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When Okot p'Bitek surprised the world with Song of 

Lawino in 1966, he was recognized immediately as a major 

African poet. No other African writer -- except possibly 

Christopher Okigbo of Nigeria -- had made such an indelible 

impact wi th his first volume of verse, creating at one stroke 

a new poetic idiom so entirely his own. Most African poets 

writing in English and French were cultural mulattoes seeking 

self-consciously to fuse the two disparate traditions of 

verbal creativity on which they had been nurtured . Senghor, 

for instance, certainly owed as much to French surrealism 

as he did to the songs of the Serer; Okigbo was directly de

scended from Pound, Eliot and Peter Thomas as well as from 

anonymous Igbo b ards; and J.P. Clark had deliberately imitated 

the techniques of Hopkins, Dylan Thomas, Japanese haiku and 

Ijaw oral art while f orging his early apprentice verse. But 

Okot p'Bitek was refreshingly different. When he sang, JO 
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Europenn echoes could bL· hc,ard in t:~1c background. His 

Son~_af Lawino wc.s the first. lQng poem in Englis'.t to 

achieve a totally African idenU ty. 

This was no acclclent, consid<::ring fsa'P' kls 

educ2tion, cultural interests and literary inclinations. 

After attending high school in Uganda, earning a Certificate 

of Education at Bristol University and studying law at the 

University of Wales in Aberystwyth, he went on to Oxford 

where he worke~ for a B. Litt. at the Institute of Social 

Anthropology. It was her~ that he wrote a thesis on Acoli 

and Lango tr aditional songs, a formal academic study which 

must have forced him to take a closer look at the structure, 

content and style of songs he had heard and sung as a young 

man growing up in Uganda~ project, completed three 

years before the publication of Song of Lawino , may have 
~ h, ..... 

suggested to ~ a new ,;ay of singing in English. 
I\ 

0 KD'r 
fl' Bi~ appears to have developed an interest in 

music, song, literature and traditional culture while very 

young 3.nd to have sustained this i nteroe:s t throughout his life. 

As a schoolboy at King's Coll ege Buda he composed and produced 

an op~ra, and in 1953, ,;hen only t.,enty-two years olJ, he pub

lished his first literary work, Lak tar _miyo ki_ny1ro wi lobo 
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(Are your teeth white? Then laugh), a novel in Acoli. 

Aft..:.r compl eting lii s undergradu-ite education in Britain, 

he returr.ed t o Uganda and joined the staff of the Extra: 

Mural Department at Makerere University College, a job 

which enabled him to carry out further research on the oral 

literature of the peoples of northern Uganda and to found 

and organize an annual Gulu Festival of the Arts. In 1966 

he was appointed Director of the Uganda National Theatre 

and Cultural Centre in Kampala, where he did much to promote 

local cultural activities. At the end of 1967 he joined the 

Western Kenya section of Nairobi University College's Extra

Mural Department and immediately became the moving force be

hind the first Kis;iu Arts Festival held in De cember, 1968. 

Then, in the academic year 1969- 70, he accepted a one-year 

appointment as Fellow in the International Writing Program 

at the University of Iowa, a position which enab led him to 

write fulltime. A year later he became attached to the Uni

versity of Nairobi as Research Fellow at th e Ins titute of 

African Studies and part-time Lecturer i n Sociology and Litera-



ture. He remained at the University of Nairobi until 1978, a 

year during which he held visiting appointments at both the 

University of Texas at Austin and the University of Ife in 

Nigeria. In 1979, after Idi Amin Dada was overthrown, he 

returned once more to Makerere University, where initially he 

was associated with the Institute of Social Research. In 

February 1982 he was appointed the first Professor of Creative 

Writing in the Department of Literature, and he died at his 

home in Kampala only five months later, at the age of 51. 

Throughout his busy academic and professional career, 

Okot p'Bitek never stopped writing. His enormously successful 

Song of Lawino was soon followed by three other long poems of the 

same genre: Song of Ocol (1970), 11 Song of Prisoner 11 and 11 Song of 
were 

Malaya 11 (the latter two ·l.t:: · c,1 SS?n published together as Two 

Songs , 1971). He has also published two scholarly works, 

African Religions in Western Scholarship (1971) and Religion of 

the Central Luo (1971), one of which may have been written 

originally as his D. Phil. thesis in religion at Oxford. His 

interest in oral forms of literature was reflected in publication 

of Horn of My Love (1974), a collection of Acoli songs; Hare 

and Hornbill (1978), a collection of folktales; and Acoli 

Proverbs (1985). 

