
' - , 

POSTCOLONIALISM IN THE WAKE OF THE NAIROBI REVOLUTION: NG UGI WA 

THIONG'O AND THE IDEA OF AFRICA. 

by 

Apollo Obonyo Amoko 



To my parents Stephen Obonyo Amoko and Mary Awino Obonyo. 

Jn memorium Lemuel A. Johnson. 



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

To my mentor, Simon Gikandi. To Nancy Rose Hunt, David William Cohen, Tfeoma Nwankwo 

and Mamadou Diouf. To Carroll Smith Rosenberg. To Leah Rosenberg. For exlraordinary support in the 

face of a continuing medical crisis, to the Department of English at the University of Florida, in particular 

my colleagues John Leavey, Pamela Gilbert, Phil Wegner and MaJini Schueller. To colleagues at the 

Center for African Studies in particular Leo Villalon, Todd Leedy and Luise White. 

To Ngugi wa Thiong'o. To Gichingiri Ndigirigi, Joseph Mbele, James Ogude, and Carol and 

Marvin Sicherman. To the following scholars and a1tists in Kenya: Mohammed Abdulaziz, Kavctsa 

Adagala, Peter Amuka, Francis Imbuga, Arthur Luvai, Stephen Mwenesi, Godfrey Muriuki, Oby 

Obyerodhiambo, Waveney Olembo, and Wasambo Were. To my sisters Apelles A. Obonyo and Esther A. 

Obonyo. To Stephen Slemon and Lily Cho. To the following scholars and artists in Uganda: Austin 

Bukenya, Okot Benge, Susan Kiguli, Abasi Kiyimba, Katebalirwe Amooti wa Irumba, Timothy Wangusa 

and Robert Serumaga. To Elias Jengo, Adam Korogoto and Amandina Lihamba of the University of Dar 

es Salaam. 

Finally, a personal tribute to Lemuel A. Johnson, a committee member, who passed away on 

March 12, 2002 weeks prior to the completion of my doctoral studies at the University of Michigan. Lem 

read and commented on virtually every major paper that I wrote during my tenure at Michigan. He 

attended every presentation and performance I gave no matter how minor. I benefited immeasurably from 
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nearly three hundred pages of a draft dissertation. While I cannot claim to have been equal to all the 



questions, criticisms, and suggestions he raised, I know that my work was much better for his 

extraordinary sacrifice. 

Professor Johnson's commitment to my work went well beyond the call of duty. He once insisted 

on a marathon three-hour dissertation conference quite literally in between chemotherapy treatments. 

During that meeting, he went through my arguments literally page by page. In order lo complete this 

exhausting task, he kept waiting a number of valued friends who had come to visit with him in his illness. 

I learnt later that he had not seen these friends, in some instances, for months. At the conclusion of a 

meeting that had visibly drained him, wilh a generosity and self-sacrifice that was uniquely his, Professor 

Johnson insisted on giving me a ride home. Convinced that it was not appropriate for me to walk home 

after visiting him in the dead of winter, he rather impatiently brushed aside my objections, put on his coat 

and got onto his car. During the ride, he went out of his way to praise my project and to encourage me. 

Being both postcolonial subjects, our relationship tended to express itself rather formally. As such, l was 

somewhat embarrassed at his high praise. I think he took a certain pleasure in seeing me squirm. He also 

took time to inquire about my welfare. He was more than my demanding professor; he was my mentor 

and friend. In the weeks following our conference, he sent me several emails calling to my attention a 

range of new issues-and new references. At poinls, 1 was chastened by the realization that he seemed to 

be thinking more consistently and more cogently about my prqject than I was. On at least one occasion, 

he took it upon himself, despite illness, to go to the library and check out a book he thought would help 

me develop a particular argumenL Having bookmarked the relevant sections, he left it in my mailbox with 

the suggestion that I return to the library and borrow it in my own name. Amazed by his devotion, I was 

happy to comply. 

My last meeting with Professor Johnson took place in the last week of January 2002 when I gave 

a brovro bag lecture at the University of Michigan's Institute for the Humanities. It was a relatively minor 

event at which I read an excerpt from one the chapters that he had already exhaustively commented on. A 

few days prior to the event, Professor Johnson wrote with more comments and more references for my 

consideration. As a postcript to his email, he indicated that even though he was not feeling well, he would 



make every effort to attend my talk. Deeply moved, I nevertheless felt obliged to inform him that J would 

not be saying anything new, as I was yet to formulate a coherent response to the many and varied 

questions that he and the rest of my committee ha<l raised. Without responding to my email, he showed up 

for the talk anyway and sat, as was customary, inconspicuously at the back of the room. He listened 

attentively to a talk that must not only have sounded very familiar to him but also went on too long. He 

waited patiently until everyone else in the room had asked questions and then, as only he could, asked a 

probing question. l may have been saying nothing new, but he had new insights and critiques by way of 

response. At the conclusion of the talk, though visibly drained, he stayed on and waited until everyone 

else who desired to speak with me had had their turn. He wanted the opportunity to personally 

congratulate and encourage me. I learnt later that he had gone back home wiped out but delighted: Even 

without knowing then that this would be our la':it interaction, even without knowing then that this would 

be the last academic event that he would be able to attend, l too was delighted he had come. I was sad that 

Professor Johnson's chair was empty during my dissertation defense. But I am deeply grateful that, due to 

his extraordinary sacrifice, his imprint will forever remain everywhere present in my project lam very 

grateful to have known him. The lesson of Professor Johnson's life stands before me as a powerful 

testament not simply to brilliance and accomplishment, but also to integrity and decency and character 

and devotion and charity and courage and grace. 
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INTRODUCTION 

African Uterature in the Wake of the Nairobi Revolution 

This book examines the emergence of modem African literature both as a creative 

practice and an academic discipline. Building on the work of John Guillory and Pierre 

Bourdieu, I trace the connection between the concept of "representation" as the 

foundational trope in contemporary aesthetic inquiry and the concept of "representation" 

in contemporary democratic thought. With specific reference to African literature, I 

examine the relationship popularly imagined between institutions of literature and the 

processes of nationalist legitimation: that is, between colonial and postcolonial school 

cultures, on the one hand, and national cultures, on the other. I analyze the emergence of 

African literature and its institutionalization within nationalist African academies. My 

particular focus-my case study as it were-is the oeuvre of Ngugi wa Thiong'o, an 

author who was instrumental in shaping both the African literary tradition and its place in 

the university. As a novelist, dramatist, theorist and academic whose works spans the 

early l 960s to the present, Ngugi has been a central figure in the establishment of modern 

African literature. Both admirers and critics of his work regard him as a pre-eminent 

postcolonial literary nationalist. Revising this critical consensus, I suggest that, its 

explicit nationalist intentions and postcolonial critical stance notwithstanding, Ngugi's 

work belongs to a colonial and exclusionary school culture. 

Unlike previous studies by such diverse scholars as Carol Sichennann, Simon 

Gikandi, and Patrick Williams, this book does not attempt a chronological or 
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comprehensive study of Ngugi's work from its early beginnings to its ostensibly mature 

present. These scholars have already provided, from various perspectives, invaluable 

accounts of Ngugi's rise and development as a writer, performer, and theorist. Sicherman 

provides useful biographical and archival information; Williams offers suggestive 

readings of Ngugi's fiction; and Gikandi presents a theoretically rigorous and systematic 

analysis of a1l of Ngugi's writing, tracing in one compelling volume the writer's 

evolution through time. Nor do I confine myself to a particular period in Ngugi's literary 

career as, for example, James Ogudc docs in his detailed and informative study of 

Ngugi's early novels. Instead, I attempt a symptomatic reading of select Ngugi texts 

(some early fiction alongside some later novels, some plays in the historical context of 

their inaugural performances as well as some of his theoretical writings) in an attempt to 

explore the intractable dilemmas of postcolonial intellectual formation. I do not posit any 

particular narrative of Ngugi's writcrly progress across time. Rather, I examine the ways 

in which the author, like so many others of the immediate post-colonial generation, 

returns again and again to a set of irresolvable questions pertaining to the legacy of 

colonialism, the possibility of postcolonial revolution, the place of culture and the role of 

the intellectual in the postcolony. 

Context is critical to understanding Ngugi's corpus. Like many contemporary 

writers who first emerged in the 1950s and 60s, Ngugi has a fundamentally ambivalent 

conception of postcolonial African. While much of his writing explores the romantic 

possibility of African restoration and/or postcolonial revolution, his work as a whole 

seems pervaded by the discourse of tragedy and despair. He seems to depict postcoJonial 
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Africa as a place of ripe for restoration and renewal. But he also seems to recognize, 

often with bitter irony, the sheer impossibility of realizing such intellectual longings. 

Historian David Scott has noted a similar ambivalence between the romantic 

longing for postcolonial revolution and the despair of imminent failure in the work of the 

Caribbean scholar C. L. James. Like Ngugi, James writes about the transition from 

colonialism to postcolonialism. In his 1938 book, The Black Jacobins James offers a 

historical interpretation of the Haiti Revolution (1791- 1804 ). He focuses on Toussaint 

Louverture, the heroic leader of an ultimately successful anti-colonial struggle. Scott 

highlights a striking ambivalence in James's reading of Louverture, the heroic leader who 

dies tragically in a French prison in 1803, just before black ex-slaves had helped organize 

toppled French colonialism. The Black Jacobins is a compelling romance celebrating a 

successful anti-colonial revolution. But it is also a wrenching tragedy haunted by the 

failure of Haiti to fulfill its revolutionary promise. A similar unresolved interplay 

between romance and tragedy is a central feature of Ngugi's aesthetic. Scott defines the 

genre of the romance as "a drama of redemption," specifically postcolonial redemption 

and vindication.1 The romance narrates the hero's transcendence over the world of 

experience. According to Scott, the "mythos of Romance," unfolds in a particular 

sequence: "the rhythms of redemption, the epic momentums of successive historical 

events, the metaphysical movement from Darkness to Light, Bondage to Freedom."2 He 

explains that, as a teleological narrative, romance typically takes the shape of a quest: 

The protagonist (invariably associated with the new, with Light, with 

order) undertakes a perilous journey; there are encounters with antagonists 

or enemies (invariably associated with the old, with Darkness, with 
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disorder); the inevitable conflict ensues between these irreconcilable 

principles; there are heightened moments when Darkness seems poised to 

vanquish Light; and finally victorious deliverance or overcoming from 

bondage, from evil, comes.3 

In short, romance represents an attempt to depict Lhe individual as at one with his or her 

natural community. Historically, the genre emerged in Europe in the face of the 

upheavals and uncertainties of modernity. It represented an attempt to narrate radical 

change as reassuring tradition.4 In the postcolonial context, romantic narratives take the 

form of what Scott has described as a longing for postcolonial revolution and/or a return 

to organic tradition. In Ngugi's work, the romantic longing for postcolonial restoration 

and/or revolution seems invariably accompanied by a discourse of failure and 

impossibility. The ways Ngugi's writing, in particular in his early novc1s, fuses and 

confuses a nationalistic romantic quest with ironic despair comprises one of the principle 

foci of this study. 

Critics as diverse as Kwame Anthony Appiah, Simon Gikandi, and V. Y. 

Mudimbc contend, modem African literature emerged in the late 1950s and early 6Os as a 

discourse designed to liberate African subjects from colonial tutelage. In order to 

transcend racist colonial stereotypes, writers such as Ngugi, Chinua Achebe, Wole 

Soyinka, and Chiekh Hamidou Kane emphasized the fundamental rationality of 

precolonial African societies. Paradoxically, however, these founding texts of African 

literature depended, for their revisionary power, on the grammar and conceptual 

infrastructure of colonial social science. My study takes as its point of departure the 

successful movement led by Ngugi that resulted in the abolition of the English 
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Department at the University of Nairobi in the late 1960s and the establishment of an 

Afrocentric deparlmenl of literature in English. A signal--but instructively 

problematic-moment in the constitution of African literature, this movement has, rather 

uncritically, come to be celebrated as the Nairobi Revolution in English literature. 

Here is what happened: On October 24 1968, Henry Owuor-Anyumba, Taban Lo 

Liyong, and James Ngugi, three young black lecturers affiliated with the English 

Department of the University of Nairobi (a department then dominated by an expatriate 

white professoriate), sent an internal memo to the Dean of the Faculty of Arts calling for 

the department to be abolished. Titled "On the Abolition of the English Department," this 

memo was, unbeknownst to its three authors, destined to become world famous. It set in 

motion a chain of events widely regarded as one of the most radical contcstations of the 

traditional ideology of English literature. In short order, it would lead to the abolition of 

the English depa1tment and the incorporation, instead, of a literature department with a 

heavy Afrocentric focus. The literary historian Carol Sichennan contends, perhaps a 

touch hyperbolically, that "the memo is a founding document of the canon revision 

endemic in international academia in the later twentieth century."5 More concretely, 

Biodun Jeyifo, a prominent scholar of African literature, suggests that in "terms of laying 

the principles and foundations of a curricular and disciplinary consolidation for the rise 

of African literature in the schools and universities of independent Africa, the document 

produced by N gugi wa Thiong' o and his colleagues at the University of Nairobi in 1968 

is inconvertibly the most important document of all."6 

Without seeking to diminish the historical and enduring importance of the Nairobi 

Revolution, it seems important to critically examine some of its problematic premises. To 
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what extent did substituting a self-conscious Afrocentrism for an unacknowledged 

Anglocentrism amount to a radical departure in curricular and disciplinary consolidation? 

To the extent that the movement sought to uncouple the study of literature in English 

from the nationalist history of England, it represented a radical contestation of the 

ideology of EngHsh literature to date. However, by seeking to substitute a romantic 

discourse of "authentic" Africanness for the discourse of "alien" Englishness as the 

condition for literary education in the university, the Nairobi revolution paradoxically 

reaffirmed the traditional ideology of English literature. In short, the movement 

embodied powerfully contradictory impulses, at once rejecting and reproducing the 

cultural nationalist fallacies of colonial discourse. 

Despite their sweeping rhetorical claims, Ngugi and his colleagues may have 

failed to take full stock of the institutional locus as well as the disciplinary focus that both 

enabled and constrained their critique of the Englishness of English literature. The 

institutional context in question is the postcolonial university, a discursive formation 

whose links to the metropolitan university are more fundamental and enduring than may 

have been apparent to them and their future admirers. If the attempts by Malhew Arnold 

and F. R. Leavis, to cite two famous examples, to constitute an English national culture 

from the privileged locus of the metropolitan university can be said to have been driven 

by an intentional fallacy, then Ngugi's project to canonize an African national culture 

from the privileged locus of the postcolonial university can equally be said to have been 

driven by an imitativefatlacy.7 I am not suggesting an ethical or empirical equivalence 

between Ngugi and Arnold. lam contending, however, that, critical differences 

notwithstanding, what is striking and instructive about all three critics is the extent to 
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which they contlate and confuse an existing school culture with an imagined national 

culture. Beyond these scholars, conflating school culture and national culture seems 

widespread in perennial debates about the literary canon throughout the so-called 

English-speaking world, whence the enduring configuration of these debates in terms of 

appropriate forms of citizenship. Invariably, arguments for canon revision or expansion 

hinge on the need to include social groups (such as women or African American) who 

feel excluded from or marginalized by existing national canons. As John Guillory argues, 

the most salient, if generally unacknowledged, fact about the canon debate ''is its locus in 

the universily."8 Is it possible to uncouple school cultures from national and/or global 

cultures? 

