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OTHER: The Bushtrackers, adapted by M wangi from 
a screenplay by Gary Strieker (Nairobi: Long-
man Drumbeat, 1979). 

When Meja Mwangi was awarded the Jomo 
Kenyatta Prize for literature in 1974 for Kill Me 
(&ick (1973), he was hailed as the most significant 
and exciting figure to emerge on the East African 
literary scene since the publication of Ngugi wa 
Thiong'o's Weep Not, Child in 1964. Mwangi was 
received enthusiastically by the reading public and 
the local literary establishment. Both groups seemed 
eager to confirm that East Africa was no longer the 
literary wilderness it had been assumed to be by 
certain influential sectors of the Afro-Saxon literati. 
In the next six years, during which Mwangi pub
lished five more nov:_els (including his adaptation 
The Bushtrackers, 197!:V, the reading public continued ) 
to received him avict'ly, but the literary establish-
ment was having doubts. In fact Mwangi's image 
has since been transformed from that of a wunder-
kind of East African literature to that of a persistent 
enigma; his career is one no critic has written about 
without either marked reservations or significant 
qualifications. He seems to stand, like many of his 
heroes, as a loner in the literary world. 

Indeed loneliness and ambiguity seem to mark 
Mwangi's life itself. Born in Nyeri, Kenya, in De
cember 1948, he grew up under the shadow of the 
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Mau Mau conflict in Kenya. He was brought up in 
Nanyuki, a military-barracks town from which the 
British colonial government mounted its operations 
against the Mau Mau revolutionaries in the nearby 
forests=--His mother worked as a maid for white 
families in the area, and through her Mwangi had 
some access to the culture of the settler establish
ment. By the time Mwangi went to Nanyuki Sec
ondary School for his high-school education, Kenya 
was on its way to independence. He later went to 
Kenyatta College, then a pre-university institution, 
where he majored in "A-level" science. But apart 
from a year he spent in the International Writing 
Program at the University of Iowa, Mwangi is dis
tinguished from many of his literary contemporar
ies in Africa by the fact that he never studied at a 
university. He has the status of being a self-made 
man of letters, and most significantly, in the ex
tremely limited East African literary market, he is 
one of the very few locally based professional writ
ers. 

Mwangi has justifiably been compared to 
Charles Dickens in terms of both his career and 
literary method. Like the great Victorian novelist, 
Mwangi has staked his claim as the special corre
spondent of the metropolis who goes out of his way 
to probe the arteries that define and move the city, 
vividly dramatizing the lives of alienated and dehu
manized characters. Like the young Dicken/, 
Mwangi's career has moved toward its pinnacle 
without the recognition it deserves. Indeed what F. 
R. Leavis said of Dickens in The Great Tradition is 
often said of Mwangi: he is a great entertainer but 
not a profound novelist. This attitude has bred 
polite neglect in critical circles, the most obvious 
reason being that Mwangi does not theorize about 
his method and ideas. His works are often praised 
for their sense of realism, but his novels suffer from 
a want of informing ideas. 

However, Mwangi's rejection of ideological 
self-consciousness and methodological self-reflec
tiveness is compensated for by the experiences nar
rated in his novels. Again, as in the writing of 
Dickens, the authority of Mwangi's works is what 
the novelist has seen or gone through. He may not 
theorize on politics or history, but Mwangi's career 
was shaped, almost subconsciously, by the history 
of colonial Kenya. Indeed, as a young boy growing 
up in the 1950s, Mwangi was literally caught in the 
middle: on one side were relatives who were in
volved in the revolutionary movement, some of 
whom had been sent to detention camps and vil
lages; on the other side were the white families from 
which his mother brought him books. Thus, to-
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gether with an emerging literary sensibility shaped 
by European children's literature, came the harsh 
experience of what was euphemistically referred to 
as "the trouble." Even as he read white people's 
books,"""Mwangi was being made keenly aware of the 
nature of the larger political conflict. He could not 
help but become involved. He recalls being detained 
in a camp with his mother, and he is quick to note 
(as he told Bernth Lindfors) that nobody growing 
up in Kenya at the time could avoid awareness of 
what was happening: "You just couldn't help feeling 
the tension of the conflict between the forest fight
ers and the colonial government. Everyone was 
caught up in this movement." 

These experiences gave Mwangi his first and 
most persistent literary subject: the Mau Mau revo
lution and the quest for national independence. So 
at the age of seventeen Mwangi embarked on his 
first literary project, which was to be published later 
as Taste ef Death (1975). Although this work is in
tended for teenagers and cannot be considered as 
anything more than juvenilia, it points to those 
themes and concerns Mwangi has made his own; it 
is an important crystallization of the political ten
sions in Kenya under the state of emergency. The 
hero of the novel, Kariuki, has become caught up in 
the Mau Mau conflict even before he has developed 
an understanding of what the struggle is all about. 
He must be courageous and heroic, because the 
times demand it, although he is not psychologically 
prepared for absolutist commitments. 

The chasm between conviction and courage 
also characterizes Mwangi's adult characters in 
Taste ef Death, including Mbogo, who is tempted to 
desert his movement and betray his leader, and 
Inspector John Cowdrey, the English hunter of 
men, operating in a terrain that can never be home 
for him. Thus if Taste ef Death is a depressing story, 
it is partly because at a time when many Kenyan 
novelists were writing about the heroism of the 
past, Mwangi's novel is about trying to survive 
against the odds, a theme seen most vividly in the 
futile attempt by the freedom fighters to avoid exter
mination by the colonial forces. The acute sense of 
landscape that is a prominent feature of Mwangi's 
style is apparent in this early work, but Taste ef 
Death is significant mostly as an act of memory: 
Mwangi represent facts heard and experiences seen 
or retold, but there is no profound understanding of 
the historical conflict itself. 

Mwangi came into literary prominence with 
his second (but first published) novel, Kill Me O!fuk, 
whose poignancy and immediacy overshadow its 
limited literary achievement, for its subject had a 
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fundamental, even utilitarian, meaning to its first 
readers. The tale is simple enough, but its implica
tions remain very real. The story of two friends 
who go to school to uplift themselves and who 
perforor'as well as everyone else, but discover that 
their education is hardly the passport to a comfort
able middle-class life, is one that many of Mwangi's 
friends were living daily. Mwangi told Lindfors that 
many of his friends had finished school in the early 
1970s and could not find jobs: he felt "it was impor
tant to tell their story, to show their plight in the 
city." 

The setting of Kill Me ()yuk is the neocolonial 
present: national independence has been won but 
not consummated, and the people have woken up to 
the reality that the dream of prosperity and oppor
tunity promised by the native elite is never going to 
be fulfilled, and that hope and determination must 
inevitably change to despair and acceptance. The 
two heroes of the novel go to Nairobi, the capital 
city, but instead ·of discovering a metropolis paved 
with gold, they encounter a world that seems to 
exist solely to oppress its inhabitants. With this 
realization, the two boys move aimlessly from one 
situation to another like proverbial rogues, but their 
lives are not surrounded by the romance readers 
have come to associate with the picaro. On the 
contrary, every movement accentuates their oppres
sion: they cannot find meaningful work, and when 
they do, their labors are fruitless; they cannot re
turn to their rural homes because they have not 
acquired the benefits of their education. 