Another book, Africa's Cultural Revolution (1973), which was a 

collection of some of the essays he wrote for East African 

periodicals, magazines and newspapers between 1964 and 1971, 

contains several of Okot's most candid statements on African 

culture, so it serves as an exeellent introduction to some of 

the ideas embedded in his poetry. In the preface to,Africa 1 s 

Cultural Revolution Okot says that his essays are part of the 



revolutionary struggle in Africa "dedicated to the total demolition 

of foreign cultural domination and the restoration and promotion 

of Africa's proud culture to its rightful place." In order to 

achieve these worthwhile nationalistic goals, 

Africa must examine herself critically. She must 

discover her true self, and rid herself of 
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all "apemans hip" . For only then can she begin 

to develop a culture ~f her own. Africa must 

redefine all cultural terms according to her 

own interests. As she has broken the political 

bondage of colonialism, she must continue the 

economic and cultural revolution until she re-

fuses to be led by the nose by foreigners. We 

must also reject the erroneous attempts of for

eign students to interpret and present her, We 

must interpret and present Africa in our own way, 

in our own interests. , 

ty::M:t:cL's aim as a writer is to assist in this vital task of 

cultural r edefinition. 
0 kof '..s 
~ i I 1a§ ~ essays range wide ly over such varied topics 

as literature, philosophy, religion, politics, history, educa

tion, sex and pop music. But underlying them all is an insis

tence on the validity and dignity of indigenous African culture. 
Okot 
~ wants Africans -- especially educated Afri cans -- to 

K 
accept their Africanness and stop mimicing non- African customs, 

I\ 

traditions, fashions and styles which are entirely inappropriate 

and even a bit ridiculous in an African setting. Only by af

firming the integrity of their own cultural identity will Africans 
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find ha.ppiness and genuin~ fulfillment. As Ngugi wa Thiong 'o 
Okc:,t-

puts it in an introduction to these essays. ,p:!.li,.ek "is 

simply and 

create . ,,lj 
rightly saying that we cannot ape and hope to 
Okot-
,:1:B~k desires to release the creative potential 

of A,.:rica b), making Africans conscious and proud of their 

own rich cultural heritage. 
cJkot 

In his ess?ys on literature, pttt.,DIA<. begins the pro-

cess of cultural r edefinition by questioning the Western con

ception of literature its elf. He points out that "in Western 

scholarship , literature means the writings of a particular 

time or country, especially those valued for excellence of 

form or expression. This definition, with its emphasis on 

'writing', implies that 

of human societies which 

In place of this "narrow 

literature is the exclusive preserve 

have invented the art of writing. ,Y 
Okot 

and discriminatory definition"~ 

advoca tes adopting a more "dynamic and democratic" notion of 

literature as an art embracing "all the creative works of man 

expressed in words."CJ This would take in oral as well as 

written performances because "words can be spoken, sung or 

written. Toe voice of the singer or the speaker and the pen 

and paper are mere midwives of a pregnant mind. A song is a 

song whether it is s ung, spoken or w~itten down."t)' By redefining 
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Okot 
1i terature in this m:.y, p,LM I i$k is able to demons tr ate that 

~\frica posses,es one of the richest'literary cultures in 

the world . 

He also emphasizes that literature in Africa is a 

living social art . It is not a collection of old classics 

that one reads alone or studies diligently at school in 

order to pass examinations and win certificates. It is an 

intensely expressive activity which aims at publicly com

municating deeply felt emotions. Someti~es it may be de

signed to amuse, sometimes to instruct, but the best litera

ture never fails to make a profound impact on the whole com

munity. It is a totally democratic art which attempts to 

reach everyone within earshot. There must always be direct 

corrnnunication between the artist and his audience and full 

participation by all present . This means that the African 

literary artist cannot afford to indulge in deliberate ob

scurity. He produces his art not for art's sake but f or 

society' s sake. 

Song of Lawino was created in this spirit. It is a 

thoroughly indigenous poem content, style, message 

and aesthetic philosophy. the songs he knew bes t 

-- Acoli and Lango traditional 3ongs of praise and abuse, joy 

and sorrow, s:'111pathy and satire - - and made use of their r i ch 
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poetic resources in composing an original anthem in honor 

of Africa. The result was something both old and new be-
Okot 

cause while ~c exploited many of th e convent ions of 

oral Jrt, he also invented a novel literary genre which 

had never be.ln seen in African uriting before . He did 

this first in his own mot her tongue and then in English, 

claiming to have "clipped a bit of the eagle's wings and 

rendered the sharp edges of the warrior's sword rusty and 

blunt, and also murdered rhythm and rhyme11~ the pr ocess 

of translation. Like a t raditional poet he was trying to 

reach the widest possibl e audience because he felt he had 

an important idea to impart. And l ike a liter ary a r tist 

he was still experimenting with his verbal medium in an 

effort to find a uniquely appropriate idiom to carry his 

message. Song of Lawino is thus a hybrid achievement, a 

successful sustained blending of oral and literary art in 

a long poem remarkably innovative in conception and design 

yet immanently African in orientation. 