As Ngugi, Owuor-Anyumba, and Lo-Liang noted, "On the Abolition of the 

Eriglish Department," was a response to an earlier attempt by the then acting head of the 

department to formulate an English program suitable for a recently postcolonial polity: 

"This is a comment on the paper presented by the Acting Head of the English Department 

at the University of Nairobi to the 42nd meeting of the Art Faculty Board on the 20th 

September, 1968."9 One gets a sense of the administrative tenor of the memo from the 

fact that the Nairobi troika insist on identifying the chair using his precise official 

designation, "Acting Head of the Department of English," and not his name, James 

Stewart. Fmther, this relatively lengthy administrative correspondence is not 

characterized by any of the conventional citation practices of a formal academic essay. 

Consistent with the administrative tenor of their memo, Ngugi and his colleagues 

acknowledged that the memo they were responding to had raised ''important problems," 

and they suggested that it should become "the subject of a more involved debate and 
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discussion, preceding the appointment of a committee with specific tasks." 10 Such a 

committee was in fact appointed in the wake of the motion. After much debate, a 

literature department with a heavy emphasis on African literature was created to replace 

the English Department. 

Stewa1t's less famous memo addressed "possible developments within the Arts 

Faculty and their relationship with the English Department." 11 As the Nairobi troika 

contended, Stewart explored four broad areas: l) the place of modern languages, 

especially French, at the University of Nairobi; 2) the place and role of the Department of 

English; 3) the emergence of a Department of Linguistics and Languages; and 4) the 

place of African languages, especially Swahili. Stewart recommended that a Department 

of Linguistics and Languages, closely affiliated with the English Department, be 

established. As a "remote possibility," he also envisaged the creation of a "Department of 

African Literature, or, alternatively, that of African Literature and Culture."12 Stewart's 

memo presumes an inevitable and instrumental correspondence between literary 

expression and racialized civilizations, between literary education and citizenship. 

The central problem confronting Stewart as well as Ngugi and his colleagues was 

"the role and status of an English Department in an African situation and cnvironment."13 

There was widespread consensus that the literature curriculum should promote 

appropriate forms of citizenship. It is noteworthy that the question of literary value was 

being posed in the charged context of a country that had recently emerged from British 

colonialism. Stewm1 assumed, as a matter of course, that even in this postcoloniaJ African 

setting the academic discipline of English literature carried with it the weight of an entire 

civilization, "the civilization of the modem West." The problem confronting him was the 
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apparently irreducible discontinuity between Western civilization (as purportedly 

embodied by traditional English Department in Britain) and the postcolonial African 

polity (as purportedly embodied by the English Department in Kenya). How, in other 

words, could one universalize British ethnocentrism in order to make it relevant for 

postcolonial African students? He concluded: 

The English Department has had a long history at this College and has 

built up a strong syllabus which by its study of the historic continuity of a 

single culture throughout the period of emergence of the modern west, 

makes it an important companion to History and to Philosophy and 

RcHgious Studies. However, it is bound to become 'less British,' more 

open to other writing in English (American, Caribbean, African, 

Commonwealth) and also to continental writing.for comparative 

14 purposes. 

This magisterial statement condenses, in the context of a small comer of the "English 

world," a range of problematic but widespread assumptions regarding the connection 

between race, aesthetics, civilizations, nationalities, and literary pedagogy. 

Stewart assumed that the goal of a university literary education was the 

production of national subjects or citizens on a basis of integrated interdisciplinary syllabi 

that collectively comprised such totalities as "British culture," "Caribbean culture," 

"African culture," "commonwealth culture" or "Western civilization." This logic features 

an uncanny reproduction in the African postcolony of the language of F. R. Leavis. "The 

real university," Leavis famously wrote, "is a centre of consciousness and human 

responsibility for the civilized world-for the living heritage on which meaning and 

10 



human intelligence can't, in our time, be maintained without a concentrated creativity 

somewhere."15 For Leavis the creative center of civilization was concentrated in the 

English school, the direct link to a living culture. He posited, as his point of departure, the 

hypothetical, na'ive, and ignorant undergraduate student, (which passive figure silently 

dominates all debates about literary canons everywhere). In an important passage, Leavis 

formulated an instructive romantic ideal, that is, an organic wholeness for English 

literature as the central academic discipline in the ideal university: 

At any point in his student career, his English literature will be patchy and 

partial, but properly guided, he will in acquiring his selected areas and 

themes be forming a sense of the whole to which they belong and which 

they implicitly postulate. And here comes another consideration, of a 

different order from the last but intimately associated with it: he will at the 

same time be developing a sense of "belonging" as he reads and thinks 

and works at organizing his knowledge and thought; and this sense-one 

of belonging to a collaborative community, the essential nucleus of which 

is the permanent English school-will play a very important part in the 

force and effectiveness with which he realizes the fact and nature of the 

existence of English literature. 16 

Lea vis's logic provides perhaps the clearest illustration of what Guillory has come to 

refer to as "the pedagogical imaginary": students are assembled for literary studies in 

their capacity as idealized citizens. The cultural unity and continuity of English culture is 

thought to be embodied in exemplary fashion in a set of texts (however limited and 
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incomplete such lists may be) introduced to students in the context of undergraduate 

education. Out of this education, students acquire a distinct sense of English belonging or 

citizenship. Guillory has correctly asserted that the pedagogical imaginary necessarily 

requires that texts be read and taught "out of context" in the service of such specious 

cultural totalities as "English literature" or, indeed, "African literature." 

Lea vis's logic continues even today to haunt cuITent conceptions of 1 i tcratu re both 

in the metropole and in the postcolony. In his 1968 proposal, Stewart uncritically 

accepted Leavis's conceptions. His challenge was to make an African polity, somehow, a 

part of this universal civilization, whence the need for the English Department at Nairobi 

to become "less British" and embrace other literatures in English. English literature, a 

specifically colonial linguistic and literary formation, would, Stewart felt, mediate the 

transition of other cultures-"Amcrican, Caribbean and African"-into Western 

civjlization. For him, American culture, as much as African culture, required be 

intergrated into the Western tradition; at its core, the Western tradition was English. 

In their famous memo, Ngugi and his colleagues offer a compelling but also 

problematic critique of Stewart's modest proposal for curriculum reform. They begin by 

pointing out that underlying Stewart's logic "is a basic assumption that the English 

tradition and the emergence of the modern west is the central root of our consciousness 

and cultural heritage. Africa becomes an extension of the west." 17 As postcolonial 

intellectuals they embrace African identities, emphatically rejecting what they perceive to 

be Stewart's Eurocentrism. They thus reject the specific conclusions but, crucially, not 

the founding assumptions that lie at the heart of Stewart's recommendations. As Simon 

Gikandi argues, ''The great irony, of course, is that the Leavisate tradition Thiong'o and 
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his colleagues were fighting had already set the terms of this debate by connecting 

literature to tradition, community, and nation."18 The Nairobi troika did not reject the 

pedagogical equation of the culture of university classroom with national cultures and/or 

racialized civilizalions. Reproducing the conceptual architecture of Stewart's paper even 

as they contest his specific conclusions, they contend: "The primary duty of any literature 

department is to illuminate the spirit animating a people, to show how it meets new 

challenges, and to investigate possible areas of development and involvcmcnt."19 This 

contention reproduces with an African face the language of Leavis (and Arnold before 

him). Leavis's discourse remains attraclive for Ngugi and his colleagues, paradoxically, 

on account of its ethnocentrism, by which I mean the fundamental nexus it posits 

between ethnos and the institutions of high culture. In the context of independent Kenya, 

the insertion of African culture and consciousness in place of English culture and 

consciousness as the ethnos in question was an easy, if not seamless, substitution. By 

highlighting the implication of the Nairobi Revolution in the discourses of colonial 

Englishness, I do not suggest an historical inevitability. The historically contingent 

outcome of the revolution was neither predictable nor foreordained. 

Far from being a straightforward postcolonial refutation, the Nairobi troika's 

arguments are a mirror image of Stewart's with the notable exception of a plaintive and 

defensive discourse on Afrocentrism. "If there is a need for the 'study of the historic 

continuity of a single culture,"' Ngugi and his colleagues ask, mimicking Stewart's 

grammar, "why can't this be African? Why can't African Literature be at the centre so 

that we can view other cultures in relationship to it?"20 It is important to emphasize that 

Stewart did not reject the teaching of African literature at the University of Nairobi. As 
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Ngugi was to later point out, "All sides were agreed on the need to include African, 

European and other literatures. But what would be at the centre? And what would be on 

the periphery, so to speak? How would the centre relate to the periphery?"21 

It seems readily apparent that Ngugi and his colleagues shared the same 

philosophical assumptions or epistemological space as Stewart, their ostensible 

adversary. They asked that the English Department be abolished not because they 

repudiated the values and structures of the British/European academy in general and the 

centrality of literary education to the production of national citizens, in particular. Rather 

what troubled them was the specifically European form those values took within what 

they unselfconsciously defined as an African context. "We reject the primacy of English 

literature," they write, at the same time that they uncritically accept the argument that the 

mandate of a university literary education, even in a generally nonliterate and nonliterary 

postcolony, is the produclion of exemplary national subjects.22 While there is a welcome 

attempt to revise the content of the curriculum, there is no attempt to acknowledge the 

specificity and peculiarity of the institutional locus of the postcolonial university, no 

attempt to understand the literary academy as an institution that, as Guillory argues, 

distributes cultural capital unequally? Who is authorized to enter the literary academy? 

By what right? At whose expense? These and other materialist questions are nowhere 

broached in the troika's arguments. 

Ngugi and his colleagues recommend that a department of African language and 

literature be established in place of the alien and alienating English department. The 

department's nationalist mission of this department's was unmistakable: "The aim, in 

short, should be to orientate ourselves towards placing Kenya, East Africa, and then 
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Africa in the centre. All other things are to be considered in their relevance to our 

situation, and their contribution towards understanding ourselves."23 The Nairobi troika's 

literary nationalism was driven, ultimately, by a racialist black aesthetic. Hence they 

contend that "already African writing, with the sister connections in the Caribbean and 

Afro-American literatures, has played an important role in the African renaissance."24 It 

should be emphasized that the Nairobi troika articulated a fonn of cultural nationalism 

that functioned both below and above the nation state. The Nairobi Revolution was 

remarkably successful in terms of transforming the teaching of literature. As Angus 

Calder, a leading figure in the reconstituted department, approvingly concluded in an 

internal memo written in the wake of the revolution: "What we have now is a syllabus in 

Literature that takes the world for its scope, and where, while student A may if he wishes 

select options which will give his programme an overwhelmingly Black emphasis, it is 

impossible for any perverse student to avoid a heavy Black emphasis."25 In the new 

department students were required to follow a curriculum that affirmed their black 

identity, even though they might also study literature from a global perspective. Calder 

regarded any student who would dissent from this Africocentric emphasis as perverse, the 

victim of a pathology to be cured by means of a coercive pedagogy. In Calder's 

pedagogy, the room for student maneuver is vanishingly small. 

Oral literature was the heart of the new literary nationalism imagined by Ngugi 

and his colleagues. Students were to be required to study the nonwritten literatures

narratives, poems, songs, proverbs--collected, by scholars as well as the students 

themselves, from their various ethnic communities.This literature came from a variety of 

sources including scholars transcribing stories, poems and proverbs from villagers. Oral 
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literature turned on the definitions of its subjects as ethnic African subjects. In the context 

of a coercive pedagogy, oral literature served as a means for the construction of students 

whose collective Africanness, one is tempted to conclude, was predicated on their 

ethnicity. One was to study oral literature as part of one's ethnic identification; one 

affirmed one's ethnic identity as part of one's national identification, which in tum led to 

an affirmation of one's continental and global black identity. 

I am not questioning the intellectual validity of the study of oral literature as such; 

I am dissenting from the ways in which that study was conceived in the service of an 

invented African tradition. Nor am I questioning the enduring reality of complex 

processes of ethnic identification in postcolonial African; lam questioning the desire by 

the university-the pinnacle of a highly restrictive school culture-to legitimate itself 

using ethnic and/or racial identities. Needless to say, the study of oral literature at the 

university does not require a nationalist justification, nor is do universities in Africa in 

their capacity as "African universities" have a special mandate to teach this subject. The 

only justification required for the teaching and study of oral literature is that the research 

programs which house this study enable us, 1n our capacity as students of literature 

anywhere, to pose intellectually important questions in such areas as the definition of 

authorship and the privileged status of writing in aesthetics. In an ideal situation, students 

would not be expected to study, as a matter of course, the oral literature of their own 

ethnicity. 

Ngugi and his colleagues articulated an implausible, if not impossible, vision of 

literary citizenship on the basis of an invented African tradition. The notion of African 

literary citizenship they affirmed relied on what philosopher Paulin Hountondji, in the 
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context of a decisive refutation of the intellectual premises of ethnophilosophy, has 

termed "a mystic halo."26 Much like oral literature, cthnophilosophy sought to establish 

an African philosophy practice predicated on oral tradition. The goal was to recover an 

African tradition of philosophy that was not de1ived from the Western tradition. Critics 

like Hountondji insist that ethnophilosophy is rooted on fallacy: there is no traditional 

African philosophy. Hountondji suggests that the first task in any philosophically 

defensible effort to understand Africa is a systematic demystification. Elaborating a 

context for his polemical critique in the late 1960s of the project of cthnophilosophy, 

Hountondji wrote: 

There was need, in order to deal with the complexity of our history, to 

bring back the scene of that history to its original simplicity; in order to 

deal with the richness of African traditions, there was need to impoverish 

resolutely the concept of Africa, to free it from all connotations, ethical, 

religious, philosophical, political etc., loaded on it by a long 

anthropological tradition, the most evident effect of which was to close the 

horizon, to close history prematurely.27 

In short, his critique "destroys the dominant mythological conception of Africanness and 

restores the simple obvious truth that Africa is, above all, a continent, and the concept of 

Africa is an empirical, geographical concept and not a metaphysical one."28 While 

Hountondji's radical critique has called into question the premises of the project of 

cthnophilosophy, the ethnocentric presumptions of African literature have not 

systematically been contested. Can the concept of African literature survive the resolute 

impoverishing of the idea of Africa? I think not. To adopt Hountondji's polemic for a 
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different context, my central claim is that English literature-both in the West and in 

Africa-has been distorted by nationalist mystic halos. Accordingly, the first task should 

be the work of demystification, the work of impoverishing resolutely, the concept of 

English literature and returning it to its true historical context, that is, school culture. 

I need to qualify here the terms of my critique of the Nairobi Revolution. 