With Kill Me ()yuk Mwangi succeeded because 
he said the right things at the right time, giving his 
audience what he aptly described to Lee Nicholas as 
"a realization of the atmosphere." However, atmo
sphere in Mwangi's literary lexicon refers, first and 
foremost, to the sense of situation, and this sense, 
unfortunately, is the only memorable aspect of 
Mwangi's literary method in this novel. Kill Me 
()yuk strikes many as a significant novel not because 
of its innovativeness but because of Mwangi's pro
found sense of situation, succojred by a journalistic 
style; he renders scenes with the hard and sharp ear 
of a reporter on the beat. There is finally the autho
rial penchant for details, which often leads to an 
unintended symbolic structure centering on the con
sciousness of hopelessness. 

This structure of despair and defeat defines 
Mwangi's naturalistic modernism. Usually his 
works foreground a situation in which a character 
has lost the will to act and hence must strive aim
lessly against an absurd universe. The result is a 
situation in which a formal and contextual natural-
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ism is informed by a modernist vision with a sense 
of pessimism and angst. Readers see this combina
tion in Mwangi's treatment of the Mau Mau theme 
in his third novel, Carcasefar the Hounds (1974). A 
Mau Mau commander, General Haraka, is trapped 
in the forest waiting for supplies that never arrive; 
he is surround by British colonial forces and cannot 
escape. As Haraka lies dying of a battle wound in 
the hands of his faithful lieutenant, Kimamo, read
ers begin to realize that Haraka's physical entrap
ment is a metaphor for a larger state of doubt and 
weariness that affiicts both sides in the conflict. 

Carcase far Hounds is remarkable for the sheer 
amount of detail that Mwangi provides about the 
logistics and organization of the Mau Mau move
ment. It is also the first novel in which he seems 
conscious of his style. Yet this new stylization 
strikes one with its inappropriateness. Mwangi has 
usurped the language of the American thriller, of 
Raymond Chandler, Mickey Spillane, and Chester 
Himes. His characters speak in an idiom that is 
incongruous with their situation, and authorial de
scriptions seem more appropriate for the 'jungles" 
of Harlem or the Bronx rather than for those of 
Kenya. For the first time it becomes clear that, 
although Mwangi has discovered appropriate con
tents from his own experiences, the appropriate 
style does not come easily to him. However, a 
balance between form and content characterizes 
Going Down River Road (1976), considered by many 
to be Mwangi's major literary achievement. This 
novel is not remarkable for its themes; strictly 
speaking it is just a restatement of the same subjects 
and issues that have provided Mwangi with a recur
rent and almost obsessive pattern. As in Kill Me 
(Jgick, readers encounter an urban jungle, this time 
the world of the construction laborer and the slum 
mechanic, characters for whom failure has become a 
raison d' ttre. The protagonist is Ben, who has been 
cashiered from the army for illegal arms dealing and 
has been reduced to being a laborer, working in a 
monstrous construction project that dehumanizes 
people and living in a dirty slum surrounded by the 
putrid smell of those who have been reduced to 
human garbage. Ben seeks love and solace from his 
girlfriend Wini and her baby, but the few moments 
of escape they offer him from the drudgery of daily 
life in the city are limited. And as his sense of failure 
increases, as he becomes more aware of the futility 
of his job, the strain on Ben's relationship with 
Wini is too much to bear. She abandons him, and as 
the novel moves to its close the reader quickly 
realizes that for Ben, as for many of his friends in 
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~he slum, there will never\ any opportunity for self-
1mprovement. A 

Thus, in the gloominess of his message and 
the bleakness of the landscape, Mwangi has ex
panded-and amplified the themes of his earlier nov
els. However, what is remarkable about Going Down 
River Road is the stark, detailed images with which 
Mwangi represents the vital and volatile clandestine 
culture _of the Nairobi underworld. Nobody else has 
capturithis subculture with as much understanding 
and empathy. Moreove~descriptions of the city are 
not marred by the haphazardness of style and struc
ture in Mwangi's earlier novels. The city-scape is 
presented through a series of images and binary 
oppositions, combined to project Mwangi's modern
ist weltanschauung. Along with the lives and views 
of characters who have "some sort of a perma
nency," such images lead to a more comprehensive 
articulation of Mwangi's modernist vision than can 
be found in any of his other novels. In other words, 
the gap between form and ideology is not as pro
nounced as before. 

Mwangi's literary ambition is to articulate his 
vision through method rather than discourse. In The 
Cockroach Dance (1979) readers find a concerted at
tempt at self-conscious psychological examination 
of a character trapped in an indifferent metropolis. 
T he hero of the novel is Dusman Gonzanga, a 
meter inspector with the city water department, 
who is literally driven to despair and revolt by his 
job, which has become a symbol of a vengeful, 
malignant fate. Gonzanga's psychological problems 
are exacerbated by his identification with the poor 
in their struggle against the ruling elite. Although 
his identification is more of a knee-jerk action than 
the result of ideological reflection, he is able to 
negotiate a physical and social landscape littered by 
human junk and scavengers. He becomes the articu
lator of a world dominated by the acquisitive desire 
of the African ruling class, which has turned the city 
into a constellation of bars and brothels. 

Gonzanga is able to crystallize the binary op
positions that have hitherto defined Mwangi's nov
els: limited achievement and absolute failure; me
chanical order and total chaos; and urban over
crowding and complete isolation. T hus the achieve
ment of the novel is precisely the character's ability 
to link the broken-down physical landscape with the 
psychological displacement it triggers. It is through 
Gonzanga that the impact of an alienating social 
system, as it imprints itself on one man, is vividly 
rendered. And y~t, as Angus Calder has argued, 
this novel expose(.Mwangi's primary dilemma as a 
novelis~ow to

1
balance the imperative for enter-
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tainment with the need for social commentary. Cal
der sees him as "torn between tough-guy movie
style individualist values and the claims of social 
conscience." How to reconcile these claims is the 
challenge that continues to face Mwangi as a novel
ist. 

Indeed, at this point Mwangi's career had 
reached an impasse or temporary hiatus. With his 
more recent works it is becoming clear that the 
balance he sought between entertainment and seri
ous ideological narrative has not materialized in any 
fundamental way. A novel published in 1979, The 
Bushtrackers, compounds this problem. Adapted 
from the screenplay for the film of the same title, 
written by Gary Strieker and directed by the late 
Gordon Parks, Jr., this novel belongs in the world 
of Himes and the thriller tradition. The protagonist, 
Johnny Kimathi, is a former game ranger in Tsavo 
National Park who has retired to what he believes is 
a quiet life, until his wife is kidnapped. He embarks 
on a mission of vengeance that pits him against Al 
Haji, a black American with lethal Mafia connec
tions, and this situation leads to a predictable 
cinematic confrontation, complete with gun battles 
and helicopter chases. For readers of Cotton Comesfo 
Harlem and viewers of such black American macho 
movies as Shefl, there is a transparent commonality 
that provides no new thrills or frills. The only 
remarkable thing about this story is Mwangi's mas
tery of the thriller idiom. 