Much of the Africanness of the poem resides in i ts 

imagery, ideology and rhetorical structure. It is an oral 

song sung by an illiterate Ugandan housewife who complains 

bitterly about the insults and ill treatment she receives 

from her university-trained husband . Being an unschooled 
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village girl, Lawino speaks in the earthy idiom of the rural 

peasantry and sees everything from the perspective of a 

country cousin. She cannot understand why her husband Ocol 

follows Western ways and why he rejec ts her for clinging to 

the traditions of her people. She knows nothing about ball

room dancing, cooking on a modern stove, and reading clocks, 

books or thennometers, and sees no reason why she should 

learn s uch strange skills when she -can get along perfectly 

well wi th out them. She has been exposed t o a few Christian 

beliefs and teachings but these she found either incompre

hens ible or profoundly perplexing. Why can't she be a llowed 

to follow her own ways? Why must Ocol abuse and punish her 

for being African? These are the questions Lawino asks re-

peatedly as she recounts her husband's brutal ity and cruel 

words. Recalling the time Ocol branded her and her kinsfolk 

as igno~ant, superstitious fools, she laments: 

My husband's tongue 

Is bitter like the roots of the lyonno lily, 

It is hot like the penis of the bee, 

Like the sting of the kalang ! 

Ocol's tongue is fj_erce like the arrow of th e scorpion, 

Deadly like the spear of the buffalo- hornet. 

It is ferocious 

---- --------
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Like the poison 0£ a barren woman 

And corrosive like the juice of the gourd. (p. 16) 

Eve-rything Lawino says is rooted in the reality she has 

mastered, the world she knows. She speaks in a language 

which reveals an intimate knowledge and experience of rural 

African life. Obviously such a perceptive observer is 

neither ignorant nor foolishly superstitious. Lawino 1 s 

imagery alone refutes Ocol 1 s accusation. 
Okd:. 's 
:{tJH.1:@Ws strategy throughout the poem is to con-

trast the natural grace and dignity of traditional African 

ways with the grotesque artificiality of modern habits and 

practices that educated Africans have copied from Europe. 
Okor 

The primary target i s Ocol' s "apemanship" but ~ grad-

ually widens the focus of Lawino's complaints to embrace much 

larger social, political and religious issues arising from 
Okot 

rabid, unthinking Westernization. ~ once described 

Song of Lawino in an interview as 

a big laugh by this village girl called Lawino, 

laughing at modern man and modern woman in 

Uganda. She thinks that the educated folk are 

spoiled, in the sense that they don't belong, 

they don 1 t enjoy fully the culture of the people 

... 
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of Uganda, o.nd she thinks that if only these 

cduccttcd people could stop a little bit and 

look back into the village they would find a 

much richer life altogether . ........-

La.wino is able to provide a window on both African worlds 

because she is the product of one a nd a prisoner in the 

other. Like Alice in Wonderland, li.ke Gulliver, like Medza 
MoJ/\fJO 

in Beti's Mission to Kala, she discovers herself in a strange 
I\ 

new universe and reacts strongly to anything that deviates 

from her own cultural expectations and prejudices. But a 

major difference in her case is that most of her audience 

Western as well as African -- does not share her cultural 

perspective but rather that of Ocol, the modern man she is 

laughing at. She forces such readers to see themse lves from 

an entirely different point of view and to j oin in the laughter. 

By mirroring modern manners through her own distorted ethno-

centric lens, Lawino serves as a catalyst of satire. 

But she also becomes a victim of satire because occa

sionally there are significant discrepancies between her words 

and deeds. For instance, after beginning a devastating assault 

on the appearance of Ocol's modern girlfriend Clementine , she 

pauses briefly to assure her audience tha t her mo t ives are pure: 
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Do not think I am ins~lting 

The woman with whom I share my husband! 

Do not think my tongue 

Is being sharpened by jealousy . 

It is the sight of Tina 

That provokes sympathy from my heart. 

I do not deny 

I am a little jealous. 

It is no good lying, 

We all suffer from a little jeal ousy. 