Although I have described the Literature in English program at Nairobi as a conceptual 

mirror image of the traditional English Department, I in no way suggesting a conceptual 

or actual equivalence. Despite the foundational authority of black aesthetics and Afro

citizenship, Ngugi, Liyong, and Owuor-Anyumba were committed to establishing a 

program in literary studies that was ultimately global in its scope. The literature program 

conceived at Nairobi was characterized as much by its cosmopolitanism as its 

Afrocentrism. Ngugi and his colleagues sought to ensure that during their tenure in a 

degree program, all students would be exposed to literature from every continent. As 

well, they recognized that Western culture was a constitutive part of African culture: "We 

know that European literatures constitute one source of influence on modern African 

literatures in English, French and Portuguese."29 

Jn yet another way, Ngugi and his colleagues posed a radical challenge to the 

ideology of English literature, perhaps without their being aware of it. Their substitution 

of a discourse of Africanness for a discourse of Europeanness as the foundational 

condition of existence for literature programs in Africa necessarily entailed a delinking of 

English as a specific linguistic formation from aesthetics, the disciplinary foundation of 

literary studies. English literature assumes as a matter of course that English is the 

language of aesthetics, whence the institutionalized refusal to study literatures that were 
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not originally written in English; that is, the institutionally sanctioned refusal to read 

literatures in translation. The unconscious institutional narrative seems to be that there is 

some natural, or at any rate, historically inevitable, link between aesthetic inquiry and 

Standard English. English departrnenlc; sec no difficult teaching literatures from across 

the so-called English-speaking world, even though such an entity conflates diverse bodies 

of literatures. At the same time, such department hesitate to teach literatures not 

originally written in English. Too much, it is assumed, would be lost in linguistic 

translation. But this fear does not extent to other processes of translation (cultural, 

historical, social, political, and so on). The irony of the situation is that the institutionally 

sanctioned theoretical edifice on the basis of which specific English texts are read- the 

canon of English literary theory- is massively and disproportionately in such translation. 

Ngugi and his colleagues at Nairobi refused to accept as natural or inevitable the 

hegemony of English in literary studies. They recogni7,ed that what would be gained from 

translation would exceed what would unquestionably be Jost. Most literary texts 

canonized at Nairobi after the revolution consisted of texts not originally written in 

English. The program insisted, for example, on studying literatures from all over Europe 

and not just British literature, the literatures of Africa and not simply African literature 

written in English. Ngugi and his colleagues conceded that, due to the contingencies of 

colonial conquest, Standard English would be, at least for the foreseeable future, the 

primary language for literary instmction. But they refused to accept Standard English as 

the conceptual or actual limit of their aesthetic inquiry. They recognized English not as 

the natural or value-neutral language of aesthetics, but more appropriately, as the 

language of a colonial hegemony. Ngugi's refusal to be governed by the rules of 
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traditional Englishness represented a radical, if generally unacknowledged, critique of the 

ideology of English Literature. 

It goes without saying-or so it would seem-that anticolonial nationalism was a 

condition for lhe existence of both the creation of and the critique of high canonical 

modern African literature. As Gik.andi argues: 

African literature was different from its counterparts in other parts of the 

world both because it was committed to an African experience-one 

defined by complex histories and cpistemologies-and it had had a vital 

role to play in the decolonization of the African polis. Whether this 

commitment was perceived in moral terms (in the works of African 

Leavisites), in neo-African ideologies, or Marxism, it was underwritten by 

a belief that has been difficult to dislodge: that the African aesthetic 

derived its value from its grounding in an African tradition and the desire 

for this tradition in a world defined by colonial and postcolonial 

modernity. African art was invariably and inevitably instrumental.3° 

I contest lhe argument that African literature derives its overarching value from its 

grounding in tradition. It is my central contention that what have come to be classified as 

the founding or exemplary texts of African literature are peculiarly the products of the 

culture of the colonial/postc.:olonial school. As such, these texts cannot meaningfully be 

said to represent the African society. 

Inspired by Guillory's work in the context of the American academy, I undertake 

a materialist critique of the function of the school in Africa, which I see as a system for 
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the unequal distribution of cultural and political capital. That system militates against the 

possibility of a radically democratic nationalist discourse or practice emerging out of the 

school system as currently constituted. In important respects, school culture and 

post/colonial national cultures mutually exclude each other even though the former 

occurs within the space of the latter and ritualistically invokes the latter's name for 

ethical legitimation. School culture, as Gulliory argues, "does not unify the nation 

culturally so much as it projects out of a curriculum of artifact-based knowledge an 

imaginary cultural unity never actually coincident with the culture of the nation-state."31 

He continues, "there is no question of producing a national culture by means of a 

university curriculum. Or conversely, of producing a national multiculturalist ethos by 

the same means. The question is rather what social effects are produced by the 

knowledges disseminated in the university, and by the manner of their dissemination."32 

Reflecting on the emergence of African literature as a distinct academic discipline 

both inside and outside English literature in the late 1950s and '60s, one is struck by three 

things. Foremost, one is struck by the consensus, during the era of anticolonial 

nationalism, that the destiny of a beleaguered and impoverished postcolonial Africa 

would be in the hands of an intellectual vanguard, a "talented tenth" as it were. Secondly, 

arising from that consensus, one is struck by how postcolonial African governments and 

peoples sought to invest heavily in public education in general and in the establishment of 

national universities in particular. One gets a sense of how deeply the belief in the 

intellectual elite as vanguard pervaded African society at independence by pointing to the 

poignant drama that accompanied the establishment of the national university of Zambia, 

a drama recreated in the opening chapter of The African Experience With Higher 
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Education. The three authors, J. F. Ade Ajayi, Lameck K. H. Goma, and G. Ampah 

Johnson, all former university administrators in postcolonial Africa, critique the idea of a 

national university. They conclude the African university was not-and could not have 

been-representative in nationalist terms. I find their arguments instructive for my own 

critique of the claims of nationalist legitimation made by the Nairobi Revolution. The 

authors begin their report with the celebrated inaugural address by Kenneth Kaunda, the 

founding president of Zambia and (not at all coincidentally) the founding Chancellor of 

the University of Zambia: 

We in Zambia are immensely proud of our University. The pride is not 

simply that it is our first and only University. Tt is also because the 

University of Zambia is our own University in a very real sense. The story 

of how the people of this country responded so enthusiastically to my 

appeal for support is a very thrilling one. Humble folk in every comer of 

our nation-illiterate villagers, barefooted school children, prison inmates 

and even lepers-gave freely and willingly everything they could, often in 

the form of fish, or maize or chickens. The reason for this extraordinary 

response was that our people sec in this University the hope of a helter and 

fuller life for their children and grandchildren. 33 

As Ajayi, Goma, and Johnson note, President Kaunda's remarks captured neatly "the 

sense of communal pride and identity which everywhere initially greeted the coming of 

the University to Africa."34 

This jubilant scene was replayed, in various forms, throughout the decolonizing 

continent as each newly independent nation sought to establish a national university. 
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Postcolonial African subjects of all classes attached great value to the redemptive power 

of education, specifically, the institution of the national university. It mattered little in 

what sense these school could meaningfully be regarded as national. It mattered little or 

not at all that a university education would be available at exorbitant cost to an 

infinitesimally small proportion of the population: the postcolonial professional

managerial class in training, and would be unaffordable for the rest of the country's 

citizens. (Something of the power of this communal investment in education is captured 

but also critiqued in Ngugi's Weep Not, Child, one of the primary texts examined in this 

study). 

The authors of The African Experience With Higher Education subject Kaunda's 

remarks to a rigorous materialist critique. "In responding so enthusiastically to the 

University, and pinning so much hope on it for ' a better and fuller life for their children 

and grandchildren,"' they pointedly ask, "what picture of the University did the 'humble 

folk', 'the illiterate villagers' have in their minds? In what 'real sense' was the University 

their very own?"35 The African university conceived of itself-and was universally 

conceived of-as the principle locus for the production of African modes of thought 

(cultural, political, scientific, religious, and so on) with the goal of continental uplift. But 

that nationalist mandate was undermined by inescapable material contradictions: "Again 

and again, the people dance to welcome the university and bring fishes and best wishes 

on the day of inauguration but if they ventured to show up at the gates on the day after 

inauguration, they find that no one there knows their name or understands their 

language."36 In short, there is an inevitable and perhaps unbridgeable gap between the 
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politics of everyday life in the elite university and the practice of everyday life elsewhere 

in the postcolony, between school culture and national cultures. 

Looking back to the emergence of modern African literature, one is struck, 

thirdly, by the pivotal role played (or at any rate claimed) by llterary education in the 

African experience with higher education. It was not simply that the university was 

thought to be central to the emergence of a postcolonial African modernity outside the 

auspices of colonialism, but rather, that literary studies, an aesthetic education, was 

thought to be-or at any rate thought itself to be-the central agent in the process of 

continental uplift The scope and importance of literary education were thought to far 

exceed the indisputably practical application of the knowledge produced by the sciences. 

Despite of, or in a paradoxical sense because of, the continent's obvious lack of 

technology and its material impoverishment, the study of literature-as well as the 

subsequent production of high canonical literature-cultural nationalists thought critical 

because of its perceived instrumentality in the establishment of appropr.iately nationalist 

postcolonial culrures. 

The disciplines of the sciences may have had a crucial role to play in addressing 

the material needs of an impoverished continent, but literary studies addressed spiritual or 

metaphysical concerns of great magnitude, that is, fundamental questions regarding 

postcolonial African identity. Reading the founding texts of modem African literature, 

there is little doubt that such writers as N gugi, Kane, Soyinka, Achebe, John Pepper 

Clark-Bckederemo, Flora Nwapa, and others approached their craft with a sense of sacred 

obligation, the desire to help redeem the distressed African polity. It needs to be stressed 

that many of these writers were first students of literature typically in the contexts of a 
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Eurocentric----often English--colonial curriculum. In a perhaps counterintuitive sense, 

this colonial curriculum was a condition for the future articulation of an idea of Africa as 

an aesthetic enlity. 

One can get a good sense of the stakes involved in the assignment of disciplinary 

value at independence by examining, The African Imagination, a book by the eminent 

African literary scholar, F. Abiola lrele. Irele was a student at University College, Ibadan, 

during the late 1950s, the formative period for literary studies in the African university. 

In a chapter devoted to the poetry and plays of Clark-Bekederemo-a chapter 

significantly titled "A National Voice"-Irele remembers his days as a literature student 

at Ibadan at the dawn of Nigerian independence. Ibadan College is of crucial importance 

for the constitution of African literature, since a substantial number of high canonical 

writers and critics studied there, including Achebe, Clark-Bekedererno, Soyinka, and 

Nwapa.37 Irele's memory focuses so much on his literary education that one is left with 

the feeling that for him the study of literature embodies the ideals of a university 

education. lrele suggests that the English department played a decisive role in the 

establishment of the study of Nigerian literature in English and the constitution of a 

postcolonial national culture. 

Ircle's contention might, as he well recognizes, seem counterintuitive given the 

Anglocentrism of the English literature curriculum in the late fifties: 

[T]he English literature syllabus devised for Ibadan, based on successive 

periods of English literary history beginning with the Renaissance, 

covered a range of authors and works which extended to the writers of the 

1930s and beyond. The syllabus also took account of the critical 
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revaluations that had occurred in English literary scholarship, so that due 

prominence was given to the strong line of English poetry, which runs 

from Shakespeare and the metaphysicals through Robert Browning and 

Gerald Manley Hopkins into the modern-Wilfrid Owen [sic], W. B. 

Yeats, T. S. Eliot, and Ezra Pound-and right up to the work of the later 

generation represented by such poets Dylan Thomas, W. H. Auden, and 

Stephen Spender. The tag "Spencer to Spender" seems appropriate to 

describe the syllabus and to provide a fair idea of its comprehensive 

scope.38 

The canon at Ibadan was intended, in an extension the ideas of Mathew Arnold and F. R. 

Lea vis, to project to the colonies an idea of Englishness. It was intended to cultivate 

among elite African colonial subjects a sense of English belonging. In addition to the 

English canon, literary education in Ibadan in the late '50s included, as Irele recollects it, 

the "new poetic" represented by such avant-garde writers as Joseph Conrad, D. H. 

Lawrence, Virginia Woolf, and James Joyce. The education also included the criticism 

and scholarship of I. A. Richards, T. S. Elliot, and F. R. Leavis. In short, "English studies 

at Ibadan thus reflected the results of the postwar period of the movement toward a 

reorganization of the discipline as a serious academic endeavor."39 In a limited 

concession to its location in an African setting, the curriculum at Ibadan included, as a 

kind of addendum to its core Eurocentric texts, a small number of texts about Africa by 

European writers such as Graham Greene and Joyce Cary. These texts proved critical not 

on account of their aesthetic quality, but rather because lhe negative portrait of Africa 
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they normalized provoked the first generation of modem African writers to saive for 

positive images of the continent. As Irele reminds us, part of the motivation behind 

Achebe's Things Fall Apart was the need to refute the negative image of Africa and 

Africans found in Cary's novels. 

Despite its Anglocentrism, the syllabus at Ibadan helped, as the example of Clark

Bekedercmo amply demonstrates, "inaugurate a new kind of Nigerian poetry f and 

literature more generally] in English."40 The process of inaugurating a new literature 

involved "more than the adaptation of the imported language to the realities of the new 

environment; it involve[d] a total appropriation in order to bring African expression into 

a living relationship with the tradition of English over its entire range of development."41 

Paradoxically, the English ethnocentrism of the literary pedagogy at Ibadan in the 1950s 

provided a condition of possibility for the emergence of a new literature predicated on 

African ethnocentrism. 

lrele discloses the nationalist mandate at the heart of the literary education 

instituted at Ibadan. He remembers the image of the intellectual class as a revolutionary 

postcolonial vanguard: "That we were a tiny handful meanl that we not only formed a 

closely knit community but also that we were inevitably affected by the distinct character 

of privilege that access to higher education took for us in our particular circumstances 

and that every aspect of life in the university was designed to emphasize."42 There seems 

to be an instmctive slippage in the fomrnlation of this remembrance. While lrele's essay 

is characterized by an exclusive focus on literary education, the remark seems to address 

the generalized condition of university students in general, confirming my suspicion that 

literature was silently elevated to the status of master discipline. 
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Irele explains that in the context of imminent Nigerian independence, university 

students felt that they had a critical role to play in the conslitution of a new national 

culture, a transethnic culture to be constructed in English: "Although the privileged status 

conferred by our education induced in us a feeling of self-importance, this feeling 

undeniably went with a strong sense of responsibility for our own future, for we were 

also ardent nationalists, passionately committed to a vision of our country's future."43 In 

one sense, the material as well as discursive remoteness of the intellectual culture that 

was being assimilated by privileged African students under the tutelage of largely British 

mentors "endowed that culture with nothing less than the appeal of an attractive idcal."
44 

lrele contends that The Horn, a literary magazine that Clark-Bekederemo helped launch 

during his student days at Ibadan, "had played a part that was far from negligible in the 

education of sensibility that prepared the ground for the development and reception of a 

national literature in Nigeria."45 Under the auspices of this "modest student magazine," 

there took place "a profound reconversion of consciousness among the new elite of 

Nigeria as it was being formed at the country's foremost intellectual center."
46 

The new culture seemed to provide the means for transcending, "in homogenous, 

empty time," the ethnic divisions of the politics of everyday Nigerian life.
47 

In this 

respect, Irelc appears critical of the narrow elitism of this conception of national culture: 

Although the cultural orientation at Ibadan can be said to have had its 

beneficial aspect, in so far as it favored the cultivation of a cosmopolitan 

awareness, it carried with ... [it] the grave implication of an exclusivity 

whose social consequence amounted to a narrow elitism. Moreover the 

heady character of the atmosphere in which we moved tended to obscure 
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for us the moral and spiritual risk involved in the process in which we 

were so clearly caught up: the active formation of an elite taking its 

intellectual and cultural bearing from the West and becoming disengaged 

as a result from its own its cultural and human milieu.48 

lrele's critique helps underscore two of the central arguments put forward in this book 

concerning both the conceptual and the actual limits of African literature as an academic 

discipline in the university. He begins by praising the commitment to literary 

cosmopolitanism at Ibadan. In a similar vein I applaud the spirit of cosmopolitanism-the 

firm commitment to study literature from all parts of the world-evident in the literary 

imagination of the Nairobi Revolution. In hindsight, it seems regrettable that the 

movement's laudable commitment to the study ofliterature from a global perspective was 

to some extent obscured by a questionable turn to an Afrocentric foundation. Irele 

presents what l consider a materialist critique when he correctly criticizes the narrow 

elitism of intellectual literary culture at Ibadan. He presents, as well, a critique of the 

internal logic of literary nationalism when he points to the non-Africanness of the idea of 

African literature normalized by that intellectual culture. 