Indeed, if there is any critical consensus about 
Mwangi's career, it is to be found in the admiration 
with which many critics write about his mastery of 
the thriller and the general appeal his works have 
for the African urban reader. M wangi also possesses 
the powerful sense of situation that evokes the sur
faces of the contemporary African urban scene with 
an acute awareness of the sights and smells of a 
rapidly changing community. Even~he seems to 
dwell on the surfaces too much, there are always 
hints of the deeper malaise that moves his charac
ters, a sense of overwhelming psychological dis
placement in a world that promises so much and 
provides so little. In this sense alone, Mwangi's 
novels are informed by a coherent vision. Far from 
adopting an unself-conscious technique, Mwangi's 
adoption of the forms of popular fiction is a mani
festation of his modernist ideolo~hat Calder 
aptly calls "movie-style values." 

Mwangi's ambiguous literary status, then, has 
to do with the disjunction between essentially West
ern values and the communal demands of the situa
tions he writes about. Calder argues that Mwangi 
has to make choice between entertainment, which 

MejaMwangi 

\ 

7 



MejaMwangi 

on the contemporary African scene is synonymous 
with the celebration of "American individualism," 
and a deeper ideological commitment, which often 
works against this creed. But Mwangi may see the 
problem:'essentially as one of medium; in this case 
the choice is merely one of using the medium and 
language that put him in touch with the urban petty 
bourgeoisie, the so-called popular readers. In this 
connection his involvement in the Sydney Pollack 
film Out of A.frica, in which he is listed as an assistant 
director, may indicate directions to be taken. He 
was also part of the production team that worked 
on the film adaptation of James Fox's White Mischief 
Film may provide Mwangi with the exact balance of 
form and content that his written works lack. 

One can see, in retrospect, how by 1979 
Mwangi was struggl/! to find a novelistic method 
that could allow him to continue writing thrillers 
while providing serious commentary on the African 
social and political landscape. By the time he came 
to write Bread of Sorrow (1987), it seems, he was 
convinced that his primary duty as a novelist was to 
represent the African social and political scene as he 
saw it, bringing his sharp sense of observation and 
detail to bear on the continent and the diverse social 
and cultural groups that occupied it. But, unlike 
other novelists who were tu?.~ng their talents to 
this allegorization of Afric~.=.l,!)Ile thinks of the 
Zimbabwean writer Dambudzo Marecher~ 
~ wangi could not abandon his "popular" style for 

the "high modernist" language that appeared suited 
for his subject. 

There were two reasons for Mwang).'s decision 
to employ the popular style even as /he tackled 
serious political themes: he was most at"home using 
the kind of language he had inherited from popular 
culture in general and the movies in particular; and 
he was a professional writer who, if he had to make 
a viable living out of writing, needed to compete 
with imported pulp literature on its own terms. 
Mwangi seemed well suited for this kind of writing: 
he could import the popular idiom of the thriller 
and the movies to the Kenyan landscape, thus do
mesticating movie-style values and making them 
more palatable to his local audiences; he could also 
use the thriller framework to introduce themes and 
issues from the newspaper headlines. 

In Bread of Sorrow, for example, Mwanrns 
to the most persistent of Pan-African them~cial 
oppf}:sion in South Africa and the culture of apart
hei 1-1 nd tries to dress it up in the language and 
struc ure of popular literature. The novel, then, has 
all the ingredients of a major thriller: arms smug
gling across the border, illicit romance, stolen dia-
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monds, and numerous double-crosses. But it also 
provides a serious exploration of the racist mental
ity, especially as readers encounter the tensions and 
conflic5s in the Afrikaner family that provides the 

C 
culturt center of the novel. Yet one is never sure 
whether Mwangi's main focus is intended to be this 

? cultural center or the adventures of his main charac
ter, Peter Jones, a Welsh orphan who becomes in-
volved with dangerous gangs in London and even
tually ends up as a diamond pilot in South Africa 
before he betrays his employers. The seriousness of 
the novel is often sublimated under its action, a 
series of adventures that take readers across several 
countries in what often appears to be a gratuitous 
display of geographical settings. At the same time, 
however, one has to concede that it is precisely 
Mwangi's penchant for thrills that enable readers to 
"ride along" as they traverse various cultural spaces 
and witness the transformation Africa has under
gone since independence. 

Bread ef Sorrow seems to have succeeded most 
in using the thriller format as a point of entry into a 
serious discourse on apartheid and the politics of 
colonialism and independence, but the same cannot 
be said of Weapon ef Hunger (1989) and Return ef 
Shaka (1990). In these two novels Mwangi seems to 
have given in to movie-style values; his unabashed 
celebration of American is often embarrassing, not 
only because his vision of America/ seems to be 
drawn from superficial sources but because it al
ways degenerates into cultural and linguistic 
cliches. 

There is no doubt that Weapon ef Hunger ema
nates from the horror stories of war and hunger that 
have gripped the African continent in the last 
twenty years. As a matter of fact, Borku, the fic
tional country in which the story is set, is a thinly 
disguised portrait of Ethiopia under the grips of 
revolution, civil war, and drought. Mwangi has a 
keen knowledge }f this landscape, but what does he 
do with this knowledge? He gives readers the em
barrassing story of an American pop singer called 
Jack Rivers, who has raised a lot of money to buy 
food for the starving people of Borku but finds it 
impossible to get the food to its destination because 
of civil war. So Rivers decides to organized a group 
of American volunteers to drive several trucks of 
food, illicitly through the Sudan, to Borku. From 
this point on, the story degenerates into banalities 
of plot and language: Rivers faces treachery from 
the natives, is arrested several times by the warring 
factions, and falls in love with a beautiful guerrilla 
woman, much to the chagrin of his girlfriend who 
had earlier given up her lucrative medical practice 
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to accompany him to Africa/ By the time one 
finishes reading this novel, ol;· has probably been 
thrilled, but this thrill offers no comfort because it is 
not original; on the contrary, one has likely read or 
seen a -similar plot somewhere els~ almost any 
Western-made movie that is set in Jufica, for exam
ple. 