It catches you unawares 

Like the ghosts that bring fevers; 

It surprises people 

Like earth tremors : 

But when you see the beautiful woman 

Wi th whom I share my husband 

You feel a little pity for her! ~ 

She then resumes her at t ack with gusto, r idiculing Tina' s 

dried-up breasts and padded brassiere, insinuating she has 

aborted or killed many children in her long lifetime, and 

scoffing at her s lim 11meatless" figure, Obviously La.wino is 

I. . 
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more than a little jealous of the woman she claims to pity. 
Okot 

rfli::tm: c~refully counterpoints Lawino ' s lapses 

into pure invective with her gentle, nostalgic reflections 

on traditional African life. These frequent changes in mood 

and tempo reveal the softer side of her personality while 

reinforcing her emphasis on differences between the old and 

the new. Lawino's sympathies always lie with tradition, and 

through graphic images and telling details she is able to 

communicate her enthusiasm for the customs and practices of 

her people . She describes a civilization which is wholesome, 

coherent, deeply satisfying to those born into it, and there

fore naturally resistant to fundamental change. Her angry 

tirade against Tina is followed by a rosy account of how rivals 

for a man 1 s love behave in Acoli society and then by a level

headed appeal to Ocol politely asking him to come to his senses 

and stop rejecting his own heritage. 

Listen Ocol, my old friend, 

The ways of your ances tors 

Are good, 

Their customs are solid 

And not hollow 

They are not t h i n, not easily breakable 

They cannot be blown away 
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By the winds 

Because their roots reach deep into the soil. (p. 29) 

This is the theme of Lawino's entire song . 

But because she tends to sing it too stridently, 

because she refuses to make the slightest effort to adjust 

to modern ways, because she remains so intractably old

fashioned, Lawino eventually exposes herself as a tribal 

chauvinist who is as limited in vision as her husband Ocol. 

Sometimes she is conscious of her inflexibility, as when she 

admits she cannot "cook like a white woman11 or "dance the 

white man's dances" because she has never cared to learn such 

revolting skills. On other occasions she appears to be to

tally unaware of the strength of her own cultural pre judices, 

and this naivetf sets her criticism of others in an ironic 

light. For example she showers insults on Tina's lipstick, 

powder, perfume, wig and artificially dyed and straightened 

hair yet in the very next breath goes on to extol Acoli customs 

of tattooing, body-painting, body-scenting and h air dressing. 

Her aim may be to condemn Tina's apewomanship and to ridicule 

Ocol's perverse preference for Western odors and adornments, 

but she does not seem to realize that she is simultaneously 

betraying the absurdity of her own dogmatic Acolitude. Her 
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unconscious undercutting of her own argument is a classic 

example of reflexive satire: the use of satire to satirize 

the satirist. 

This is not to say that her attacks on the follies 

of Westernized Africans are invalid or unjustified. Lawino 

has a keen eye for human stupidity, and her common sense 

does not allow her to be easi ly taken in by pretense and 

affectation. She views Ocol and Tina not as her superiors 

but as ordinary human beings who are struggling desperately 

to prove themselves superior by adopting Western ways. Since 

she does not understand such ways, she raises fundamental 

questions about their logic and propriety which Westerners 

and Westernized Africans never bother to ask . For instance, 

she wants to know why 

-

At the height of the hot season 

The progressive and civilised ones 

Put on blanket suits 

Q 
And wo}len socks from Europe, 

Long under-pants 

And woollen vests, 

White shirts; 

They wear dark glasses 

1-~- 'l "L~ And neck-ties from Europe. ~ 1 
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She also can 't imagine what pleasure these people take in 

smoking, drinking, kissing and other unclean, unnatural acts. 

Lawino regards such habits as foolish and unhealthy. Those 

who indulge in them ought to be avoided, not admired or emulated. 

Even more difficult for Lawino to fathom are Western 

habits of mind. Why should Ocol reckon time by consulting 

a clock when there are much more natural signs by which to 

measure the passing of a day? Why _should he want to give his 

children Christian names when Acoli names are more meaningful? 

Why should he place so mu ch faith in Western medicine and prayer 

and scorn the remedies offered by herbalists and diviners? Why 

should politicians who are working toward the same goals oppose 

one another? By asking these questions Lawiao focuses atten

tion on some of the arbitrary and seemingly irrational aspects 

of Western behavior which would very likely baffle any non

Westerner encountering them for the first time. She forces us 
w.112...s+e .... .,, 

to recognize the illogicality of Clll&l:"~ways. Her incomprehension 

is both a warning and a protest against cultural arrogance. 