Other scholars have also been troubled by the question of the place and role of lhe 

intellectual in the postcolony. Most famously perhaps, Frantz Fanon in The Wretched of 

the Earth presents a trenchant, but in the end problematic, discussion of the crisis of the 

"native intellectual" during the late colonial and early postcolonial periods. Even as he 

articulates an incisive critique of the elitism of the so-called native intellectual, Fanon 

appears to anchor his argument on the authority of ill-defined but nevertheless potentially 

revolutionary masses. In other words, he appears to embrace the romantic possibility of 
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revolution on the part of the people even as he rejects that possibility on the part of the 

intellectuals. Fanon well recognizes the attraction of cultural nationalism for postcolonial 

intellectuals, or as he rather contemptuously terms them, "cultured individuals": "For 

these individuals the demand for a national culture and the affirmation of the existence of 

such a culture represent a special battlefield. While the politicians situate their action in 

actual present-days events, men of culture take their stand in the field of history."49 He 

thus posits a sharp distinction between postcolonial intellectual desires and those of the 

rest of the society, in the process devaluing the realm of cultural combat. In deliberately 

measured terms, he appears to concede the limited necessity of anticolonial cultural 

nationalism: "The claim to a national culture in the past does not only rehabilitate that 

nation and serve as a justification for the hope of a future national culture. In the sphere 

of psycho-affective equilibrium it is responsible for an important change in the native."50 

Even though it is of little material value, Farron concedes that cultural nationalism 

may be required for the dccoloni zation of the intellectual native mind. However, he 

dismisses romantic celebrations of the Third World' s precolonial tradition: "I am ready to 

concede that on the plane of factual being the past existence of an Aztec civilization does 

not change anything very much in the diet of the Mexican peasant today."51 Turning 

specifically to Africa, he continues with a certain self-conscious rhetorical extravagance: 

"I admit that all the proofs of a wonderlul Songhai civilization will not change the fact 

lhat today the Songhais are underfed and illiterate, thrown between sky and water with 

empty heads and empty eyes. "52 Against the background of its material 

inconsequentiality, he suggests that the passionate search for a precolonial national 

culture "finds its legitimate reason in the anxiety shared by native intellectuals to shrink 
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away from that Western culture in which they all risk being swamped."53 Quite clearly, 

Fanon privileges the field of actual present day events-the field of politics-over the 

field of history preferred by cultured individuals: 

The native intellectual nevertheless sooner or later will realize that you do 

not show proof of your nation from its culture but that you substantiate its 

existence in the fight which the people wage against the forces of 

occupation. No colonial system draws its justification from the fact that 

the territories it dominates are cultural I y non-existent. You will never 

make colonialism blush for shame by spreading out little-known cultural 

treasures under its eyes. At the very moment when the native intellectual 

is anxiously trying to create a cultural work he fails to realize that he is 

utilizing the techniques and language which are borrowed from the 

. h" 54 stranger m 1s country: 

Writing in the context of the emergence of modem African Literature, Fanon offers a 

withering contemporary critique. He accuses the founding figures of overvaluing the 

realm of culture and of unwittingly relying on colonial paradigms. Fanon, much like 

Ajayi, Goma, and Johnson, recognizes the gap between the rarified world of the 

postcolonial intellectual and the rest of the society. He calls attention to the intellectuals 

who purport to bridge this gap by opting to write in native languages. He contends that 

the concerns that preoccupy these writers as well as the manner in which these concerns 

arc addressed will invariably betray the intcllectual's limited formation. It will be useful 

to keep in mind Fanon's provocative argument when we look at the decision by writers 

such as Ngugi to abandon historically European languages in favor of African ones. 

31 



Fanon's critique seems compelling, but it is also problematic on two grounds: In the first 

place, Fanon does not recognize the extent to which he himself is implicated in the crisis 

of the postcolonial intcUcctual. Even as he polemically castigates the native intellectual 

for a backward-looking attachment to culture, Fanon uncritically posits a dubious 

romantic attachment to the notion of the revolutionary masses in sharp contrast to the 

reactionary intellectual. He asserts: 

The artist who has decided to illustrate the truths of the nation turns 

paradoxica11y toward the past and away from actual events. What he 

ultimately intends to embrace are in fact the castoffs of thought, its shells 

and corpses, a knowledge which has been stabilized once and for all. But 

the native intellectual who wishes to create an authentic work of art must 

realize that the truths of a nation are in the first place its realities. He must 

go on until he has found the seething pot out of which the learning of the 

future will emerge. 55 

By what authority, if not what Scott terms the "mythos of Romance," does Fanon come 

to presume the revolutionary potential of the postcolonial masses and the inevitability of 

revolution? In the second place, he fails to appreciate the complexity and depth-the 

fundamental ambiguity-of the cultural works he dismisses. 

In Chapters One and Two of this book, l shift focus away from institutions of 

literary criticism to the process of producing high canonical culture. I am interested in the 

extent to which the norms established by existing institutions of criticism enabled the 

production, in the late 1950s and '60s, of an African high literary canon as well as an 

aesthetic idea of Africa. My argument hinges on a two-fold critique. First, I examine of 
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the internal logic of the founding texts of modem African literature, with a view to 

establishing that even, or especially, when these creative and critical texts evoke romantic 

visions of larger solidarities-the tribe, the nation, the continent, the race-in the service 

of anticolonial nationalism, the actual contents remain the restrictive culture of the 

colonial school. Although such authors as Ngugi deploy sweeping romantic rhetoric, their 

works invariably seem to challenge the premises of the anticolonial nationalism they 

appear to embrace. As well, they seem at once to affirm and repudiate precolonial 

tradition. Far from uncritically embodying cultural nationalism, these texts dramatize the 

intractable dilemmas of postcolonial intellectual formation. Focusing on the richness of 

these texts, critics have generally been insufficiently attentive to the fundamental 

ambivalence and ambiguity, the complexities and contradictions embodied in such 

apparently straightforward novels as The River Between (1965) and Weep Not, Child 

(1964), to pick two examples ofNgugi's writing that I wi11 look at. 

Second, I will undertake a materialist critique of the function of the colonial 

school in Africa (as elsewhere) as a system for the unequal distribution of cultural as well 

as economic capital. That function militates against the possibility of a radically 

democratic nationalist discourse or practice emerging out of the school system as 

currently constituted. In this regard, Ngugi wa Thiong'o's Gikuyu fiction-texts self

consciously addressed to an audience outside the literary academy-presents us with 

compelling questions apropos the conceplual and actual limits of school culture. With 

specific reference to Devil on the Cross (published as Caitaani Mutharaba-ini in 1980), I 

will suggest that while the novel transcends the limits of school cullure in formal and 
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linguistic terms, its content betray a lingering depiction of the intellectua1 as 

revo1utionary vanguard. 

In Chapter One, "Early Fictions of School Culture," I examine N gugi' s early 

fiction considering The River Between and Weep Not Child, novels written prior to the 

Nairobi Revolution. (Even though it was Ngugi's second novel, Weep Not, Child was 

published before The River Between. As my analysis establishes, Weep Not, Child evokes 

and revises the story of The River Between) Even as they purport lo participate in the 

discourse of anticolonial nationalism, the two novels rely on irony in order to call 

radically into the question the messianic presumptions of the postcolonial intellectual. 

Each novel features an intellectual protagonist unsuccessfully leading anticolonial 

struggles. Yet, these two apparently tragic heroes, on closer scrutiny, seem to be 

constructed as comic figures intended for ridicule and scorn. 

In Chapter Two, "Later Fictions of School Culture," I address Petals of Blood 

( 1977) and Devil on the Cross, novels published in the wake of the Nairobi Revolution. 

Critics have been inclined to read these two novels as nationalist classics that represent of 

the atrophied politics of postcolonial Kenya. I suggest lhal the two novels are better 

understood as academic novels, specifically as represenlati ve texts of the Nairobi 

Revolution. Both intentionally and unintentionally, the two novels show both the 

possibilities and limilalions of the intellectual vanguard. They tell us a good deal more 

about the politics of the humanities academy of the University of Nairobi in the late 

1970s and early '80s than lhey do about Kenyan national cultures. [n Guillory's terms, 

they are exemplary fictions of school culture. At the same time, however, Ngugi's 

depiction of the university disdoses an ultimately unresolved ambivalence: On the one 
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hand, he offers a withering critique of the actual performance of the postcolonial 

university; on the other he projects the image of a revolutionary intellectual vanguard. In 

short, these later novels illustrate the pitfalls of postcolonial intellectual consciousness. 

ln Chapter Three, I explore the politics of nationalism in postcolonial African 

drama. I will be exploring an intriguing suggestion by Gikandi that high canonical drama 

can transcend the confines of school culture especially in the context of public 

performance. To what extent does the dramatic aesthetic, on account of its performative 

dimension, disturb the opposition between school culture and national cultures, between 

intellectual and popular cultures at the heart of my study? My argument will be that the 

context of performance in and of itself is incapable of radically transforming the material 

circumstances of artistic production and consumption. I will examine such landmarks in 

the history of African theater as the Second World Black and African Festival of Arts and 

Culture (Festac) and the Kamiriithu Popular Theatre Experiment. Using the example of 

Ngugi's plays, specifically The Trial of Dedan Kimathi (premiered in October 1977 at 

Kenya National Theatre, subsequently published in 1981) and/ Will Marry 'When I Want 

(preimered as Ngaahika Ndeenda in October 1977 at Kamiriithu village, published in 

1980), I will suggest, as a general proposition, that consumers of high canonical plays are 

no less privileged than the consumers of high canonical novels. 

This chapter also includes a critical reappraisal of Kenneth Watene' s much

maligned and also much-neglected text Dedan Kimathi. Watene's play emerged virtually 

contemporaneously with Ngugi and Micere Githae Mugo's The Trial of Dedan Kimathi. 

While the latter, ostensibly nationalist, text has provoked extensive and enduring critical 

commentary, the former, allegedly procolonial, play has been consigned to the shadowy 
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existence of almost total critical neglect. My reacting suggests that these two antithetically 

opposed plays in fact represent similarly situated dramas of school culture. I suggest 

further that a dubious set of nationalist expectations helps account for the sharply 

contrasting fortunes of the two plays. There is no basis for celebrating one text as a 

nationalist classic while denigrating the other. Such readings are the result of interpreting 

both texts out of context. In order to place them in context, it will be necessary to reframc 

the critical terrain before embarking on specific close readings. 

Both consciously and unconsciously Ngugi's oeuvre reflects the dilemmas of 

postcolonial intellectual life. These dilemmas seem intractible. Tn one sense, the more 

aggressively he seeks to align his creative and critical production to a perceived African 

national interest, the more he exemplifies an inevitable intellectual distance. But he is by 

no means alone in being caught in this intractable dilemma. In order to place Ngugi's 

fiction in a broader context, I conclude with a revisionist reading of a high canonical 

African novel, Chiekh Hamidou Kane's Ambiguous Adventure, ostensibly the 

paradigmatic anticolonial nationalist classic. I examine this novel in order to trace more 

fully the pitfalls of postcolonial intellectual consciousness in African letters. Although in 

part motivated by anticolonial nationalist aspirations, the novel (both consciously and 

unconsciously) calls into the question the validity of the image of intellectual as the 

revolutionary vanguard as well as the anticolonial nationalist pretensions that seem to 

animate it. The tragic failure of Samba Diallo-the novel's hapless intellectual hero---can 

be read as an ironic repudiation of a certain kind of postcolonial messianism and 

intellectual nativism. The novel seems to reject the presumptions of postcolonial African 

intellectuals who would project themselves as the saviors of the African polity in the 
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wake of colonialism. As well, it seems to critique the conflation of national and school 

cultures. The more learned Samba Diallo becomes, the more removed he becomes from 

the life of the Diallo be, but the more distant he becomes, the more passionately he seeks 

to attach to what he sees as his native community. 

My analysis highlights the novel's fundamental ambiguity: while it seems to 

unfold as Samba Diallo's story, that narrative is interrupted at key point by Demba' s 

story. Samba Diallo is a child of the ruling Diallobe aristocracy. In contrast, Demba is a 

child of the marginalized and dispossessed peasants. The two classes does not view 

encroaching French colonialism in the same way. The ruling aristocracy sees French 

colonialism as existential threat to Diallobe traditions. Through Demba, the novel 

suggests that Diallobc peasants may resent the native aristocrats as more than they do the 

French. Sent to master French education, Samba Diallo embarks on a journey to discover 

for his bealeagurcd community the most effective means to engaging with the French 

while retaining their fundamental values. Specifically, he seeks to learn how to acquire 

modern technology without lose his Islamic faith. His death suggests the impossibility of 

his project. But Demba rejects the entire premise of Samba Diallo's nationalist project. 

Through withering irony, Demba challenges the grounds on which a child of the 

aristocracy would purport to speak for the entire community. 

My turn to Kane may surprise some readers. Why would a project focusing for 

the most part on an "Anglophone" writer from Kenya turn, in closing, to a francophone 

writer from Senegal? Quite simply, I am comparing two similarly situated postcolonial 

intellectuals-two contemporaries-without assuming ahead of time that national-or 

indeed linguistic-boundaries constitute a significant, let alone insuperable, barrier or 
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that each writer must first and foremost be contextually established within a so-called 

national tradition before any comparison can be attempted. In choosing to read Kane and 

Ngugi side by side, I refuse to place Ambiguous Adventure in the ostensibly separate 

nationalist context of Senegalese literature. In the first place, Kane himself seems to 

rejects such narrow nationalist containment. Like many of his contemporaries, he quite 

explicitly establishes a continental "African" context for his aesthetic project. As wc shall 

see, he eschews national identities altogether; his novel makes the transition from the 

local to the continental, from an imagined ethnic community to an imagined African 

community without as much as a passing reference to the nation state. Instructively, his 

novel is set in part in a fictional city named L. which abbreviation pointedly resists 

narrow nationalist or ethnic specificity. While I am skeptical of the idea of Africa 

embodied in that abstraction, I am broadly sympathetic to the idea of not reducing literary 

objects to narrow national/ethnic particularisms based on authors' perceived social 

identities. I seek to read a novel on its own terms rather than make dubious assumptions 

on the basis of the author's social identity. 