Reading Return ef Shaka is like watching an old 
movie, too, for while this novel follows the struggle 
of a South African prince to emplace himself in an 
alien landscape, and while it presents a taunt and 
exciting Greyhound tour of the United States, it 
brings out the worst elements in Mwangi's work. 
Readers are not placed in a specific time and place: 
the United Stat4' toured with Moshesh is a place 
from old movies or movies about old places. There 
is no plausible reason for Moshesh's journey across 
America, only the mere hint of a mental crisis he 
must resolve: should he return home to help in the 
liberation of his people, or should he settle in his 
comfortable university job? Should he marry his 
longtime (white) partner, Karen, or the black 
woman (Loretta) whom he just met on the bus? In 
the meantime there are echoes of Alfred Hitchcock's 
North by Northwest as the African man is chased 
across the country by a mob of white men who have 
been hired to kill him for reasons that are never 
made clear. This novel seems to have been written 
for no other reason but to sell copies of it. 

In Striving far the Wind (1990), on the other 
hand, Mwangi tries to return to his roots as they 
were so powerfully displayed in Kill Me O!Juk and 
Going Down River Road. The fact that this novel has 
been published in Heinemann's canonical African 
Writers Series, and was even nominated for the 
Commonwealth Writers Prize, indicates the serious 
intent behind it. Mwangi's attention is focused on a 
world of rural poverty and greed, a world he knows 
firsthand, in which the future of Kenya is continu
ously being debated between Baba Pesa (meaning 
"Father of Money"), and his university drop-out 
son Juda (!Judas, the betrayer). Mwangi rejects the 
shifting spaces of his thrillers, focusing instead on a 
static, weary, and wornout landscape; he rejects the 
idiom of the movies, seeking instead to capture the 
language of rural despair and the tyranny of the 
nouveau riche; the alienated authorial tone of the 
thrillers gives way to a profound voice that sustains 
the pessimism and angst of the rural poor. 

So in Striving far the Wind readers see M wangi 
at his most serious. But this novel is as dull as the 
land and people it represents, and by the time the 
readers finish it, and as they reflect on the labor and 
pain Mwangi has put into it, they begin to realize 
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that his real talents are not in this kind of "tractor" 
fiction, but in the phantasmal world of the thrillers 
and movies he loves so much. One cannot help but 
wonder what Mw.,mgi has inherited from the mov
ies tradition. On ~one hand, the movies have en
dow~him with the palpMle wealth of Ameri
can -I habits and idiomlj_yhat is largely respon
sible or his artistic fluency and his engagement 
with his African popular audience, which lives and 
thrives on such material. On the other hand, how
ever, this appropriation of Americana has impover
ish~him as a novelist in the areas he was strong
es -I is sense of the African landscape and its peo
ple, e language of the urban poor, and the dis
course of contemporary politics. Mwangi's real tal
ent is manifested in the novels in which he marries 
the techniques of the thriller with a profound expo
sition of the African scene. 
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When Meja Mwangi was awarded the Jomo Kenyatta Prize for 

literature in 1973 for Kill Me Quick, he was hailed as the most 

significant and exciting figure to emerge on the East African 

literary scene since the publication of Ngugi wa Thi ong'o's Weep 

~ · 

Not, Child in 1964. He was received enthusiastically by~ the 

popular reading public and the local literary establishment. Both 

groups of readers seemed eager to confirm that East Africa was no 

longer the literary wilderness it had been assumed to be by 

certain influential sectors of the Afro-Saxon literati. In t he 

next six years, during which Mwangi published five more novels, 

the reading public continued to receive him avidly, but the 

literary establishment was having its doubts. In fact, Mwangi 

has since been transformed from the wunderkind of East African 

literature to one of its most persistent enigmas; his career is 

one which no critic has writ t en about without either marked 

reservations or s ignificant qualificati ons. He seems to stand, 

like many of his heroes, as a loner in the literary world. 

2 



Indeed, loneliness and ambiguity seem to mark Mwangi's life 

itself. Born in Nyeri, Kenya, in December 1948, he grew up under 

the shadow of the Mau Mau conflict in Kenya. He was brought up 

in Nanyuki, a military barracks town from which the British 

colonial government mounted its operations against the Mau Mau 

revolutionaries in the nearby forests. At the same time, his 

mother worked as a maid for white families in the area, and 

through her Mwangi had some access to the culture of the settler 

establishment. But by the time Mwangi went to Nanyuki Secondary 

School for his high school education, Kenya was on its way to 

independence. He later went to Kenyatta College, then a pre=-

university institution, where he majored in "A-level" science. 

But apart from a year he spent at the International Writing 

Program at the University of Iowa , Mwangi is distinguished from 

many of his literary contemporaries in Africa by the fact that he 

0-.. 

never went to university. 
(\ 

0.... 

He has the unique status of being~ 

s elf-made man of letters, and most significantly, in the 

3 



extremely limited East African literary market, he is the only 

locally based professional writer. 

Mwangi has justifiably been compared to Dickens in terms of 

both his career and literary method. Like the Victorian 

novelist, Mwangi has staked his claim as the special 

correspondent of the metropolis who goes out of his way to probe 

and plo't the arteries that define and move the city, vividly 

dramatizing the lives of often alienated and dehumanized 

characters. And like the young Dickens, Mwangi's career has 

moved toward its pinnacle without the recognit i on it deserves. 

Indeed, what Leavis said of Dickens in The Grea t Tradition is 

often said of Mwangi: He is a great entertainer, but not a 

profound novelist. This attitude has bred polite neglect in 

I ba'nJ 
critical circles1 Jfhe most obvious reason ~~i3 negh::et i-s~ 

~ that Mwangi does does not theorize on his method and ideas. 

-----·---_..,-
- - _.R As Pet ertraz ar e th "1.'fa'"iiEs;1w"i:rr:1rtftt"eenn., rf'ntw;;ia~t[l'Ig~1r· ...!.!,"titi-eeee~s-flR"'e.tt:..Jt;..a:tltL-tn ach ----ebe~ --(~-· 

~iterary teclrniqae or liteHH'Y ameitions.11 His works 

/ 
Nazareth, f'· 28 :-.. 
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are often praised for their sense of realism, which brings his 

subjects to life o@IO~ .-.L ieHy 
I' 

his novels suffer from a want of informing ideas. 

fhw (!;J ( ,( r 

b: Mwangi's rejection of ideological self-consciousness and 

methodological self-reflectiveness is compensated for by the 

,1'1$ f"1 

experiences that inform his novels. Again,~ Dickens, the 

authority of Mwangi's works is what the novelist has seen or 

gone through. He may not theorize on politics or history, but 

Mwangi's career was shaped, almost subconsciously, by the history 

of colonial Kenya. Indeed, as a young boy growing up in the 

1: t'era. fly 
1950s, Mwangi was li~' caught in the middle: on one side were 

relatives who were involved in the revolutionary movement, some 

of whom had been sent to detention camps and concentration 

t,Je'le.. 
villages; on the other side~ the white families from which his 

"' 

mother brought him books. Thus together with an emerging 
I 

literary sensibility shaped by European childreis literature
1 
~ C-~v*tC: 

the harsh experience of what was euphemistically referred to as 
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"the trouble." Even as he read white people's books, Mwangi was 

~~ aware of the nature of the larger political 

b"-1 
conflict. Indeed, he could not help become involved. He recalls 

/\ 

being detained in a camp with his mother, and is quick to note 

,9.,,;Jo~d tt..wa..rt. ,1€. 5~ 
that nobody growing up in Kenya at the time could l ••fl ~@Ui.ig 

' ~c-Plet,, t "'-!J ~ 
'-"~~ ~ "You just couldn't help feeling the tension of the 

conflict between the forest fighters and the colonial government. 