What makes Lawino a more sensible person than Ocol is 

her acceptance of the validity of other cultures, despite her 

personal aversion to them. She does not insist, as Ocol does, 

that everyone conform t o her own cultural pattern. She realizes 

that Westerners will behave as Westerners, and though she would 
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clearly prefer Africans to behave as Africans, she is con-

tent to let Ocol eat Western foods and adopt Western eccen

tricities so long as he reciprocates with equal tolerance 

fo r her traditional preferences. She would like to see her 

husband return to the Acoli life style he had once enjoyed, 

but if that is impossible (as it appears to be), then l et 

him at least r espect her right to remain loyal to the ways 

of her ancestors. At one point she sums it all up by saying 

I do not understand 

The ways of foreigners 

But I do not despise their customs. 

Why should you despise yours? •.• 

The pumpkin in the old homestead 

Must not be uprooted! (13p, 29 30) _C?~ ....... - -

Lawino's "lamentlf is a plea for tolerance , understanding and 

respect for African culture. 

Okot's 
The success ~ Song of Lawino r es ts primarily on 

pJal~E~ creation of a convincing persona to articulate his 

ideas. Lawino's vibrant personality animates the entire poem, 

giving it the energy and earthiness appropriate to an icono

clastic assault on pos tcolonial 1'high11 culture . Only a woman 

of her peasant origins could reject Weeternization so totally . 
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Only a scorned wife of her particular matrimonial temper 

could denounce her husband so passionately yet yearn to 

win back his love. There may be inconsistencies in her 

conduct and huge self-contradictions in her argument, but 

these simply make her a more believable human being. She 

wins us over by the honest eloquence of her emotion, the 

primitive force of her tongue. 

Yet we must never forget that she is a persona and 
Okot:: 

that~ may not share all her views. Song of Lawino 

is a long dramatic monologue deliberately placed in the mouth 

of an invented character, and to understand its full meaning, 

we must carefully appraise the singer as well as the song. 

Lawino presents a persuasive case for African tradition be

cause she is able to perceive salient absurdities of modern 

African life through eyes unclouded by formal education or 

acculturation to Western ways. But though she sees clearly, 

her vision is limited by her own narrow cultural prejudices 

to a single, circumscribed point of view, and she has real 

difficulty seeing beyond her Acoli nose. This makes a good 

deal of her testimony suspect, for it is impossible to trust 

impassioned polemics brinnning with so much overstatement and 

exaggeration. Lawino's argument, though tempered with unconscious 

irony, is just too one-sided. 
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Qko-t" 
This may have been why ~ decided to write 

Song of Ocol as a reply to Lawino. ·By giving Ocol a chance 
Okat-

to state his own case, fi™k could examine the same social, 

political and cultural issues from a totally different point 

of view. And in the process of ostensibly redressing the 

balance of a biased conjugal debate, he could make clever 

use of satire to reassert basically the same position he had 

advocated in Song of Lawino. 

In singing his song, Ocol reveals himself as exactly 

the type of person Lawino had described -- an angry, insensi

tive, impatient opportunist intent on destroying African tra

ditions and insh.tutions in the name of progress. He hates 

everything black because he associates blackness with back-

wardness and primitivism. 

What is Africa 

To me? 

Blackness, 

Deep, deep fathomless 

Darkness; 

Africa, 

Idle giant 

Basking in the sun, 



Sleeping, snoring, 

Twitching in dreams; 

Diseased with a chronic illness, 

Choking with black ignoran ce, 

Chained to the rock 

Of poverty ••• 

Mother, mother, 

Why, 

Why was I born 

Black? 

20 

In order to overcome his feelings of self-hatred and inferiority, 

Ocol is ready to uproot Lawino's pumpkins, burn mud huts, im

prison witches and vi llage poets, hang professors of African 

studies and ob li terate indigenous cultural treasures. His aim 

is to 

Smash all these mirrors 

That I may not see 

The blackness of the past 

From which I came 

Reflected in them . ~ 

Much of Ocol's song i s an i nventory of what he intends 

to destroy. He speaks as a member of the ruling class that came 

---- . ----------·- --·-
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to power after independence with thE; ambition of transforming 

a former colony into a modern nation state. In order t o 

bring "civilization" to their part of the world, these West

ernized African leaders are planning to demolish the Old 

Homestead and build a New City complete with statues of 

European explorers, missionaries and kings. Their notion 

of national progress is further imitation of Europe. 

Nothing Ocol says wins our sympathy. He seems so 

intent on ravaging the countryside and throwing harmless 

people into prison in order to achieve a worthless goal tha t 

it is impossible to view him in a friendly light. He is 

obviously a blackguard obsessed with a desire to prove him

self white . He displays no love or tenderness toward his 

fellow man and possesses no traits worthy of admiration. 