I do not seek to substitute a larger African nativist context for a narrow 

Senegalese nationalist context. On the contrary, I am motivated by what is perhaps a 

utopian desire to liberate the study of literature from the tyranny of numbers whether 

these come in the fonn of latitudes and longitudes (that is, national boundaries) or 

historical dates (that is, division into periods as in ''Victorian literature"). In "Literature 

for the Planet," Wai Chee Dimock contests the tyranny of numbers in contemporary 

aesthetic inquiry; she contends that the continuum of literary production and consumption 

messes up both territorial sovereignty and historical chronology: 
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Authors centuries and thousands of miles apart can turn out to be 

inseparable. Their adjacency stems from a linguistic bond and has 

little to do with the metrical structures articulated by numbers, 

whether these numbers take the form of latitudes and longitudes or 

whether they take the form of dates. For the remoteness or 

proximity of linguistic events does not lend itself to uniform 

calibrations. It cannot be expressed as a numerical constant: as one 

hundred years or one thousand miles. Literary space and time are 

conditional and elastic; their distances can vary, can lengthen or 

contract, depending on who is reading and what is being read. No 

mileage can tell us how far one author is from another; no dates 

can tell us who is close to whom.56 

Texts ostensibly at quite considerable linguistic and territorial distances from each other 

can be shown to interact more intimately than texts apparently in close spatial and 

temporal proximity. Despite the appearance of linguistic and territorial separation, Kane 

and Ngugi confront the same kind of late colonial/postcolonial crisis allowing them to be 

read together without reducing either one to a particular national tradition. Dimock's 

argument seems to breach the self-evidence of such canonical modes of classifying 

English literature as Renaissance, Victorian, Eighteenth-century British, Twentieth

century American, African American, and Postcolonial. Indeed, she breaches the self

evidence of the category of English literature itself. 

The morphology of literature cannot be described by one set of 

space-time coordinates. With luck, translations will disperse a 
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momentarily assembled group of words, will turn every seemingly 

bounded text into something far more random, scattered by 

circumstances across the centuries and across the entire planet. The 

life of literature depends on such randomizations. Not stuck in one 

national context-and saying predictable things in that context-a 

literary text becomes a new semantic template, a new form of the 

legible, each time it crosses a national border. Global transit 

extends, triangulates, and transforms its meaning. This fact alone 

challenges the power of the territorial as a determining force in 

literature. The space-time coordinates of any text are not only fluid 

when first came into being, poorly captured by the map of 

geopolitics, they are also subsequently and unforeseeably 

revisable, induced by their temporal and spatial displacements to 

play new tricks with the static borders of the nation. With every 

new translation they punch a hole in those borders; they create a 

bump, a slope, an incline that rolls outward. 57 

Dimock gestures usefully towards a possible future literary landscape. She calls for a 

discipline organized according to the unpredictability and messiness of literary 

production and circulation. Writers can be grouped into a variety of communities of 

affinity and intluence that cut across both the ti me of history and the space of nations. 

Similarly, readers comprise all sorts of interpretative communities that do not generally 

obey national or historical boundaries. In the future Dimock imagines, lhe works of so

called African writers may very well be taught alongside those of so-called Western 
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writers without the presumption that they are separated by immense time and national 

traditions. By paying careful attention to the context of Ngugi 's creative and critical 

practice I seek to affirm Dimock's antinationalist contentions. 
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Chapter One 

Early Fictions of School Culture: 

The River Between and the Deployment of Irony 

In his early novels Ngugi explored the impact colonization had upon Gikuyu 

cultures-the introduction of Christianity which exacerbated existing divisions among 

village communities, the seizure of land and the impoverishment of indigenous fanners, 

the introduction of capitalism and its exploitation of native labor and the institution of 

military violence and political oppression. How, Ngugi asks, could these incursions be 

combated and the rights and dignity of Africans be restored? The early novels, especially 

The River Between and Weep Not Child, examine the use traditional Gikuyu elites made 

of European education which brought both liberal concepts of human rights and the 

technologies of progress and modernization but at the same time were invested with a 

racist ideology which insisted on Africans' innate primitiveness and inferiority to 

Europeans and European Enlightenment culture. The story of anti-colonial resistance 

usually took the form of a tragic romance. However, Ngugi transforms the genre, 

interlacing a bitter ironic note into the traditional romantic depiction of resistance and 

struggle. 

The River Ben,veen seems, at first glance, to exemplify the kind of third world text 

that Fredric Jameson has suggestively but controversially classified as national allegories, 

that is, narratives in which "the story of private individual destiny is always an allegory 

of the embattled situation of third-world public culture and society."1 Indeed, though the 

novel turns ultimately on a tragic love story, it has conventionally been read as the classic 
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text of anticolonial Gikuyu nationalism. "[I]f one wanted to understand cultural 

nationalism in central Kenya in the 1920s," Simon Gikandi contends, "one turned to 

Ngugi."2 The novel depicts. two closely related communities, Kameno and Makuyu, 

which are locked in a bitter power struggle despite a shared myth of origin. The novel 

suggests that the contest for supremacy among the elites in both communities undermines 

the unity that would naturally obtain. British colonialism heightens pre-existing tensions. 

Both Kamcno and Makuyu lose land to white settlers. However, while the latter 

community opts for Christian conversion, the former retains traditional religious belief. 

The divided Gikuyu seem powerless to contest encroaching colonial power. Waiyaki, the 

protagonist seeks heroically to reconcile his divided ostensibly natural community. He 

eventually articulates a vision of unity between Christian Makuyu and traditional 

Kameno based on compromise and mutual respect. As if to consummate the coming 

reunion Waiyaki, a son of Kameno, pursues a romantic relationship with Nyambura, a 

daughter of Mak:uyu. But both communities reject the call to unity; the boundary crossing 

love story ends tragically with the two lovers murdered. Yet, despite Waiyaki's tragic 

failure, or perhaps because of it, the novel invites nationalist readings. Even in death, 

Waiyaki seems to point the way out of the impasse of colonialism. The specific failure of 

his quest lays the groundwork for successful anticolonial revolution in the future, if only 

the beleaguered community can overcome its crippling and senseless disunity. 

Looking at the novel from Jameson's point of view, one would conclude that the 

story exposes the embattled situation of Gikuyu society in colonial Kenya. I suggest, 

however, that the novel may more usefully be interpreted as an exemplary fiction of 

colonial school culture, an allegory of the embattled situation of the postcolonial 
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intellectual. The text appears to depict the romance of postcolonial nationalist renewal, 

but it is haunted not only by the possibility of tragic failure but also by the ironic 

depiction of the pitfalls of intellectual hubris. In terms of genre, the novel ambiguously 

straddles the line between tragedy and irony. My reading builds on Ato Sekyi-Otu's 

revisionary interpretation of Waiyaki-the novel's ostensibly tragic hem-as the subject 

of ironic critique. Waiyaki's apparently tragic fall presents a powerful allegory of the 

dilemmas of postcolonial intellectual formation, but Sekyi-Otu sees the hero's na'ive 

fantasies for restoring the ostensibly natural precolonial order of things as the object than 

ironic critique. Unlike Sekyi-Otu's insightful but unidirectional argument, my analysis 

emphasizes the novel's fundamentally ambiguous nature, engaging with both its tragic 

and ironic dimensions. I do not suggest the novel consists of irony in the guise of tragedy, 

but rather, that the two genres coexist uneasily in ways that illuminate the challenges of 

the postcolonial intellectual. 

ln terms of romantic emplotment, The River Between posits the precolonial order 

of things as natural, the rift between Makuyu and Kameno as unnatural. But the novel 

concmTently challenges the grounds for that romantic presumption. The association 

between tradition and nature occurs, as many readers have observed, early in the text. 

Indeed, as Andre'-Paul Michaud notes, "[h]umans do not join Ngugi's delicately crafted 

geography until Chapter 2."3 The famous opening lines of the novel describe the natural 

world in which events will unfold: "The two ridges lay side by side. One was Kameno, 

the other was Makuyu. Between them there was a valley. It was called th'e valley of life. 

Behind Kameno and Makuyu were many more valleys and ridges, lying without any 

discernable plan. They were like many sleeping lions which never woke. They just slept, 
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the big deep sleep of their Creator".4 These lines seem to posit a natural world that is 

prior to, independent of, and indifferent to human action. However, an anomaly undercuts 

this narrative of indifferent nature: two of the innumerable, anonymous, and sleepy ridges 

and the valley between them are distinguished and named. Between Kameno and 

Makuyu, we arc told, there was a valley called the valley of life. A human agent has 

named the valley, assigning to it life-sustaining properties. A human narrative insinuates 

itself onto the script of an apparently indifferent, undifferentiated, natural world. We are 

then told that a river flows through the valley of life. The narrator informs the reader

addressed inclusively as "you/' that is, as participant observer- that he or she could have 

seen the river from each ridge had there had been "no bush and no forest trees covering 

the slopes" (River Between l). Somewhat implausibly, Michaud interprets the obscured 

vision to mean lhal conflict between Makuyu and Kamemo is pre-figured in the natural 

world: "Nature identifies the future conflict. The antagonistic villagers have, both 

literally and figuratively, lost touch with and sight of the source of their 'lifc-strcarn"'5 

The implication of this line of argument would seem to be that colonialism had driven a 

wedge, or at any rate, had been allowed to drive a wedge between two organically united 

communities. I highlight Michand's argument as but one example of a kind of romantic 

reading that obscures considerable textual ambiguity. 

However, the novel undermines such romantic interpretations. At a crucial 

moment the narrator appears to link the rhythms of the natural world to those of the 

human world: "Honia [the river] was the soul of Kameno and Makuyu. It joined them. 

And men, cattle, wild beasts and trees, were all united by this life-stream" (River Between 

1). In unmistakably romantic terms, the narrator seems to posit that the human world 
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derives its founding authority and fundamental legitimacy from nature. But in the very 

next paragraph, the narrator suggests that the natural world, far from signaling unity, 

foreordains conflict and strife: "When you stood in the valley, the two ridges ceased to be 

sleeping lions united by their common source of life. They became antagonists. You 

could tell this, not by anything tangible but by the way they faced each other, like two 

rivals ready to come to blows in a life and death struggle for the leadership of this 

isolated region" (River Between l). Far from being unnatural, the conflict between 

Kameno and Makuyu is, the narrator now suggests, inscribed legibly onto the natural 

world. What are we to make of the shifting and conflicting depictions of nature-at times 

indifferent, at others unifying, at yet others dividing-in the opening chapter of the text, 

the chapter that authoritatively frames the rest of the narrative? The narrator seems 

conflicted about nature but a close reading of the internal logic of The River Between 

discloses that the conflicts afflicting the human world have no basis in nor connection 

with the natural world, but rather, are the result of human actions. Human beings can 

retrospectively interpret any outcome as natural or un-natural but nature foreordains and 

pre-determines nothing. Whether Kameno or Makuyu remain unite or divide depends 

upon human and not natural agency. Depending on one's narrative perspective, either 

outcome can be read as natural or unnatural. 

The cont1ict between Kameno and Makuyu both precedes and enables colonial 

conquest. At the heart of the conflict, the text invites us to infer, is a contest for political 

power among ruling elites and the subsequent monopolization of power by a Kameno 

aristocracy in the name of the preordained and natural order of things. An ironic 

discourse seeks, from the outset, to undermine the novel's apparent romantic emplotment. 
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To underpin this preordained and natural order, the narrator presents an 

instructive myth of tribal origins: 

It had begun long ago. A man rose in Makuyu. He claimed that 

Gikuyu and Mumbi sojourned there with Murungu on their way to 

Mukuruwe wa Gathanga. As a result of this stay, he said, 

leadership had been left to Makuyu. Not all the people believed 

him. For had it not always been whispered and rumoured that 

Gikuyu and Mumbi had stopped at Kameno? And had not a small 

hill grown out of the soil on which they stood south of Kamcno? 

And Murungu had told them: 'This land I give to you, 0 man and 

woman. It is yours to rule and till, you and your posterity.' (River 

Between 1- 2) 

Coming in the wake of apparently romantic landscape descriptions, this seemingly 

romantic myth of origins reveals the discourse of irony that lies just beneath the surface 

narrative of Waiyaki's tragedy. As Sekyi-Otu argues, the most striking feature of this 

putative narrative of origins is its performative self-consciousness, that is, "its shameless 

acknowledgement of its own fictiveness and rhetoricity, its inaugural ambiguity. "6 This is 

a myth of origins that undermines its own authority, or put differently, seeks to establish 

less dogmatic grounds for mythic authority. In an insightful reading, Sekyi-Otu 

continues: 

The story of beginnings is apocryphal and unauthorized. Neither 

reporter, nor referent, neither subject, nor object, are accredited 
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with unequivocal, transcendental authority. Nor is the founding 

event said to be the product of an authorial project or preordained 

itinerary. The man who rose in Makuyu merely claimed that 

Gikuyu and Mumbi sojourned there "on their way to .... " In place 

of indubitable origins and an irreversible destination, we have here 

an account of genesis, destiny and, therefore, meanings as effects 

of a journeying experience, a contingent outcome of an unplanned 

sojourn. The Kameno version of the story, while it asserts 

Kameno's paramountcy, is equally argued with epistemological 

modesty. Again, rumor had it that the divinilies who attended the 

founding event had stopped at Kameno on their way to a 

destination which is not even named in this instance.7 

Neither the disastrous division nor the desired unity between Kameno and Makuyu are 

inscribed with the authority and finality of natural acts. Either unity or division would be 

the result of contingent political acts and choices. 

Shortly after the internally self-contradictory myth is presented, Chcge, the 

protagonist's father and a Kameno leader, posits a second, altogether different myth of 

origins. Chcgc regards his son as the savior prophesized to lead the Gikuyu not just from 

the yoke of colonialism but also the contamination of Christian in Makuyu. One day, 

Chege leads Waiyaki to a hill in Kameno and formally proclaims him savior. Regarding 

tribal origins, be informs his son: "[ljt was before Agu; in the beginning of things 

Murungu brought the man and woman here and again showed them the whole vastness of 
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the land. He gave the country to them and their children and the children of their children, 

tene na tene, world without end" (River Benveen 18). Seyki-Otu instructively contrasts 

the equivocalness and contestedness of the narrative of Gikuyu origins initially reported 

by the narrator with the firm assurance and unidirectionality of the partisan myth of 

origins that Chege subsequently naintes. Chege's belated myth is distinguished by its 

brevity, certainty, and self-assurance. The revised myth bestows land to the Gikuyu 

unconditionally by divine right in perpetuity; ownership is no longer a mauer of human 

agency, historical contingency and political choices. To deploy Homi Bhabha's apt 

phrasing, Chegc's revised myth of origins-which is also Waiyaki's myth and ultimately, 

if ambiguously, Ngugi's myth-tragically depends ''too much in[ ... its] necessity and too 

little in their fictionality."8 

Though it is the second in narrative sequence, Chege's myth paradoxically 

occupies a position of textual priority; it is the myth on the basis of which the narrative of 

The River Benveen unfolds. The narrator's conflicted myth of origins is suppressed, if not 

altogether forgotten, shortly after its provocative introduction. Despite its claims to tribal 

universality and its language of finality, Chege's creation story represents Kameno's 

partisan version of events. It appears doubtful that Christian Makuyu would accept his 

views regarding the natural order of things. In a certain sense, Chege 's story amounts to a 

rearguard action to restore Kameno's political power by inventing an ostensibly anti

colonial tradition. In Chege's arrogant prophetic self-assurance, Waiyaki's tragic ruin is 

writ large. 

Seduced by his father's visions of grandeur, Waiyaki self-assuredly constructs 

himself as the last in a line of prophets who would redeem and unify the whole 
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community. Newly anointed the last prophet, he stands atop the hill surveying his 

territory: "The ridges slept on. Kameno and Makuyu were no longer antagonistic. They 

had merged into one beautiful land, which is what, perhaps, they were meant to be. 

Makuyu, Kameno and the other ridges lay in peace and there was no sign of life, as one 

stood on the hill of God" (River Between 16). There is here a remarkable contraction of 

the space for human agency. Waiyaki's vision-despite the qualification of "perhaps"

is endowed with self-assurance and finality. Communal unity is preordained, and 

Waiyaki, the aristocrat and future intellectual, is its natural author. 