Everyone was caught up in this movement." 

These experiences gave Mwangi his first and most persiste~t 

)-
literary subject the ~u&f,,..11\&i¥i*ooPL J@ffl@!!M?!&3S @md the 

~ 
Mau Mau revolution and..ill:S quest for national independence. And 

so at the age of 17 Mwangi embarked on his first literary project 
.,I 

a.-f /JIZ.a, ,- Q/ 
which was to es pArlshui later as /Toste .2..f Death. Although 

this work was published as a high school reader and cannot be 

I 
considered as anything more than juven~lia, it offers important 

pointers to those themes and concerns which Mwangi has truly made 

his own; it is an important crystallization of the political 

6 



~-
tensions in Kenya under the state of emergency. Tbe:~~-~~he-t 

ci,Q,f irres Htfo Ro: e~ ~.ons:j on .. of those whe, · J.i*€ the hero of 

~0-~ 
the novel, Kariuki, ~ become caught up in the Mau Mau conflict 

he '1tts 
even before~ developed an understanding of what the 

struggle is all about. Ta.es is the tension :. ~ see refJ es tell. ia.. 

~ 
the- tlrl5ttghts of a,~,h,e must be courageous and heroic, because 

A 

the times demand it, although he is not psychologically prepared 

for absolutist commitments. 

The chasm between between conviction and courage is what 

characterizes Mwangi's adult characters in /raste of Death: it 

is the link that binds Mbogo, who is tempted to desert his 

movement and betray his leader, and Inspector John Cowdr ey, the 

English hunter of men, operating in a terrain which can never be 

home for him. Thus if ~ste of Death is seen as a depressing 

story, it is partly because at a time when many Kenyan novelists 

were writing about the heroism of the past, Mwangi 's nove l is 

about survival against odds, exhibited most vividly in the fut ile 
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attempt by the freedom fighters to avoid extermination by the 

colonial forces. The acute sense of landscape that ~efines 

Mwangi's style ~tnchniif&C is apparent in this early work, but 

/{_aste _Qi Death is significant only as the novelist's act of 

memory : he represents facts heard and experiences seen or retold, 

but there is no profound understanding of the historical conflict 

itself. 

Mwangi came into literary prominence with his second (but 

first published) novel, Kill Me Quick, which won him the Jomo 

I" r . i't a.. war!( 
Kenyatta Literature prize in 1974. Oge 1a1elj cornea 2.7ross RP;' -~-

~ -

#t@U, pvhl i e1'IctiJr in ~eBt MF±ee at tki"' tinre whose poignancy and 

immediacy overshadowf;ts limited literary achievement1 ~ 
. ... •· .. ..... ·- _______ _ ,, ___ __.,,. 

, . -~ ---···· -~- ··-··· 

al~lwugh there is sti lJ 0n1clr tl'f "'M<vmrgr's :ruv@1ftfii ;:i::: ~~'.:iio~er:-

..f'o, its subject had a fundamental, even utilitarian, meaning to its 

+a.le. 
readers. The~ is simple enough, but its implications were 

and remain very real . For -;Ji the story of two friends who go to 

school to uplift t hemselves, perform as well as everyone else, 
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hto--J l,1 
but discover that their education is~ the passport to a 

comfortable middle class life, is one which many of Mwangi's 

friends were iliving daily. Mwangi told an interviewer that many 

of his friends had finished school in the early 1970s and 

couldn't find jobs: he felt "it was important to tell t heir 

, 

story, to show their plight in the city." ~t1f'~: ~ 
The setting of this novel is no longer the colonial past, 

but the nee-colonial present; national independence has been won 

but not consummated, and the people have woken up to the reality 

that the dream of prosperity and opportunity promised by the 

native elite is never going to be fulfilled, and that hope and 

determination must inevitably give in to despair and acceptance. 

The two heroes of the novel go to Nairobi, the capital city,~ 

se~.rcb iij their gohiew fJ oosil., but instead of discovering a 

metropolis paved with gold they encounter a world that seems to 

' I ·+ J. -- +!) I"\ '°I.fl'. & ! t\-~ I:(' • 

ex i st so 1 e 1 y t o op p res s a..J...,:.:;;;.;;;J J..x.. .cl i a I ae I E:f::!'< • With this 

realization, the two boys move aimles~from one situation to 

9 



another like proverbial rogues; but their lives are not 

surrounded by the romance we have come to associate with the 

picarof. On the contrary, every movement accentuates their -
oppression: they cannot find meaningful work) and when they do, 

their labors are fruitless; they cannot return to their rural 

homes because they have not acquired the benefits of their 

education. 

Me 

:!"i<'\ 
th~ ~ublieotiea of Kill 

-,'\ 

right thing at the right time, in truly giving its audience what 

4e. 
M1,t:ii::ig.i aptly calls "a realization of the atmosphere." However, 

atmosphere ::i:rei':2ri'ifT%'1"loiatsa::::»?J hacfed L8is• in Mwangi's literary 

lexicor:i_z. refers, first and foremost, to the sense of 

~"' J t'-t,'s; 
situation w,hich iuan;y: cLlt;i&s bave prcj_a@a~ 

,I 

I 
/Unfortunately, 

eteespb re is the only memorabl e aspect of Mwangi's literary 

method in this novel. Kill Me Quick strikes us as a significant 

novel not because of its innovativeness, but because of Mwangi's 

10 

~ 
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u 
profound sense of situation succored by a journalistic style 

t 

which renders scenes with the hard nose and sharp ear of a 

reporter on the beat. There is finally the authorial penchant for 

details, which often lead5to an unintended symbolic structure--the 

consciousness of hopelessness. 

This structure of despair and defeat is what defines 

Mwangi's modernism. Of course, the term modernism is one which 

~ 
I 

we need to use cautiously because, afteiall, Mwangi is the great 
I 

naturalist in African writing: nothing makes sense in his works 

until it has been transcribed meticulously. And yet transcribed 

facts foreground a situation in which man has lost his will to 

act and must hence strive aimlessly against an absurd universe. 