Indeed, one wonders why Lawino wants him back! 

.l'v3 Ocol speaks, his own words condemn him, making h i m 

the butt of r i dicul e. For example, after ou tlining a strategy 

for wiping out African culture and traditions and replacing 

them with Wester n ways, he asks an African Ambassador at the 

United Nations t o 

Tell the world 

In English or in French, 

Talk about 



The African foundation 

On which we are 

Building the new nations 

Of Africa. (p. 83) 
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Ocol also claims to hate poverty but does nothing to help 

the poor, even though he has grown wealthy as a politician . 

His major concern as a public servant is not with the public 

welfare but with keeping thieves and trespassers off his 

vast country estate . He is a rich landed aristocrat in a 

poor underdeveloped country, a contrast which points up the 

disparity between his nationalistic ideals and parasitic 

practices. Virtually every line he speaks betrays him as 

an arch-hypocrite. 

By the time we finish Song of Ocol we are aware that 

Lawino was right: Ocol' s "apemanship" has turned him into a 

monster. If he had managed to retain a healthy r espect for 

African traditions, he might have been a better person and 

a far more constructive inf luence on his society. His fanatical 

Westernization and rejection of himself have prevented him from 

developing into a creative human being. He has lost not just 

his ethnic identity but his humanity. 

Thus Song of Lawino and Song of Ocol, though 

structured as a debate, ac tually present two sides of the same 

-~---~----- - ------~~~------~~-~~------------·--- ------
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coin; they may face in opposite dirE:ctions but they have 

precisely the same ring. Ocol's argument is undercut so 

completely by irony that it reinforces Lawino' s position.· 
0 kot .J 

And~ by removing himself from the quarrel between 

his personae, is able to establish an independent stance 

some distance from the ground Lawino defends. He advocates 

neither an atavistic return to Acoli customs and traditions 

nor a total abandonment of Western ways. His aim appears 

to be to help educated Africans -- his readers, in fact -

appreciate their rich cultural heritage so they can create 

a new culture equally meaningful and relevant to Africa. 
OkoiJs 

p::1%4fe:k1i.s next song was much more ambiguous. Instead 

of carrying the cultural debate further, he turned to an ex

plosive new political subject and treated it in a deliberately 

equivocal fashion. He used the same basic poetic form an 

emotionally charged dramatic monologue -- bu t inves ted it with 

such complex irony that its moral center was difficult to 

discern. The poem has aroused 

East Afric::.- and is likely to 

considerable controversy in 

go on provoking lively discussion 

for some time to come. Brief and puzzling, it has all the 

fascination of a conundrum, 

"Song of Prisoner" begins as the anguished soliloquy 

of a man who appears to have been brutally beaten and thrown 
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rhetoric. PerhlB9s the prisoner is the heroic liberator he 

claims to be; perhaps he is the dupe of sinister forces in 

his society. In evaluating his conduct , we have only his 

own half-demented words to go by. 

And next we hear him shouting that he had been a 

Minister in the Government, in fact had been the one respon-

sible for "Law and Order ..• Peace and Goodwill in the Land" 

(p. 83). He asks for his gold pen so he can write his chil

dren and parents and send them fat cheques, He ~ow appears 

to have changed character completely, picking up a new set 

of parents along the way and leapfrogging from the depths 

of proletarian squalor to the heights of bourgeois luxury. 

Indeed, he has been transmuted into another Ocol. Could 

this be the same prisoner we had seen and heard earlier ? If 

so, has he gone irretrievably mad? What accounts for h is 

sudden, magical transformation? 
Okot: 

does not stop to answer thes e ques tions be-

fore moving into the final section of the poem , which contains 

a morbid appeal for oblivion as a distraction from despair. 

The prisoner says he wants to be free so he can sing, drink, 

dance and fornicate until he forgets the anguish of his insig

nificance. He knows that he has no future and that his children 

,, ·------ -
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will never go to school or have a chance to escape wretched 

poverty. His only hope for release from these depressing 

thoughts lies in total debauchery: 

I want to drink 

And get drunk, 

I do not want to know 

That I am powerless 

and helpless, 

I do not want to remember anything. 

I want to forget 

That I am a lightless star, 

A proud Eagle 

Shot down 

By the arrow 

Of Uhuru! (p. 94) 

The poem's internal contradic t ions generate a confused 

response . Should we feel sympathy for this prisones or disgus t ? 

