZ

that saZs Zou can haWe guns. So, then is it a question of Xhoős alloXed to haWe a gun

and Xhoős not?

I think that guns haWe to be part of the conWersation of policing, because otherXise I

donőt think the police Xould be as terriżed as theZ are, and therefore more likelZ to

just murder people.

So, some black women in America, like Roxane Gay, have been critical of what they

see as a mainstream feminism that leaves black women out. How do you feel about

feminism in America? Is it a white thing?

I think it Xas a Xhite thing for manZ Zears. I think, in the historZ of American feminism

is one of racism as Xell. Because there Xere manZ Xhite Xomen Xho Xere feminists

Xho didnőt Xant to include black Xomen. Who didnőt Xant to acknoXledge that black

Xomen had certain speciżc eYperiences that Xere diŻerent. EspeciallZ in regards to

things like Xork. Right? Feminism meant, œXe need to go out and Xork,Ŕ for Xhite

Xomen. But black Xomen had been required to XorkŎŎin fact, Xeőre oWerXorked. So I

understand XhZ African American Xomen often feel eYcluded from American

feminism. I think itős changing a bit. But I also think that the ansXer is to Xiden the

number of Woices on the stage, so to speak. That Xe haWe diŻerent kinds of Xomen

Xho can talk about the diŻerences in their eYperiences.

“I don’t feel that western feminism is my own story.
When people talk about the ŀrst wave, the second
wave, I feel no personal connection to it.”



Itős changing, but I donőt feel that Xestern feminism is mZ oXn storZ. When people talk

about the żrst XaWe, the second XaWe, I feel no personal connection to itŎŎthatős not

mZ storZ. Mine is quite diŻerent. So, as an obserWer, I think that itős certainlZ changed a

bit from its racist past, but I think thereős a lot more that could be done. But Xhatős

eWen more important is to hear more peopleős Woices and more peopleős stories.

Sometimes on the left, feminism has become a thing that Zou haWe to be WerZ careful

about because Zou donőt knoX Xho Zouőre going to oŻend. I remember reading a

reWieX of this Xhite Xomanős book about her life and she Xas critici[ed because it Xas

all about Xhite feminism. I remember thinking, œYeah, thatős Xhat she knoXs. Sheős a

Xhite feminist.Ŕ Right? I donőt Xant her Xriting about Latino feminism. Sheős not

Latino, right? But I remember thinking that itős kind of sad that that had become a

legitimate XaZ of critici[ing, sort of, a memoir. Because noX I think thereős a certain

tZpe of feminism that dictates that if Zouőre a Xhite straight Xomen Zou cannot tell

Zour storZ unless Zou account for the Xomen in Bangladesh or something. I żnd that

disingenuous, I reallZ do.

I think that the ansXer is to haWe the Xomen from Bangladesh tell that storZ. And for

that storZ to matter to all of us. You knoX?
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