The result is a situation where a formal and contextual 

naturalism is informed by a modernist vision with a tremendous 

sense of pessimism and angst. We see this unusual combination in 

Mwangi's treatment of the Mau Mau theme in his third novel, 

Carcase for the Hounds. A Mau Mau commander, General Haraka, is 

11 



entrapped in the forest waiting for supplies which never arrive; 

ca.. .... ~ot 
he is surrounded by British colonial forces and a i.riolCI:ct--Rsb .n e 

~h reface:,; I II pr H\fide bi ru witb a rooroent of respite iR ::b eh he .--I<-___ 

As Haraka lies dying of a battle wound in the hands 

of his faithful lieutenant, Kimamo, we begin to realize that his 

physical entrapment is a metaphor for a larger state of doubt and 

weariness that afflicts both sides i n the conflict. 

Carcase for Hounds is remarkable for the sheer amount of 

detailrwhich the author provides about the logistics and 

organization of the Mau Mau movement. It is also the first novel 

in which Mwangi seems conscious of his s tyle. ~ Yet thi s new 

stylization always strikes us with its inappropriateness. Mwangi 

has now usurped the language of the American thriller, of Raymond 

,4 ~ (.,k e .:1 
Chandler , ~ Spillane, and Chester Himes; now his characters 

speak in an idiom which is incongruous with their situation, and 

authorial descriptions seem more appropriate in the jungl es of 

/1'1 
Harlem or the Bronx rather t han those of Mount Kenya. For the 

'\ 
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first time it becomes clear that although Mwangi has discovered 

appropriate contents from his own experiences, the appropriate 

s+;;,le 
:iaain does not come easily to him. Indeed, he is most successful 

when he lets his subject seek its appropriate idiom, in which 

case there is a remarkable balance between form and content. 

Such a balance characterizes Going Down River Road, 

considered by many to be Mwangi's major literary achievement. 

This novel is not remarkable for its themes; strictly speaking, 

it is just a replay of the same subjects and issues which have 

provided Mwangi with a recurrent and almost obsessive pattern. 

A-i 
~ in Kill Me Quick, we are back in the urban jungle, this time 

in the world of the construction laborer and the slum mechanic. 

We are once more in the company of characters for whom failure 

has become a raison d'etre. Our guide in the city is Ben, who 

has been cashiered from the army for illegal arms dealing, and 

has now been reduced to the world of the laborer, working in a 

monstrous construction project which dehumanizes characters, 

13 



living in a dirty slum surrounded by the putrid smell of those 

who have been reduced to human garbage. Ben seeks love and 

,twM. 
solace :i.R hi s girlfriend Wini and her baby, but t he f ew moments 

of escape they offer him from the drudgery of daily life in the 

city are limited. And as his sense of failure increases, as he 

becomes more aware of the futility of his job, the strain on 

Ben's relationship with Wini is too much to bear. She a bandons 

him with the baby, and as the novel moves to its close t he reader 

quickly realizes that for Ben, as for many of his friends in t he 

slum, there will never be any opportunity for self-improvement. 

Thus, in the gloominess of his message and the bleakness of 

~ landscape, Mwangi has expanded, and amplified on, the themes 

of his earli er novels. However, what is remarkable about Going 

Down River Road is the starkJ'detailed i mages with which 
I 

Mwangi represents .-'lJUP ) kif;!½ the vital and volatile clandestine 

culture of the Nai robi underworld. Nobod y has captured 

this subculture with as much understanding and e mpathy. 

14 



Moreover, descriptions of the city are not marred by the 

haphazardness of style and structure we find in Mwangi's earlier 

novels. The city-scape is j)presented through a series of images 

and binary oppositions which are combined to project the author's 

modernist weltanschauung. Combined with the lives and views of 

the characters who have "some sort of a permanency," such images 

lead to a more comprehensive articulation of Mwangi's modernist 

U}M. V:) e,... +o L( ,th ~ _..-/_..l 
vision than A in any ~~)of hif novels. In other words, the gap 

between form and ideology is not as pronounced as before. 

But Mwangi's literary ambition is to articulate his vision 

through method rather than discourse. In The Cockroach Dance, we 

find a concerted attempt at self-conscious psychological 

examination of a character trapped in an indifferent metropolis. 

The hero of this novel is Dusman Gonzanga, a meter inspector with 

1:~er~lly 
the city water department who is JjtcraF-,' driven to despair and 

* revolt by hispob, which has become a symbo l of a vengefu½ 

malignant fate. Gonzanga's psychological problems are 

15 



exacerbated by his identification with the poor in their struggle 

against the ruling elite .• Although his identification is 

more of a 
-~ evl<' 

knee/~ action than the result of ideological 

r1e,90+,'a 1--€ 
reflection, he is able to meeiaee a physical and social landscape 

littered by human junk and scavengers. He becomes the 

articulator of a world dominated by the acquisitive desire of the 

African ruling class which has turned t he city into a 

constellation of bars and brothels. 

Gonzanga is able to crystallize the binary oppositions that 

have hitherto defined Mwangi's novels: limited achievement and 

absolute failure, mechanical order and total chaos, urban 

overcrowding and complete isolation. Thus the achievement of 

this novel is precisely the character's ability to link the 

broken-down physical landscape with the psychological displacement 

it triggers. 
11--

. ~ -::-~ -- 1 ·= 6. T. h h G ~;~e~ e1::"-,vm1£.re, .at is t roug onzanga 

that ~mpact of an alienating social system, as it imprints 

itself on one man, is vividly rendered.~d yet, as Angus 

16 



Calder has argued, this novel exposes Mwangi's primary dilemma as 

a novelist--how to balance the imperative for entertainment with 

the need for social commentary: he is "torn between tough-guy 

movie-style individual i st values and the claims of social 

--ti,ese 
conscience." How to reconcile ~ claims is the challenge that 

A 

continues to face Mwangi as a novelist. 

o.-\ -r\..is f o;.,J 
Indeed, Mwangi's career haJ reached an impasse or temporary 

A 

,..._ore 
hiatus. With his recent works it is becoming clear that the 

I\ 

balance he sought between entertainment and serious ideological 

narrativet.s not materialized in any fundamental way. ~- A 19 Rl@it 

l"'-1,o(,,~.eJ l."1 l'f 7ql . (,,o ....... fO'.<l'I.J,S 
-*eee8't novel/\. The Bushtracker~, -~a£euMS this problem. Adapted 

"" from the screen play for the film of the same title, written by 
V 

Gary Strieker and directed by the late Gordon Parks Jr., this ., 

novel belongs ~ in the world of Chester Himes and the 

thriller tradition. Johnny Kim a thi is a ex-game ranger in 

Tsavo National Park who has retired to what he believes is a 

iu,·e.t 
~ life until his wife is kidnapped. He embarks on a mission 

q-, 
Galder, p:--·'188. 



of vengeance which pits him against Al Haji, a Black American 

ttY\d ti.;s (ea.Is 
with lethal Mafia connections, -3:-ea4i-ng to a predictable cinematic 

" 
confrontation complete with gun battles and helicopter chases . 