Is he worthy of pity, approbation or condemnation ? Was his 
()ko"t 

crime noble or base? ~ leads us first towar d one con-

clusion, then t oward another until we are trapped in th e l aby

r inth of the prisoner's complex personality . By encouraging 
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us to make judgements which we later feel compelled to reverse, 
0 ko'i:- ' 
pi&Ditu makes us realize how difficult it is to distinguish 

between good and bad in contemporary Africa, We applaud the 

guerrilla "freedom fighters" who boldly take the law into 

their OYm hands, yet we are appalled by the hard-fisted tactics 

of military regimes founded with the same disregard for indi

vidual liberties , The political assassin is seen as a national 

hero by some and as a self-seeking rogue by others. Many who 
Okor 

feel oppressed may themselves b~ruthless oppressors. ~ 

seems to be saying that in the confusion of post-Uhuru Africa, 

justice, honor, loyalty, morality -- all the great social and 

political virtues may be subject to reinterpretation according 

to the exigencies of the moment and the bias of the interpreter. 

There are no longer any fixed truths, only competing ideologies. 

This may be a cynical conclusion and perhaps even a gross mis-
Okot 1.s 

reading of~~ intention, but when confronted wi th such 

rich ambiguity in a liter a r y work, it is easy f or a reader to 

go astray. The fact that the poem has already stirred so much 

controversy suggests that it invites many different interpretations. 

is th e 

Although most critics have assumed that "Song of Prisoner" 

song of a single prisoner, ~ here is some ev i dence sug-

gesting that it may have been conceived as a medley of various 
Oko't 

voices. lf!jfFqdr i s reported to have said that the 11 Soft Grass" 

~---··----
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episode involving the Minis ter and the gold pen is an inter

polation by "a man in the next cell; whom the Prisoner over-

~ hears." If this is so, what is to prevent us from identi-

fying other lyrics which seem out of character as songs sung 

by other prisoners? Perhaps "Song of Prisoner" actually 

represents the connnunal wailings of an entire cell block. 

This would make the poem less complex psychologically but 

certainly no less damning as an indictment of contemporary 

African experience. Despite flashes of gallows humor, it 

remains a very gloomy song . 

"Song of Malaya," which is paired with "Song of 

Prisoner 11 in Two Songs, provides boisterous comic relief. 

The {ostitute who sings it is good natured, proud of her 

profession and tolerant of all mankind. Like a public comfort 

station she invites men of every description to enter and 

make use of her facilities. No one is barred or refused ser

vice. She is the great social equalizer, humanity's most effec

tive democratizer because she mixes with high and low indis

ciminately. All who come to her are reduced to the same level. 

She functions as the world's lowest common multiplier. 

And for this very reason she is in a good position to 

expose cant and hypocrisy. Her song is a series of rebukes to 

her critics -- to the chief who accuses he r of giving him vene

real disease, to the wife who is unhappy about sharing her 

-~---_-_-_-_-:_-_-~---:,,-_-_-_-_-_~_-_-~-~-~-~-------·----~-------
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husband with a whore, to the priest.who preaches that monog

amy is morality, to the schoolmaster who calls her children 

bastards, to the brother who despises her yet buys the ser-

vices of other prostitutes, to the policeman who arrests 

her even though he was her customer the night before, Malaya 

answers their charges with common sense and good humor, 

pointing out their own failings and moral weaknesses in the 

process. Each of her replies ends with words of encourage

ment to her fellow professionals and lay workers: 

Sister Malayas 

Wherever you are, 

Wealth and health 

Tousall. ~ 

As in Song of Lawino the strategy of the monologue 

is to juxtapose two different world views, one a commonly 
..J 

accepted perspective and the other a somewhat unorthodox out-

look, and to slant the argument in such a fashion as to demon

strate the moral superiority of the latter. In "Song of Malaya" 

we find outselves agreeing that prostitution seems a who lesome 

profession when compared with marriage, priesthood, teaching, 

law enforcement and other occupations which are no better ethi

cally and spiritually than the imperfect human beings who take 

-~---· ---~--------~· 
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them up. The prostitute is at least self-reliant, open and 

unpretentious -- a much healthier person psychologically 

than those who condemn her. She embraces all who come to 

her, never attempting to deny pleasure to those who are willing 

to pay the price. Her message, like Lawino's, is one of tolerance 

for human diversity. She accepts whatever seems natuFal and 

genuine, rejecting only the patently artificial and and perverted. 

Malaya is clearly more moral than her society. 