The vision articulates no material, political, economic, or ethical basis for unity; 

instead, under the guise of anti-colonial tradition, it silently re-inscribes the "natural" 

grounds for Kameno paramountcy and for elite power. This represents Waiyaki's hubris: 

the contention between the ridges can only be resolved-if it is indeed resolvable-not 

by divine right but through human choices and actions. For almost the duration of the 

novel, Waiyaki's quest for communal reunification is characterized by a certain 

conceptual emptiness. Having graduated from an elite colonial school, he embarks on a 

project to build numerous indigenous schools. But he fails to articulate a coherent 

pedagogy, much less a persuasive rationale for tribal unity. He dreams vaguely of 

romantic reunion between Kameno and Makuyu but seems to understand neither the 

genesis of division nor the grounds for resolution. He seems engaged in what Seyki-Otu 

has contemptuously but correctly termed, a ''neutralist cult of mindless and purposeless 

reconciliation."9 Seyki-Otu suggests that the novel ridicules Waiyaki' s purposeless and 

mindlessness, that it renders dubious his status as tragic hero. To the ex.tent that he 

represents a particular kind of intellectual, the character of Waiyaki serves as a critique of 
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the depiction of the postcolonial intellectual as revolutionary vanguard as well as 

romantic notions of postcolonial restoration. As I explain below, while insightful, Seyki

Otu's assessment of Waiyaki is ultimately unbalanced and one-sided. Waiyaki eventually 

artkulatcs a substantive, iflimited, vision for unity. Just before his murder, he seems to 

lay the ground for possible compromise between Kameno and Makuyu. I continue to 

emphasize the interplay between irony and tragedy in the novel. 

The central opposition actually dramatized in The River Between is within the 

Gikuyu polity rather than between the Gikuyu and their white colonizers. Waiyaki 

struggles to heal the internal rift between the two Gikuyu communities. But, far from 

uncritically affirming this romantic conception, Ngugi seems caught between two 

competing discourses: tragic romance on the one hand, and withering irony on the other. 

Even as he appears to affirm tradition, Ngugi seems to question the naturalness and 

desirability of the precolonial order as well as its viability as a basis for a longed-for 

postcolonial revolution. But the fundamental basis of that quest is called radically into 

question: by the end of novel there would seem to be no rational basis for communal 

unity. In some measure, Waiyaki's story represents an Africanized version of the biblical 

story of Christ. Ironically, the African Christ equivocally emerges as more self-important 

egoist than blameless savior. Waiyaki is destroyed as much by his own empty

headedness and hubris as by purportedly wicked people on either side of an internecine 

dispute. He offers no real solutions either from the conflicts that predate colonialism or 

the deprivations of white settlement. 

Waiyaki, ostensibly the tragic hero, appears to embody the case for tribal unity 

articulated by the novel. His story-the story of a private individual-enacts, it would 
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seem, an allegory of the embattled situation of Gikuyu culture under colonialism. In 

particular, his romantic relationship with Nyarnbura presents a problematic allegory for 

the eventual reconciliation and reunification of Makuyu and Kameno, and for the 

restoration of what part of the text would have us believe was the natural order of things. 

Drawing on arguments by Doris Sommer and Jean Franco, Gikandi argues that in 

nationalist allegories "romantic love is an imaginative mechanism for overcoming the 

divisions embedded in the polis. In an ideal situation, Waiyaki's marriage to Joshua's 

daughter would overcome the divisions between Kameno and Makuyu." 10 In Sommer's 

and Franco's arguments, such allegories naturalize a patriarchal and hctcroscxist order of 

things in the name of national liberation and unity. The figure of the woman is typically 

turned into 'the territory of domestic stability' on the strength of 'which the narrative of 

an ideal national identity holds out its lure."' 11 The romance between Waiyaki and 

Nyambura ends disastrously-they are excommunicated from Christian Makuyu and 

condemned to death by traditional Kameno. This failure notwithstanding, the text seems 

to leave no doubt that this romantic union represents an organic ideal towards which the 

people of the two ridges should collectively aspire. But such a unidirectional reading 

overlooks the fundamental ambiguity between romance and irony at the heart of the 

novel. Far from affirming the heterosexual romance involving its protagonist, The River 

Benveen may well be mocking it. The novel may well present an ironic emplotment in 

which the structure of a nationalist romance is used precisely in order to repudiate it. 

As is conventional in the anticolonial texts of this period, The River Between 

seems to turn on three discursive maneuvers: an attempt to establish the rationality of 

precolonial African cultures, an effort to explain the calamity of colonialism, and a bid to 
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discursively transcend coloniality. The maneuvers sought to make the case for 

postcolonial African self-governance by underscoring a tradition of rational precolonial 

government. In order to refute the negative image of Africa produced by colonial 

discourses, the text presents positive images of a precolonial Gikuyu world predicated on 

a traditional sacral ontology as well as a form of democratic political authority 

legitimated by popular consent and rational public debate. The image of a democratic 

precolonial African polity is addressed in the first instance to the putatively democratic 

Western colonial powers and the emerging African educational elite. It is intended to 

demonstrate, in terms intelligible to the West, that Africans had developed elaborate 

notions of democratic governance prior to colonial conquest. In The River Between, 

however, the image of rational democratic self-governance seems at rather odd variance 

with the autocratic and nonrational authority presented under the guise of tradition. The 

novel offers a world predicated in the first instance on the realm of hereditary seers 

(Mugo wa Kibiro and Chege). These men exercise unfettered spiritual and political 

power over the community on the authority of prophetic discourses. Early in the novel, 

we are told that the other elders in Kameno feared and respected Chege, the reigning seer, 

because "he knew, more than any other person, the ways of the land and the hidden 

things of the tribe. He knew the meaning of every ritual and every sign. So, he was at the 

head of every imporlant ceremony" (River Between, 7) Tradition, it would seem, 

produces and exercises power by means of a certain monopolization of knowledge. 

Ngugi retains an equivocal relationship towards the discourse of prophecy, at 

once affirming and disavowing its authority. The text suggests that the entire history and 

destiny of the tribe-from its original wholeness in time immemorial, to its complacent 
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immediate past, to its calamitous colonial present, to its future organic restoration-is 

contained in the body of prophetic and historical knowledge handed down through 

generations of seers. In its bid to transcend coloniality, the novel claims that the calamity 

of conquest had been foretold by traditional prophesies: Mugo wa Kibiro-from whom 

Chege reportedly descended- "a long time back prophesied the invasion of the Gikuyu 

country by the white man" (River BetlVeen 7). If the Gikuyu were conquered, if the 

natural order of things was disrupted, it was because they had disregarded prophecy. Or 

so it would seem. As Chege informs Waiyaki, Mugo proclaimed to the people, "there 

shall come a people with clothes like butterflies[ ... ] flying about over the land, 

disrupting the peace and the ordered life of the country" (River Between 19). However, 

the community is said to have disregarded prophecy and scorned the seer: "People did not 

believe him. Some even poured scorn on him, laughing at him, for they said: 'He is not 

well.' And they would not listen to his voice, which warned them: 'Beware!' The seer 

was rejected by the people of the ridges" (River Between 19). It remains unclear who the 

people might have resisted colonialism had they paid closer attention to the seer. Colonial 

conquest is presented as a foregone conclusion foreordained in prophecy but also the 

contingent outcome of avoidable human choices. 

In a perfectly circular argument, however, Mugo is said to anticipate the failure 

by the people to heed his prophecy. He is also said to have secondarily prophesied the 

coming of a savior and the transcendence of coloniality. The second prophecy necessarily 

mandates, ahead of time, that the people would reject the first prophecy. As Chege 

informs Waiyaki, ancient prophecy had proclaimed, "salvation shall come from the hills. 

From the blood that flows in me, I say from the same tree, a son shall rise. And his duty 
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shall be to lead and save the people!" (River Between 20). Mugo is claimed Lo have 

recognized that colonial power represented a threat to Gikuyu culture so powerfully and 

radically different that it called for new strategies: "Mugo often said you could not cut the 

butterflies with a panga. You could not spear them until you learnt and knew their ways 

and movement. Then you can trap, you could fight back" (River Between 20). In other 

words, colonial conquest would have been inevitable even if the people had heeded the 

seer's warning. In this account, colonialism could only be overcome by creatively 

engaging with it after the fact of conquest. Thus, Waiyaki is enjoined by the authority of 

a self-assured prophecy to "lgJo to the mission place. Learn all the wisdom and all the 

secrets of the white man" (River Between 20). The novel chronicles Waiyaki's attempts to 

fulfill the prophecy of Mugo as related to him by Chege. But the prophecy turns out to be 

unrealizable, so the novel becomes a tragedy. Ngugi thus introduces into the novel, side 

by side with the tragedy of Waiyaki an ironic doubt about the fundamental basis of 

prophetic authority. 

In addition to the sacral realm of the seers, the text explains that secular political 

power in precolonial Gikuyu culture-the putative natural order of things-was produced 

and exercised by a council of elders, the Kiama. This council consisted exclusively of 

men selected on the basis of age. However, in the course of the novel, W aiyaki and other 

educated young men are invited to join the Kiama. Despite the hegemonic maleness of 

both secular and sacred power, the text strives to posit, as part of its nationalist 

anticolonial critique, a natural democratic dispensation among all the Gikuyu-both men 

and women. Important decisions, the text suggests, were arrived at democratically by 

means of public discussion involving the entire community. We see such forums when, 
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for example, the people of Kameno try to determine the best way to respond to 

encroaching colonial power and, more specifically, when they debate whether western 

education enhances or retards communal liberation. At such forums, all voices can be 

heard, and it is even possible for an elder such as Kabonyi to, at leasl temporarily, lose an 

argument to the youthful Waiyaki. Kabonyi, an erstwhile Christian convert from 

M~uyu, plays a pivotal role in the novel as a forceful advocate of Gikuyu traditions. At 

first glance Kabonyi seems to be a respected leader but he is later revealed to be a fraud. 

He vigorously opposes Waiyaki's school-building project but is overruled by the Kiama. 

Through Waiyaki, the school in The River Between emerges as a discursive space 

that could strategically allow for cultural renewal and anticolonial resistance. Yet the 

novel seems aware of the fraught nature of its engagement with the colonial school. Early 

in novel, Waiyaki is a celebrated student at Siriana, an elite colonial school run by a racist 

missionary who is driven by the desire to civilize the native African children. A 

multifaceted institution, Siriana Mission Center includes, in addition to a selective high 

school, two other critically important institutions colonial institutions, namely, a church 

and a hospital. Collectively, lhe school, the church and the hospital attempt an epochal 

transfonnation of Gikuyu society as part of the civilizing mission of colonialism. 

Replacing tribal religion, medicine and knowledge, they offer a new system of worship, a 

new practice of healing and a new body of knowledge. In short, these seek, in concert, to 

create a modern man or woman in the wake of colonialism. 

After Siriana, Waiyaki teaches at a local colonial school. Finally, he seeks to 

establish indigenous schools for students from traditional families who had been expelled 

from colonial schools. These expulsions were the result of parents' refusal to renounce 
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such contentious tribal practices as circumcision. In terms of pedagogy, these indigenous 

schools do not seem substantially different from the colonial schools. They reflect the 

communities' strong desire to acquire Western education the better to survive in the 

colonial world. Once again, while Ngugi appears Ngugi appears to construct Waiyaki as 

a hero he robs him of the grounds for heroism. Waiyaki and the colonial school are the 

objects of subtle ridicule by a text that would seem to valorize them. As we have seen, he 

is sent to Siriana as an anti-colonial savior who would learn from the school how to 

overcome colonialism. But Livingstone, the colonial headmaster, has different ideas for 

the school. For him, the school and the hospital and the church were a means for securing 

the conversion of African subjects to Christianity and "civilization." That the colonial 

institution should manifest itself in a tripartite formation as church, hospital, and school 

reminds one of Michel Foucault's discussion of the pervasiveness of disciplinary power 

in the various institutions of European modernity: "Is it surprising that prisons resemble 

factories, schools, barracks, hospitals, which all resemble prisons?"12 The institutions at 

Siriana resemble each other less in literal material terms than as conjoined repositories of 

colonial knowledge and power. 

Livingstone is frustrated by the prospect of failure for the larger civilizing 

mission: "True, the school and the hospital had expanded a great deal. But these people 

seemed only interested in education, while they paid lip service to salvation ... They were 

entrenched to blind customs" (River Between 55). The custom principally in question 

here is circumcision, in particular the practice of clitoridectomy. It seems to Livingstone 

that the native population resists colonial ideologies even as they make liberal use of 
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colonial medicine and education. But, as we shall see, Waiyaki seems to uncrilically 

embrace important aspects of colonial discourse while at Siriana. 

In an odd Manichean opposition, the white missionary, like Chege, comes to 

recognize messianic polential in Waiyaki, although a very d1fferent one: "For many 

seasons they learned and worked hard. Waiyaki made quick progress and impressed the 

white missionaries, who saw in him a possible brave new Christian leader of the Church" 

(River Between 21- 22). That Waiyaki can simultaneously embody two diametrically 

opposed prophetic discourses (the one traditional and anti-colonial, the other Christian 

and antitraditional) bears witness to the conceptual emptiness at the heart of his messianic 

m1ss1on. 

Ngugi's novel mimics the aesthetics of tragedy; the script of the apparent tragedy 

of Waiyaki's death is layered over the novel's romantic longing for anticolonial 

revolution and communal restoration. Muthoni, Joshua's daughter, a young Christian 

woman who dies during a secret clitoridectomy, prefigures Waiyaki's tragic quest for 

reconciliation in The River Between. As Gikandi puts it, "Wai yak.i's journey into the 

thicket of cultural crisis is, of course, foreshadowed by Muthoni's narrative, a story that 

is often read as a commentary on the tragedy of biculturalism in a colonial situation."13 

Gikandi describes Muthoni's affirmation of cultural hybridity as eloquent. But lo what 

extent does Muthoni present an example of the impossibility of biculturalism? In many 

ways, the text self-consciously constructs Joshua, Muthoni's Christian father, as the 

mirror image of Chege, Waiyaki's traditionalist father. One man is the spiritual head of 

Christian Makuyu, the other of traditional Kameno. They both operate with 

uncompromising doctrinal certainty. As head of their respective patriarchal households, 
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they each demand absolute, dutiful obedience from their infantilized wives and children: 

Waiyaki on the one side, Nyambura and Muthoni on the other. Drawing from the 

template of tragedy, The River Between constructs the two men as similarly situated 

extremists who together are driving the community into unnatural civil strife. Each of the 

children caught up in the crossfire articulates and enacts, although unsuccessfully, a 

vision of communal reunification and renewal. 

Muthoni's bid for reconciliation talces the form of a desire to be both traditional 

Gikuyu and Christian: "I am a Christian and my father and mother have followed the new 

faith. J have not run away from that. But I also want to be initiated into the ways of the 

tribe" (River Between 43). Yet, there is a lack of depth to her profession of Christianity. 

She merely imitates her parents in professing the "white man's faith." She asserts 

traditional Gikuyu culture by opting to be circumcised, a practice that is anathema to the 

Christian church: "Father and Mother are circumcised. Are they not Christians? 