.ad ror readers of Cotton Comes To Harlem and viewers of such 

Black American macho movies as Shaft, there is a transparent 

commonality which provides no new thrills or frills. The onl y 

remarkable thing about this story is Mwangi's mastery of American 

"movie-English" and the thril ler idiom. 

Indeed, if there is any critical consensus about Mwangi's 

caree~ it is to be found in the admiration wi th which many 

critics write about his mastery of the thriller and the general 

appeal he has for the African urban reader. 

~!t&Zdlen~~ ... !WHi 11tl tp P!'...,,,...-fl--' 
-----------_,,,.,.-------- ,.__ . 

U.. •' t 1 dJC'I llh ___ ,.,..,i,,,_...__ 1,. ,h l.. ,. __-/ -
"'f'Mf~tG s·· n-e,sa. s· - 1:a . uec~e1-,WZU1~~1r i:CPJ:Jb.eu~s _,,.,,,..,.,, ·-·-·· 

(___ l+L a_ ( ~ o po fref )es Q__ 

next." -'f~1.J.1uy to this is a unique sense of situa t i on ~efb.,; p,-'2'7 

that evokes the surfaces of the contemporary African urban scene 

with an acute awareness of t he sights and smells of a rapidly 
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changing community. And even when Mwangi seems to dwell on the 

surfaces too much, there are always hints of the deeper malaise 

that moves his characters, a sense of overwhelming psychological 

displacement in a wor ld that promises so much and provides so 

little. In this sense alone, Mwangi's novel are indeed informed 

r,-~ r 

by a coherent vision. Far from adopting a"'¾nself-consciousrr··--

technique, Mwangi's adoption of the forms of popular fiction is 

a manifestation of his modernist ideology-- what Calder aptly 

calls "movie-style values." 

Mwangi's ambiguous literary status, then, has to do with the 

disjunction between these essentially ~estern values , and the -
communal demands of the situation he writes about. Calder, who 

(1J 
has written on this problem ei,r- greater length than anyone else, 

J\. 

argues that Mwangi has to make the choice between 

"entertainment," which on the contemporary African scene is 

synonymous with the celebration of "American individualism," and 

a deeper ideological commitment which often works against t his 

19 
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creed. But Mwangi may see the problem essentially as one of 

medium; in this case the choice is merely one of using the medium 

and language which puts him in touch with the urban petty 

bourgeoisie, the so-called popular readers. In this connection, 

his involvement in the Sydney Pollack producti on of Out of 

Africa, in which he was listed as an Assistant Director, may 
' -ti..<>-t ,.JOtf"K('.d i)H ' 

(_\+~ _'.:'.~-~.._/so f_~rf-__ t;f_.!:'=· f_:.:>..{~_::.!:~~ f:__~= .A - ~{:,"/.,.., a.d"-/Tt1,_fyo1;1_ -~-f 
· ---- ··'indicate directions to be taken. ~ Film may proviie ~ with the 

~ (_~i.)a11j, , 
wr,'ffevi worki /a.cl<, 

exact balance of form and content which his works desire ao mt:tch. 

(s O''"JiA'5 

~ 
Interviews: 

"'Jd.~ es Fo~~ ·~ 
_wl-11-re /tJ...1,;c{,, r:. 

( 
I 

~ ~ r 
Bernth Lindfors, Interview with Meja Mwangi, in Mazungum)zo (Athens, 

V 

Ohio: Ohio University Center for International Studies, 

1980), pp. 74-79. 

\' 
Lee Nichols,ninterview with Meja Mwangi,in Conversations with 

African Writers (Washington, D.C . : Voice of America, 1981) 



We can now see, in retrospect, how by 1979 Meja Mwangi was 

struggling to find a novelistic method that could allow him to 

continue writing thrillers while providing serious commentary on 

the African social and political landscape. By the time he came 

to write Bread of Sorrow, it seems, he was convinced that his 

primary duty as a novelist was to represent the African social 

and political scene as he saw it, bringing his sharp sense of 

observation and detail to bear on the continent and the diverse 

social and cultural groups that occupied it . But unlike other 

novelists who were turning their talents to this allegorization 

of Africa--one thinks here of the Zimbabwean writer Dambudzo 

Marechera--Mwangi could not abandon his "popular" style for the 

"high modernist" language that appeared sui ted for his subject. 

There were two reasons for Mwangi's decision to valorize the 

popular style, even as he tackled serious political themes: first 

of all, it was quite apparent that, as a novelist, he was most at 

home using the kind of language he had inherited from popular 

culture in general and the movies in particular; second, he was a 



professional writer who, if he had to make a viable living out of 

writing, needed to compete with imported pulp literature in its 

own terms. Mwangi seemed well suited for this kind of writing: 

he could import the popular idiom of the thriller and the movies 

to the Kenyan landscape, thus domesticating movie-style values 

and making them more palatable to his local audience; he could 

also use the thriller framework to introduce themes and issues 

that were jumping at people from the newspaper headlines. 

In Bread of Sorrow, for example, Mwangi turns to the most 

persistent of Pan-African themes--racial oppression in South 

Africa and the culture of apartheid--and tries to dress it up in 

the language and structure of popular literature. The novel, 

then, has all the ingredients of a major thriller: arms smuggling 

across the border, illicit romance, stolen diamonds, and numerous 

double-crosses. But it also provides us with a serious 

exploration of the racist mentality, especially as we overhear 

A{r;kai-1er 
the tensions and conflicts in the Afrikaans.. family that provides 

the cultural center of the novel. And yet, we are never sure 

whether Mwangi's focus is intended to be this cultural center or 

22-



the adventures of his main character, Peter Jones, a Welsh orphan 

who becomes involved with dangerous gangs in London and 

eventually ends up as a diamond pilot in South Africa before he 

betrays his employers, and end~ w:i:4;.h expQnsive gems off the coaSt _.,.Q_ 

() Ef ffiaRzania. The truth is, the seriousness of the novel is often 
~ 

sublimated to its "heated action," a series of adventures that 

take us across several countries in what often appears to be a 

gratuitous display of geographical settings. At the same time, 

however, we have to concede~at it is precisely Mwangi's 

penchant for the thrill that enables the reader to "ride along" 

0 
as we tra-verse diverse cultural spaces and witness the 

'-,/ 

transformation Africa has undergone since independence. 

If Bread of Sorrow seems to have succeeded most in using the 

thriller format as a point of entry into a serious discourse on 

apartheid and the politics of colonialism and independence, the 

same cannot be said of Weapon of Hunger and Return of Shaka. In 

these two novels, Mwangi seems to have given in to the movie-

style values we discussed above; his unabashed celebration of 

Americana is often embarrassing not only because the author's 

2- -:> 



vision of America seems to be drawn from superficial sources--

movies and thrillers--but because it always degenerates into 

cultural and linguistic cliches. 