In Artistjthe Ruler (1986), a collection of Okot's essays 

and unfinished works published posthumously, one finds some of the 

same arguments about culture, art and values that he had espoused 

earlier. He persisted in raising big questions and seeking to 

answer them in a way that affirmed the validity of indigenous 

social and cultural institutions. He also put forward the view that 

the artist had a key role to play in guiding society toward 

humane goals. In the essay from which the title of the book was 

taken, he asserted that 

If there are two types of rulers in every society, that is, 

those who use physical force to subdue men, and those that 

employ beautiful thing~, sweet songs and funny stories, rhythm, 

shape and colour, to keep individuals and society sane and 

flourishing, then in my view, it is the artist who is the 

greater ruler. 

The artist thus is not just an entertainer but a gentle ~e~der 

and legislator of social norms. And who qualifies for this special 

role in society? In Okot's view, "every human being is an artist." 

some may be greater than others, but all respond to beauty, all 

participate in creating art and investing it with social relevance. 
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This was not just empty theorizing on Okot's part, for he lived 

his life according to this credo. As an artist, as an educator, 

as an agitator, his role was basically the same. He himself was 

quite conscious of the consistency of his position. 

interview he once said 

In an 

I want to suggest that all my writings, whether they are 
V"-t O Vl C> ~ r·c,.f' hs 1 , 

anthropological ~Bs, studies of religion, essays, 

songs, poems, or even traditional stories and proverbs such 

as I am collecting now, all of them are ammunition for one 

big battle: the battle to decide where we here in Africa 

are going and what kind of society we are building. I think 

you will find great similarities in all the different things 

I have been producing because they all have basically the 

same aim 

Clearly Okot was quite serious about what he was doing as a 

writer. 



Some of the criticism directed at Okot as a commentator 

on East African society has asserted that his analysis of 

contemporary social problems is shallow for he is more an 

entertainer than an incisive social scientist or political 

reformer. Taban lo Liyong has charged him with playfulness 

and insincerity: 

I see more of the frivolous and more of the jester in 

these {sociological and anthropological] works. Only 

rarely do I see an Okot with tight lips and protracted 

visage •... Okot with a political temper is better than 

Okot the sceptic posing as a champion for dying and 

dead customs he doesn't believe in. These are useful only 

as means for giving play to sarcasm, and making fun of other 

people's ways in mock-revenge for their destruction of 

the ways of his own people, again in which he does not 

seriously believe. ~ 

Ngugi wa Thiong'o has expressed the view that Okot is a bit 

short-sighted for he fails to look at the root causes of 

East Africa's social problems: "While I agree with p'Bitek's 

call for a cultural revolution, I sometimes feel that he is 

in danger of emphasizing culture as if it could be divorced 



from its political and economic basis ..• Can we be ourselves 

while our economic life is regulated by forces outside Africa?".-, 

~~n::tf~~ Andrew Gurr, echoing Ngugi and quoting Frantz 

Fanon, has complained that Okot's diagnosis of social ills 

"does not go below the surface of the problem ••• [He] is fussing ~ 

over the outworn garments of the past, not the teeming present." 

These critics want Okot to probe more deeply into the body 

politic and expose the sources of its sickness instead of 

merely mocking the bizarre convulsions of a delirious, moribund 
' . 

~ .... ,.,.: ',:: f ,• ':1:. 

society. They would like him to behave as a 1 j11UN! rather 

than as a clown. 

Yet Okot's strident style of satiric~singing has won him 

a wider audience than any prescriptive political propaganda 

would be likely to, and he has achieved this immense 

popularity without pulling any of his punches. Indeed, his 

four outspoken songs compel us to listen to voices 

we would not ordinarily heed. Original in form, technique 

and idea, these vivid lyrical soliloquy~ captivate the 

imagination and provoke the intellect while advancing half-ironic 

arguments that radically challenge some of our basic cultural 

assumptions. Our immediate reaction to such audacity may be to 

laugh in astonishment, but Okot has a talent for forcing us to 

think as we laugh. He never lets us rest comfortably in 

mindless complacency. This makes him an unsettling writer, 

indeed a very revolutionary artist, for his constant questioning 

teaches us entirely new ways of seeing ourselves and others. 

By singing comically and occasionally off-key, he draws 

attention to serious social disharmonies which require adjustment 

and correction. He is writing not merely to amuse but to 



instruct and guide his people. He once said that a truly 

African literature must have 11 deep hurnan roots 11 and deal 

"honestly and truthfully with the problems of the human situation. 11 

Okot p'Bitek who spent his life striving to produce this kind of 

literature, deserves recognition as one of Africa's major 

creative talents. Though he remains to some extent a blithe 

spirit, he articulated important ideas about culture and identity 

that still have relevance in Africa today. Okot may have been 

a clown but he was a serious clown, the kind whose antics 

provoke wholesome, regenerative ,. laughter, 
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