Circumcision did not prevent them from being Christians. I too have embraced the white 

man's faith. However, I know it is beautiful, oh so beautiful to be initiated into 

womanhood. You learn the ways of the tribe. Yes, the white man's God does not quite 

satisfy me. I want, I need something more" (River Between 26). 

Muthoni seems to bring colonial difference radically to bear on Christian civility. 

However, her characterization is ultimately problematic and unpersuasive. Her longing 

for circumcision seems primordial and prerational. One notes the apparent collapse of the 

ostensibly weighty ways of the tribe into the singular event of circumcision. Muthoni's 

logic is strangely backwards in this instance: her mother and father were circumcised 

before Christian conversion. After conversion, the fact of their circumcision remained an 
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emblem of shame in particular for her father, who is decidedly no model for cultural 

hybridity. While the narrator alleges that a Gikuyu woman lurks underneath the fa<;ade of 

Muthoni's mother's Christianity, little in the story justifies this flat assertion of a 

primordial tribal essence. If anything, she emerges as a woman in uncritical dutiful 

obedience to a Christian patriarch. 

Dying after a botched operation, Mulhoni proclaims the apparent triumph of 

biculturalism. She asks Waiyaki to "tell Nyambura I see Jesus. And I am a woman 

beautiful in the tribe" (River Between 53). There would seem to be something 

undoubtedly heroic and tragic about her story. But that appearance misleads: one is 

troubled by the conceptual emptiness at the heart of all her thoughts and actions. That 

conceptual emptiness inclines her life's story towards irony rather than tragedy. Her 

embrace of Christianity seems so devoid of specific doctrinal content that it amounts to 

little more than mindless obedience of the dictates to a fanatical father. This also seems to 

be the entirety of Nyamhura's Christianity. Neither Muthoni nor Nyumbura ever explain 

what they love about Christianity or Christ. Muthoni 's embrace of tradition seems 

equally superficial. Even though she says she desires to learn the ways of the tribe, that 

entire tradition is reduced, in her rendering of it, to a single contentious cultural practice. 

Like Waiyaki and Nyambura in her tragic wake, Muthoni seems to be motivated not by 

the romance a well-thought-out biculturalism, but rather, by a cult of mindless 

neutralism. Given the conceptual insubstantiality of Muthoni's characterization, it seems 

mistaken to read her life and death, as Gikandi does, "as a commentary of the 

impossibility of building cultural bridges in the Manichean culture of colonialism."14 The 

lesson to be learnt here is that if cultural bridges are to be built, then they will have to be 
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contingent on more substantive and critical terms than are presented in Muthoni's tragic 

biography. The first step in any such process would be an argument that makes the case 

for the desirability of cultural bridges in the first place. From one perspective, Muthoni 

represents the virtuous, if tragic, figure who, like John the Baptist in the Bible, prepares 

the way for the real savior. From a different perspective, however, she is a figure of 

ridicule, mindlessly and purposelessly striving to reconcile two incompatible faiths 

neither of which she fully understands. 

Muthoni's death exacerbates the rift between the Christians and the traditionalists. 

Casting aside Muthoni 's dying proclamations, the men on both sides of the Manichean 

opposition endow her death with an overwhelming amount of conflicting significance. 

For Livingstone, the death "forever confirmed the barbarity of Gikuyu customs" as well 

as a moral imperative to stop the practice of circumcision by any means (River Between 

55). Henceforth, he would rely on coercion and not conversion, direct pressure and not 

persuasive pedagogy. For Joshua, the death confirms the morality of his Christian 

conversion and comes to represent a temptation, a test to his faith that must be resisted 

even at the cost of losing his entire family. For Chege, Muthoni's death Mothoni's death 

is a punishment for Joshua's having adopted the colonial religion of Christianity, it shows 

the primacy of tradition and the wrongness of accepting an outside religion that splits up 

the family. In a compelling illustration of the retrospective and dubious character of 

prophecy in this novel, he claims to have foretold the tragedy: "Had he not foreseen this 

drama? Had he not seen the estrangement between father and daughter, son and father, 

because of the new faith? This was a punishment for Joshua" (River Between 54). The 

irony of these lines deprives Chege of any lingering pretence to prophetic authority. lf he 
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had indeed foreseen the drama of Muthoni's death, Chege did not feel compelled to share 

his prophecy before the fact, much less take effective action to forestall it. Like his 

prophecy regarding colonialism, this prophecy comes dubiously after the fact. 

Both sides of this binary opposition are presented as equally extremist and equally 

blind preparing the ground for Waiyaki's middle of the road politics. What might explain 

Waiyaki's-and ultimately Ngugi's-ambiguous investment in a denuded notion of unity 

and reconciliation? Gikandi suggests the paradigms of Malinowskian anthropology 

provide an invaluable context for reading both The River Between and Weep Not, Child. 

He points out that Malinowski's investigations of cultural change in Africa in the wake of 

the colonial encounter focused on African subjects who had been exposed to European 

· 15 culture and who therefore "hved under the 'sway of more than one culture."' -

Malinowsb's discourse of social change turned, Gikandi observes, "around the fate of 

native cultures caught between the conflicting forces of tradition and change, and of 

colonial subjects trying to reconcile the antagonist forces associated with these diverse 

forces, frantically trying to be at home in the world."16 This formulation presents an 

uncanny description of the world of The River Between and of Waiyaki in particular. 

Educated at the elite colonial school (Siriana), Waiyaki strives to be an engine for social 

change. He is the colonial intellectual who mediates between the two contending factions 

of his ethnic community. 

W aiyaki purports to provide his reunified community a way out of the nightmare 

of colonialism. For much of the novel, he is so obsessed with building more schools that 

he does not stop to articulate a coherent pedagogy, much less demonstrate the efficacy of 
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education for the anticolonial struggle to which he subscribes. Instead, he promotes what 

Seyki-Otu has polemically termed "the idolatory of an anesthetized education"17
: 

His god, education, guided him, showed him the light, made him 

overcome personal frustrations and hardships. It drove him through 

hills and valleys, through the forests and darkness of the night. He 

had not yet stopped to think where all this was leading, whether the 

new awareness he had helped to create would be quenched by 

education. ff anybody had suddenly asked him a question in that 

direction he might have burst out: Unite and bufld more schools. 

(River Between 109) 

Earlier, the novel presents another instance of Waiyaki's empty-head embrace of 

education: 

They called him a saviour. His own father had talked of a Messiah 

to come. Whom was the Messiah coming to save? From what? 

And where would He lead the people? Although Waiyaki did not 

stop to get clear answers to these questions, he increasingly saw 

himself as the one who would lead the tribe to the light. Education 

was the light of the country. That was what the people wanted. 

Education. Schools. Education. (The River Between 10 l) 

These passages disclose a certain satirical dimension to the novel. Through an unnamed 

narrator, the author mocks his purported hero, undermining his tragic authority. Waiyaki 
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embraces a denuded cult of education so much that, as Seyki-Otu argues, "[i]n place of 

education serving the requiremenl of unity, unity would serve the ends of education."18 In 

the words of the narrator, "[ e ]very day he was becoming convinced of the need for unity 

between Kameno and Makuyu. The ancient rivalry would cripple his efforts in 

education" (91). The apolitical and anaesthetizing nature of this romance with education 

is unmistakable. Waiyaki even resigns his appointment in the Kiama in order to 

depoliticize his messianic educational mandate. This decision makes little sense given 

that the reasons his father sent him to Siriana were directly and explicitly political-that 

is, to use Western education in order to help liberate his people from the yoke of colonial 

domination. The text suggests that Waiyaki's apolitical pedagogy was enshrined at 

Siriana: "Perhaps the teaching of Livingstone, that education was of value and his boys 

should not concern themselves with what the government was doing or with politics, had 

found a place in Waiyaki's heart'' (River Between 65). 

Toward the end of the novel, Waiyaki fianlly mticulates an explicit liberationist 

pedagogical mission predicated, above all, on healing the rift between the two ridges. In 

one sense, Waiyaki's conceptual vagueness throughout the novel prepares the ground for 

the depth that he exhibits in the final pages, so we should perhaps temper the forcefulness 

of Seyki-Otu's vigorous critique and underscore the fundamental ambiguity of the novel. 

Belatedly, Waiyaki seeks to represent schooling as an instrument for social change based 

on cultural fusion and the transcendence of the limits of both traditionalism and 

colonialism. It bears emphasizing the fact that Waiyaki final solution consists of private 

thoughts that he does not get to share publicly. His vision comes too late, after he has lost 

all credibility. In private thought just before death, Waiyaki defends the traditions of the 
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Gikuyu people against Christian assault, charging that "[a] religion that took no count of 

people's way of life, a religion that did not recognize spots of beauty and truths in their 

way of life, was useless. It would not satisfy. It would not be a living experience, a source 

of life and vitality. It would only maim a man's soul" (River Between 141). As was the 

case with Muthoni, however, there persists in Waiyaki's embrace of Gikuyu 

traditionalism, a pointed lack of specificity as to what that tradition entails. His call for 

compromise is not only too late in coming but also too little in substance. He condemns 

the conservatism of the Kameno Kiama as reflected in its rejection of the necessity of 

education in the changed world. Led by Kabonyi, the Kiama increasingly clings to an old 

order of things whose time has iITeversibly passed. Further, W aiyaki devalues the 

practice of clitoridectomy: "[c]ircumcision of women was not important as a physical 

operation" (River Between 142). From the locus of the school, Waiyaki articulates a 

vision that seeks to transcend the limits of both tradition and colonialism thereby 

inventing a new tradition: "education for unity. Unity for political freedom ... Education, 

Unity, Political Freedom" (River Between 142). 

Compared to his erstwhile conceptual emptiness, Waiyaki's belated cu]tural 

critique possesses substantive material content. Critiquing both traditional and colonial 

authority, he displays the full force of the revisionary power lurking under his cheap 

colonial imitation. However, Waiyaki's pedagogy remains rooted in a neutralism that 

would suggesl an ethical equivalence between colonizing and colonized cultures. There is 

also a circular logic at the heart of his vision: education for unity is uttered at the same 

breath as unity for education. It remains unclear which term precedes and justifies the 

other and on what grounds. Sekyi-Otu rightly contends that the educational mandate 
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Waiyaki propounds is still politically empty: what is the specific context and content of 

the education being propounded? In what specific ways will that education achieve unity 

and political freedom? During an important village council earlier in novel, Waiyaki 

sought to promote education as the most effective anti-colonial strategy. In the face of 

Kabonyi's deep skepticism, Waiyaki contended that education would help recover the 

land the community had lost to white settlers. Significantly, he could not explain how this 

outcome would obtain. Kabonyi's pointed question to Waiyaki-will education bring 

back the lost lands?-remains unanswered in Waiyaki's final vision. 

As if to consummate his vision of cullural unity, Waiyaki enters into a romantic 

relationship with Nyambura, Joshua's eldest daughter, an ideal union prefiguring the 

future reunion between Makuyu and Kameno, between Christianity and tradition. The 

union is doomed to fail. Both the Christians and the traditionalists reject Nyambura and 

Waiyaki. But the text seems to depict the deaths of the two lovers in terms of murdered 

innocence. Both camps stand condemned for their extremism and intransigence. The 

romance of Education, Unity and Freedom lives on as an unrealized but authoritative 

dream. But, as I have indicated, this tragic romance rests uneasily alongside the novel' s 

underlying ironic critique. 

The text equates and condemns the extremism of both the traditionalists 

(represented by Kabonyi and his son Kamau) and the Christians (represented by Joshua). 

Rather curiously, however, Kabonyi's and Kamau's actions are tarred with far greater 

illegitimacy. Joshua may well be mistaken in his uncompromising embrace of the "white 

man's faith" to the peril of his own family and community, but he is at least sincere and 

single-minded in his fanaticism. By contrast, Kabonyi's and Kamau's defense of 
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traditional purity stands irredeemably compromised. Kabonyi, we are told, is motivated 

by ambition and resentment-he wants his family to exercise political power. Whether 

that power derives from traditionalism or Christianity seems to him of little consequence. 

He argues for traditionalism using the same fervent rhetoric with which he once argued 

for Christianity. He left the church not out of deep conviction, but because he realized 

that Joshua would never relinquish power. Similarly, he is opposed to Waiyaki's 

educational mission not out of any deep conviction, but because he wants his son, 

Kamau, to replace Chege's son as leader of the community. Kabonyi's vehement attack 

against colonialism and his calls for violent resistance-arguments that might have 

otherwise seemed defensible, especially in lighl of Waiyaki's empty pedagogy-ring 

hollow when read against what the text portrays as his greed and ambition. In short, 

Ngugi draws Kabonyi not simply as a mistaken extremists (like Joshua) but as 

manipulative frauds. 

The patriarchal nature of authority on both the traditional and Christian sides of 

the cultural and political contest portrayed in The River Between deserves underscoring. 

One notes a troubling intersection of the space of the school and the politics of gender in 

the novel. Whatever its politics and pedagogy, the space of tbe school emerges as silently 

but aggressively masculinized in the text. Although the reader is told relatively early in 

the narrative that the Siriana Missionary Centre was "a big place with hospitals and a 

flourishing school taking boys and girls from all over the country" (River Between 28), 

no women seem to attend or teach at any of the schools depicted in the novel. After its 

gender-inclusive introduction, 1 do not make an anachronistic critique that can be 

overcome merely by asserting that the novel reflects historical reality in its depiction of 
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the gender exclusions of colonial education in Africa. The gendered exclusions of The 

River Between cannot be explained within the internal economy of the text. It emerges 

relatively early in the narrative that the Siriana Missionary Centre was "a big place with 

hospitals and a flourishing school taking boys and girls from all over the country" (River 

Between 28). Yet, having made its gender inclusive provocation, The River Between only 

seems interested in the education of boys-Waiyaki and his classmates. 

Girls are absent from the economy of education that the text explores. Even 

Joshua's Christian daughters seem somehow to remain firmly outside the culture of the 

school. They acquire what little learning (much of it Christian dogma) they seem to 

possess informally in the domestic sphere of the home. As Nyambura reminds Muthoni, 

"You and I are now wise in the ways of the white people. Father has been teaching us 

what he learnt at Siriana" (River Between 25). If Siriana does in fact take both boys and 

girls, why does Ngugi seem contradictorily to imply that girls could only receive their 

education second hand in the privacy of the home at the discretion of a benevolent father? 

The textual discrepancy with regard to gender and schooling becomes important 

in context of a novel in which the ideal romantic union is the union of gendered unequals: 

Waiyaki and Nyambura. Like Waiyaki's cult of education this ideal union is, as Seyki

Otu puts it, ultimately inspired by the "saccharine religion of reconciliation."19 Waiyaki is 

an articulate, educated, visionary whose mission, however empty-headed, stands for 

nothing less than the salvation of an entire ethnic polity. Nyamhura, by contrast, is a 

rather less articulate, less educated, adulating inferior who sees in Waiyaki her personal 

savior. lt is as if she has simply transferred authority from one dominating male figure

her father, Joshua-to another-her lover, Waiyaki. Does this nationalist romance hinge 
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ultimately on the relegation of women as the territory of domestic stability and the 

depiction of men as social and political agents? Can we conclude that at a fundamental 

level Ngugi conceives of the struggle against colonial rule as a struggle about 

masculinil y? 

At an extradiegetic level, Waiyaki's story is something of Ngugi 's autobiography. 

Educated at the elite colonial institutions, Ngugi strives to invent an anti-colonial 

tradition, but the colonial library overdetennines the paradigms and parameters of that 

struggle. As Gikandi asserts, The River Between appears more useful for telling us about 

the anxieties of Ngugi's intellectual encounters with colonial modernity than about pre

colonial Gikuyu culture. 