There is no doubt that Weapon of Hunger emanates from the 

horror stories of war and hunger that have gripped the African 

continent in the last twenty years. As a matter of fact, Borku, 

the fictional country in which the story is set, is a thinly-

disguised portrait of Ethiopia under the grips of revolution, 

civil war, and drought. Mwangi has a keen knowledge of this 

landscape, but what does he do with this knowledge? He gives us 

the embarrassing story of an American pop singer called Jack 

Rivers who has raised a lot of money to buy food for the starv ing 

people of Borku, but who finds it impossible to get the food to 

its destination because of civil war. So Rivers decides to 

organize a group of American volunteers to drive several trucks 

of food, illicitly through the Sudan, to Borku. From this poi nt 

bdVltt.f; f-/es t 
on, the story degenerates into aft iriitat~ plot and language: 

Rivers faces treachery from the natives, is arrested several 

times by the warring factions, falls in love with a beautiful 

~ l( 



1\0..~ 
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guerrilla woman much to the chagrin of his girl friend who had 
I 

earlier given up her lucrative medical practice to accompany him 

to Africa.r:y the time we finish reading this novel, we have 

certainly been thrilled, but this is a thrill that offers no 

comfort because it is not original; on the contrary , we have read 

or seen it somewhere else--in any Western movie set in Africa, 

~"' . 
from "Allan Qua,terma

1
n" to "The Jewel of the Nile. 11 

V /\ 

Reading Return of Shaka is like watching an old movie, for 

while this novel follows the struggle of a South African prince 

to emplace himself in an alien landscape, and while it offers us 

a taunt and exciting Greyhound tour of the United States, it 

brings out the worst elements in Mwangi's work. Here, we are not 

placed in a specific time and place: the United State we tour 

with Moshesh is a place from old movies or movies about old 

places (it brings to mind "The Return to Bounty"). There is no 

plausible reason for Moshesh's journey across America, only the 

mere hint of a mental crisis he must resolve: should he return 

home to help in the l i beration of his people or should he settle 

in his comfortable university job? should he marry his long-time 

2) 



(white) partner, Karen, or the black woman (Loretta) whom he just 

met on the bus? In the meantime, we hear echoes of Hitchcock's 

"North by Northwest,'' as the African man is chased across the 

country by a mob of white men who have been hired to kill him for 

reasons that are never made clear . This novel seems to have been 

written for no other reason but to sell copies. 

In Striving for the Wind, on the other hand, Mwangi tries 

to return to his roots as they were so powerfully displayed in 

Kill Me Quick and Going Down River Road. The fact that this 

novel has been published in Heinemann's canonical African Writers 

Series, and was even nominated for the Commonwealth Writers 

Prize, indicates the serious intent behind it. Mwangi's 

attention is now focused on a world of rural poverty and greed, a 

~ 

world that he knows first hand, a world in which the future of 
'-' 

Kenya is continuously being debated between Baba Pesa (Father of 

Money}, the kulak, and his university drop-out son Juda (Judas, 

the betrayer) . In this novel, Mwangi rejects the shifting spaces 

of his thrillers , focusing instead on a static, weary and wornout 

landscape; he rejects the idiom of the movies, seeking instead to 



capture the language of rural despair and the tyranny of the 

e 
nouveau rich; the alienated authorial tone of the thrillers also 

" 
gives way to a profound voice that sustains the pessimism and 

angst of the rural poor . 

So in Striving for the Wind we have Mwangi at his most 

serious. But this novel is as dull as the land and people it 

represents, and by the time we finish reading it, and as we 

reflect on the labor and pain the author has put into it, we 

begin to realize that Mwangi's real talents are not in this kind 

of "tractor" fiction, but in the phantasmal world of the 

thrillers and movies he loves so much. In the circumstances, we 

l,o...S ;,, ~et.',fe/ 
cannot help but wonder what Mwangicia inhcritanGe from the movie 

tradition has lien: fu1i.Ls ::•erk.. On one hand, it is clear that 

the movies have endowed him with the palpable wealth of 

Americana--in habits and idiom--that is largely responsible for 

his artistic fluency and his engagement with his African popular 

audience which lives and thrives on such material . On the other 

hand, however, this appropriation of Americana has impoverished 

the novelist in the areas he was strongest--his sense of the 



African landscape and its people, the language of the urban poor, 

and the discourse of contemporary politics. Mwangi's real talent 

is manifested the novels in which he marries the techniques of 

the thriller with a profound exposition of the African scene. 



References : 

Angus Calder , "M . M I eJa wangi s Novels," in The Writing of East 

and Central Africa ed G D K·11 , • • • i am (London: Heinemann 

Educational Books, 1984), pp. 177-191. 

Simon Gikandi , "The Growth of the East African Novel," in Killam, 

pp.231-246. 

r---> 
( Peter Nazareth, "Bringing the Whole Mountain Down " Af . I , riscope, 0 

/ 

\ 
\ 

\ 
\ 
) 

6 (April 1976): 25- 28. 
l\ \\ 
D~ 

t;u..$ f4c e Po..(;,";\ e t"
1 

'' 1-1. e. j (,,._ /¼ kJ a_ 1 / I .s 
L, {/..,,11.91A.t:<..9 e 

;r ~ 

...__ ___________ I 

f;\,{rd ~ (!:,()...<t 5 tl..ld,.es ; vi 

v 
2 C11tu·, so-£f,, 

~ L, f-ef'.a.. f-u ,e 
- -J 

Eli~a-be"K kvujh~ "fa, ,,or cf) /f,;,_a_ I, ;J: fl,._, 1.J a ve Ls of 

,t_)_fr-w,"' L, +eraj;:,e TDJJ- J /] (!</ f's J: faej Q. Aw ~V\J ;/ \, 
IL{ b-1~7, 

Ayo /v\avviud'-1
1 

tt/+ove.-,·j /!,efuee, 
/) \' 

)~ wa,. (f ; o."' d f-4JL l,h ... b a., roo r; 
~o,,v)e~ ~ ;+er,..+uve ~ la..-.;"'-"# e 

8 ~ ll-e t, ~ ) 7 I ~ (1 't r6); l/ ~-- j 2 ,, 

---

--
21 



I 
{ 

BOOKS: 
. .. - ··· . ·-- ----

[A-~l~<J..... w.,tefS 5e,;€$ 1 1Y'D., 
Kill Me Quick (London: Heinemann Educational BooksA 1973)j 

r.A-fv-,·c.~ w,:-t".en 5e.,,.- , es, ,LffL 
Carcase for Hounds (London: Heinemann Educational BooksA 1974)j 

(Nairobi : East African Publishing House , 1975); ~ Taste .Q.f Death 
[A.ftt·o;s..... w ri'ters ) er,'es 

1 
17 °B; 

Going Down River Road (London: Heinemann Educational Books 1\ 1976); 

l,('.ei,1.':f A; 

The Bush trackers (Nairobi: Longman.A 1979) J 
\(ev,.::f fl, 

The Cockroach Dance (Nairobi: Longman/\ 1979)1 

-.... _ -· ,.. --· -···. 

1 

/ 


