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aiye Selasi has a way with words. 
Thoughts come spilling out of her  
in carefully crafted sentences and 

answers to simple questions lead to graceful 
digressions; when Selasi makes a point her 
delivery is seductive enough that it takes you  
a moment to register them. She even has that 
effect on herself: “My experience of the text is 
a rushing river,” Selasi says of the way it feels to 
read aloud from her newly published debut 
novel, Ghana Must Go. “I’m always trying to get 
in and not fall off before I get to the end of the 
paragraph and spit out river water as  
I wash to shore,” she lilts, painting a picture  
of a writer drowning in her own words.

The Rome-based 33-year-old Ghanaian/
Nigerian writer was widely featured in 2013’s 
ones to watch lists and her book gained notably 
favourable attention for a first novel. Selasi was 
described by The Telegraph as “an undeniably 
powerful and poetic new voice” and the book 
was called “flawless” and “an astonishing 
debut” by Teju Cole, author of Open City.

The buzz surrounding Selasi has been 
gradually building since 2005, when cult 
magazine LiP published her essay Bye-Bye 
Barbar/What is an Afropolitan? The essay 

T
went viral and her term became synonymous 
with a generation of cosmopolitan Africans 
living in the diaspora, connected to the 
continent and finding a new way to self define: 
“You’ll know us by our funny blend of London 
fashion, New York jargon, African ethics and 
academic successes,” wrote Selasi, who was 
part of the Afropolitans feature in ARISE issue 
three. The word spawned countless debates 
focusing on the diaspora. “I applied that term 
to a particular experience and in so doing 
allowed those who shared that experience to 
see themselves reflected in words,” says Selasi. 
“I love being part of that conversation and I’m 
happy that in some way I could have started it.”

One of Selasi’s early fans was lauded 
novelist Toni Morrison. It was while studying 
International Relations at Oxford University in 
2005 that Selasi was lucky enough to meet the 
Nobel Prize-winning author who happened to 
be at Oxford to collect an honorary degree. 
Later, Morrison invited Selasi to her home in 
Princeton and during the visit Selasi confessed 
to having writer’s block. “I explained that I had 
been unable to finish a piece of fiction for ten 
years, that I thought about it every day, that I 
didn’t know what was happening.” Later 

Morrison gave Selasi “the most wise and 
generous and gentle advise” but also an 
ultimatum: “She said, ‘Look, I’m giving you a year 
deadline. Either finally you write a piece of 
fiction or you don’t.’”

novel beginnings
Selasi’s first short story The Sex Lives Of 
African Girls met that deadline. Published  
in literary magazine Granta in 2011, it became 
one of its most downloaded stories ever. With 
no more than 100 pages of the Ghana Must  
Go manuscript complete, Selasi secured a 
two-book deal with Penguin imprint Viking and 
a nod of approval from Salman Rushdie. She’s 
now working on her second novel and preparing 
for a year of book tours, literary festivals, and 
ARISE predicts, award nominations. 

So how does she feel to be heralded as the 
next big thing in African literature? “I have the 
opportunity to draw attention to a demographic 
that doesn’t always get the attention it 
deserves in the creative arts. If the light 
passes through me and lands on West Africa,  
I say let it come,” she says. “There’s a scripture 
that goes, ‘To whom 
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much is given, much is required’ and I have  
been given much so, you know, I’m reporting  
for duty.” But she rejects the pressure put on 
African writers to write a ‘big Africa novel’.  
“As soon as you tag that monolithic adjective 
‘African’ on anything, you’re already not talking 
about human beings, you’re talking about 
space, miles upon miles of land. And to me 
that’s just absurd.” 

Born in London to a Ghanaian Ewe 
father and a Nigerian mother “who 
is mostly Yoruba and a bit 
Scottish”, Selasi grew up with 
her mother and twin sister in 
Boston. “My upbringing was 
normal and abnormal,” she 
recalls. §“I had a single mum, 
the most hard-working, 
courageous, brave and 
devastatingly beautiful 
woman I’ll ever know. And she 
did everything she could to 
allow my sister and I to ascend 
into the American middle 

class – piano lessons, archery, ballet and 
private school – even though she had to work 
three jobs to afford it all.” 

The sacrifice came with compromise. “We 
gained an incredible amount and we lost a 

little bit too. My sister 
and I grew up 

with anxiety 
about 

always 

needing to please.” Added  to this was a feeling 
of rootlessness, something her fictional 
characters also battle with. “We didn’t belong 
anywhere. I think that is what we lost, that 
groundedness. We didn’t grow up speaking our 
parent’s languages. My sister speaks French 
and I speak Italian, yet neither one of  
us speaks Yoruba, which is heartbreaking.  
I’ve told my mother that if and when I have 
children she has to teach Yoruba to them.” 

There are echoes of her life in Ghana Must 
Go, which above all else, is a family saga. The 
story binds generations, crosses continents 
and is full of the tension, love, bitterness and 
rivalry only family can provide. The plot follows 
the Sai family – a Ghanian father, Nigerian 
mother and their four children. A tragedy 
forces the family to unite, bringing with them  
a lifetime of secrets and lies. “[It’s] not an 
African family, or a West African family, not  
an immigrant family, just a family,” says Selasi.  
“They are six people who are trying to express 
their love for one another as best as they  
know how.”

Join Taiye Selasi in conversation with 
Hannah Pool on 7 April at the Southbank 
Centre, London

Kwaku dies barefoot on a Sunday before sunrise,  

his slippers by the doorway to the bedroom like 

dogs. At the moment he is on the threshold 

between sunroom and garden considering whether 

to go back to get them. He won’t. His second wife 

Ama is asleep in that bedroom, her lips parted 

loosely, her brow lightly furrowed, her cheek  

hotly seeking some cool patch of pillow, and he 

doesn’t want to wake her. He couldn’t if he tried.

She sleeps like a cocoyam. A thing without 

senses. She sleeps like his mother, unplugged from 

the world. Their house could be robbed by Nigerians 

in flip-flops rolling right up to their door in rusting 

Russian army tanks, eschewing subtlety entirely  

as they’ve taken to doing on Victoria Island (or so  

he hears from his friends: the crude oil kings and 

cowboys demobbed to Greater Lagos, that odd 

breed of Africans: fearless and rich) – and she’d go 

on snoring sweetly, a kind of musical arrangement, 

dreaming sugarplums and Tchaikovsky. 

She sleeps like a child.

Ghana Must Go is published on 4 April by Viking

ghana must go: an extract
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