Weep Not, Child and the Romance of Education. 

Weep Not, Child represents N gugi 's first fictive exploration of the Mau Mau 

Rebellion, the violent anticolonial uprising in late colonial Kenya. The rebellion was 

destined to become a central theme in all of Ngugi's subsequent writing. In an interview 

conducted several years after its publication, Ngugi emphasizes the simplicity and 

straightforwardness of the novel's engagement with Mau Mau: "In Weep Not, Child I just 

wanted to capture as much as possible the atmosphere of the situation, what it felt like to 

actually live in a small village at this time. So I wasn't trying to capture anything that was 

very deep, but l was trying to capture what it felt like to live in a civil war."20 

Interestingly, the author's simple statements obscure the text's ironic depth and 

complexity. Like The River Between, the novel seems to embrace romantic conceptions 
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of community but it also embarks on an ironic critique, if not rejection of such 

communities. N gugi resorts to a certain neutralism in describing the world of the novel. 

He reduces his text to a moving-though curiously apolitical-narrative of one family's 

tragic circumstances in the context of what he instructively terms a civil war. Yet, 

Ngugi's apparent neutralism bears remarking on for two reasons: first, it is at odd 

variance with the partisan account of the world that produced Weep Not, Child that Ngugi 

provides later in the interview: 

As a child growing up during this period, it would be silly and not 

true to say one was aware of all the implications of even the 

struggle itself. But one did get impressions. You are so young. You 

sec your uncles being killed. British soldiers come to collect your 

uncles. You see some of your friends being taken from their 

homes. These things stay with you. You see an old man you 

respected being emasculated as a condition of war.21 

Against the backdrop of this account of British colonial violence, why would the text, at 

least in its author's rendering of thiogs, attempt to eschew depth?22 Second, the apparent 

neutralism-the rhetoric referring to the terror of the state of emergency in colonial 

Kenya as a civil war-contrasts sharply with Ngugi's later partisan depiction of the Mau 

Mau as the triumphant culmination of a long, continuous, and heroic tradition of anti

colonial struggle in Kenya. 

Ngugi self-consciously intends Weep Not, Child as a sequel to and revision of The 

River Between. Njorogc, the central character in the later novel, emerges as a thinly 
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veiled reincarnation of, Waiyaki, the central character in Ngugi's inaugural novel. The 

image of Njoroge-as-savior depicted in Weep Not, Child harks back to the image of 

Waiyaki-as-savior in The River Belween. While Waiyaki tragically failed in his bid to 

unify the Gikuyu in the wake of colonial conquest, Njoroge picks up the mantle. Just like 

Waiyaki, Njoroge is designated savior at a young age. Njoroge is Chege's youngest son. 

Along with his wife, Nyokabi, Chege has been rendered landless and poor by colonial 

settlement. He now works for Howland, a wealthy settler. His older sons, Boro and Kori, 

work as laborers but later join the Mau Mau. Another brother, Mwangi, a conscript, died 

during the Second World War. His death haunts the family, in particular, Boro his 

increasingly militant younger brother. Especially in the wake of the Mau Mau uprising, 

the family is terrorized by Jacobo, a Gikuyu man who acquires power and wealth by 

collaborating with the settlers. Working as a chief, he terrorizes the village during the 

emergency before he is killed by the Mau Mau. Like Waiyaki, Njoroge attends Siriana, 

the elite colonial school reserved for the education of high-achieving blacks. White 

students, like Rowland's son and Njoroge's agemate, Stephen, attend The Hill School a 

separate elite institution. Mastering colonial education is, once more, presented as 

necessary for effective postcolonial restoration even though the novel concurrently 

critiques this romantic conception of education. Unlike Waiyaki, Njoroge does not 

graduate high school. He is expelled from Siriana at the height of the Mau Mau Rebellion 

when it emerges that he family is implicated in that violent anti-colonial strnggle. He 

takes up menial employment working for an Indian shopkeeper. At the end of novel the 

would-be savior is an utter failure. In despair, Njoroge attempts to kill himself but is 

foiled by his mother's intervention. 
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To a lesser extent than The River Between, the story in Weep Not, Child hinges on 

a failed romantic relationship between Njoroge, the protagonist, and Mwihaki, Jacobo's 

daughter. As we shall sec, critics like James Ogude contend that this is relationship 

suggests the possibility of healing the rifts that threaten to tear the Gikuyu community 

apart. The novel invites this reading while simultaneously contesting it. Ogude further 

contends that the failure of this romance indicts the adult world that cruelly shatters the 

innocence of childhood. In contrast, my reading emphasizes the ironic nature of Ngugi's 

use of boundary crossing relationships as the improbable means for overcoming social 

conflict. In this regard, I pay greater attention not the relationship between Njoroge and 

Mwihaki, but rather, the romance of interracial comity suggested by the even more 

improbable relationship between Njoroge and Stephen, Howland's son. At the height of 

the Mau Mau Rebellion, the son of an oppressive white settler and the son of a 

dispossessed Gikuyu forge a dubious brotherhood, a brotherhood that depends upon the 

willful ignorance of both parties. 

Very early in Weep Not, Child, Njoroge father's, Ngotho, emerges in Chege's 

fictive wake. But if Ngotho represents a latter day incarnation of Chege and the law of 

the father, he is a rather poor imitation. Despite his status as self-proclaimed prophet and 

his patriarchal authority as the titular head of his household, years of colonialism has 

reduced him to a life of extreme deprivation. He experiences this deprivation as a 

fundamental assault on his manhood. Instructively, Ngotho's investment in prophetic 

discourses appears to be inversely proportional to his material dispossession by colonial 

settlement. 
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Despite his dispossessed status and his diminished patriarchal authority, however, 

Ngotho claims for himself-and for his son-the prophetic mantle that Chege, Waiyaki's 

father, rather ill-fittingly wore in The River Between. Al one point early in the novel, he 

gathers all his sons and attempts to tell them the myth of tribal origins with the same 

authority and self-assurance that Chege displayed in The River Between. Ngotho contends 

that the land of Gikuyu was god-given and remains theirs in perpetuity by divine right, 

not contingent history. Like Chege before him, he insists that the calamity of colonialism 

as well as its transcendence was foretold in Mugo wa Kibiro's disregarded prophecy. 

Again, like Chege's, his prophecy regarding the end of colonialism is doomed to fail. 

Ngugi constructs Ngotho with an acute sense of ironic detachment and critical distance. 

Along with his son, Ngotho seems all but intended as an object of satire and ridicule 

rather than empathetic identification. 

Ngotho's narrative features an admixture of ancient prophecy and recent history. 

He informs his sons that the British had appropriated Gikuyu land for white seulers 

during the First World War while Gikuyu soldiers were off fighting on the British side: 

We came home worn out but very ready for whatever the British 

might give us as a reward. But, more than this, we just wanted to 

go back to the soil and court it to yield, to create, not to destroy. 

But Ng'o! The land was gone. My father and many others had 

been moved from our ancestral lands. He died lonely, a poor man 

waiting for the white man to go. Mugo had said this would come to 

be. The white man did not go and he died a muhoi [landlessj.23 

79 



fn his father's wake, Ngotho continues to wait for lhe white settlers to leave his land of 

their own accord. Asked by one of his impatient sons when the prophecy would be finally 

fulfilled, Ngotho harks back, quite explicitly, to the story of Waiyaki in The River 

Between: 

I don't know. Ortce in the country of the ridges where the hills and 

ridges lie together like lions, a man rose. People thought that he 

was the man who had been sent to drive away the white man. But 

he was killed by wicked people because he said people should 

stand together. I've waited for the prophecy. It may not he fulfilled 

in my lifetime ... but 0, Murungu, I wish it could (Weep Not 

Child 26). 

Much Hkc Chege, his fictional forbearer, Ngotho's prophetic authority rests dubiously on 

his ability retroactively to reinterpret contingent circumstances as manifestations of 

divine destiny. For example, he takes advantage of the fact of Njoroge's education to 

anoint him the new savior of the Gikuyu nation. But, as the text carefully documents, 

Njoroge's schooling has nothing to do with prophecy. His mother, Nyokabi, sends him to 

school for purely pragmatic reasons: she desires the material comforts enjoyed by the 

wealthy. Not at all unreasonably, she recognizes that formal education represents one of 

the only means for upward social mobility in the colonial context. The education of at 

least one of her children would offer the best chance for the family to alleviate its 

deprivation. An element of fetishism informs Nyokabi's embrace of the idea of 

"Englishness," since she grants it almost magical power. But she also recognizes the 
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pragmatic fact-through what the narrator terms "mother's instinct"-that the colonial 

order has changed things radically and that what matters in the new economy is the 

ability to speak and write English (Weep Not, Child 16). Even if one were inclined to 

question her narrow gendered materialism (her desire to live like wives of richer 

neighbors), it would be difficult to fault her desire to improve her family's life 

circumstances. Nyokabi's pragmatism contrasts sharply with Ngotho's and Njorogc's 

messianism. Her pragmatic rationale and their prophetic one together embody what we 

may regard as the ideology of education in colonial and postcolonial Africa. Weep Not, 

Child deploys the pragmatic rationale in order to contest and refute the prophetic one. 

That Ngotho-who Look no active part in the decision to send Njoroge to school and 

contributes nothing to his staying there-comes to invest prophetic destiny in this event 

illustrates the belatedness and dubiousness of his pathetic mandate. By debunking the 

authority of prophecy, the novel undermines the notion of an organic Gikuyu community. 

Even though Njoroge's schooling begins a direct consequence of Nyokahi's 

thoughts and actions, she remains relatively marginal to the story the novel opts to tell, 

that is, the story of the prophetic rationale for education, the story of a masculinized 

attempt to transcend coloniality. Absent from most of the novel, the mother nevertheless 

remains central to its economy. At the end of the novel she returns, after a protracted 

absence, to prevent Njoroge's suicide and deny him an ill-deserved tragic grandeur. The 

long middle section of the novel unfolds as a sustained irony. Against the background of 

Nyokabi's actions at both the beginning and end of the novel, Njoroge's and his father's 

messianic fantasies seem pathetic. 
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Like The River Between, Weep Not, Child hinges on the weight of prophecy 

placed onto the ill-suited body of a child. The text unfolds literally as a failed prophecy. 

Njoroge comes to demonstrate precisely the same hubris that drove Waiyaki in The River 

Benveen. In many ways, he comes to display the same empty neutralism that tragically 

destroyed Waiyaki. He seeks to graft a Gikuyu sacral ontology seamlessly onto Christian 

dogma, without regard to the radical differences between the two faiths, especially in the 

context of violent colonialism. Unlike in the earlier text, however, the discourse of 

prophecy is not uncontested in Weep Not, Child. Boro, one of Ngotho's other sons, is 

increasingly impatient with his father's powerlessness in the face of colonialism and with 

his reliance on prophecy rather than action for liberation. He denounces the Gikuyu of his 

father's generation: "How could these people have let the white man occupy the land 

without acting? And what was all this superstitious belief in prophecy?" (Weep Not, 

Child 27). To hell with prophecy, Boro concludes. 

Weep Not, Child occupies much the same imaginative universe as The River 

Between. The central conflict in both novels is virtually identical: What is the best way to 

overcome the colonial conquest and dispossession? What role, ff any, will the colonial 

school play in anti-colonial politics? There is, however, a critical difference between the 

two texts: Weep Not, Child addresses the question of colonial education in the context of 

the Mau Mau rebellion and a state of emergency. It asks a new set of questions: What is 

the role of the colonial school during an age of violent anti-colonial struggle? What is the 

role of the school during a generalized state of terror? What does it mean to imagine the 

colonial school as a protected enclave for individual improvement when the wider society 
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is being torn apart by the violence of anti-colonial struggle and the colonial state's 

terroristic response? 

G.D. Killam suggests that Weep Not, Child addresses three interrelated questions: 

"first, the appropriateness of a young Kenyan getting a western education; secondly, the 

influence of Christianity in the Kenyan context (since the education is provided by a 

mission school) and thirdly, the causes and prosecution of the independence struggle. "24 

He argues that the three themes are intermingled as the novel charts Njoroge's life: his 

"progress in Lhe various schools he attends takes place as the political situation in Kenya 

deteriorates to the point where J omo Kenyatta, the political leader of the nationalists, is 

arrested, tried, found guilty and imprisoned."25 In addition to Kenyatta's imprisonment, a 

state of emergency is declared. Njorogc remains in school while his brothers, Boro and 

Kori, become freedom fighters. The oppositions of colonial culture come, therefore, to pit 

brother against brother. What does it mean for one brother to be protected in the surreal 

safety of the colonial school while two other brothers opt for a precarious existence in 

violent anti-colonial struggle? 

The text seems to endorse the liberating potential of education even, or especially, 

during the emergency. "In spite of the troubled time," the narrator contends, "people still 

retained a genuine interest in education. Whatever their differences, interest in knowledge 

and book-learning was the one meeting point between such widely different people as 

Boro, Jacobo, and Ngotho. Somehow the Gikuyu people always saw their deliverance as 

embodied in education" (Weep Not, Child I 04-l 05). The supreme irony of the narrator's 

authoritative conlention deserves emphasis. Not only does this unknown person construct 

and celebrate education in abstract neutralist terms-"knowledge and book-learning"-
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but she or he also seems to neutralize critical economic, cultural, and political differences 

among the colonial Gikuyu. 

The faith that the Gikuyu people as a whole are said somehow to have retained in 

the emancipatory potential of education during what the narrator glosses as "troubled 

times" is striking. It is all the more remarkable when we bear in mind how fundamental 

differences distinguish Boro, Jacobo, and Ngotho from one another. 

Ngotho is an illiterate peasant, the emasculated head of the house, who is reduced 

to abject poverty after his land was taken over by Howland, a colonial settler. Ngotho 

works for Howland in a pathetic bid to retain physical as well as metaphysical contact 

with his land. He hopes, without knowing how exactly, that his son's education will help 

him repossess his land. 

Boro, Njoroge's older brother, works in the big city. He is a World War II 

veteran, and his experience in the war has left him with profound bitterness and rage 

against colonial settlers as well as his conquered Gikuyu forebearers (who are reflected, 

above all, in the image of his powerless father). He is specifically traumatized by the 

death of his brother, Mwangi, during the war, fighting for freedoms abroad that Africans 

were denied at home. He is a union organizer who later becomes a freedom fighter when 

convinced that violence represents the only way to transcend the crisis of coloniality. 

Despite his background, Boro retains a faith in Western education. Specifically, he 

sponsors Njorogc's education even as he joins the Mau Mau. While he condemns as 

superstitious his father's mindless faith in prophecy, Boro's own faith in education seems 

similarly superstitious (to use this word in the pejorative sense that he intends). It 

undermines his militant belief on the need to violent uproot British colonialism. This is 
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especially true when we bear in mind that Njoroge's education seems to consist all but 

entirely of instruction in Christian doctrinalism and the culture of Englishness. Early in 

the novel, a classroom scene is played out during which Njoroge and his classmates 

struggle to master the Enghsh language; in an oblique reference later in the text, we are 

told that English literature was Njoroge's best subject. It seems curious that Boro would 

support this kind of education at precisely the same time that he is violently resisting 

colonialism. 

Finally, Jacobo, a Christian convert, is one of the few Africans to have benefited 

from colonial rule. He acquires great wealth as a favored farmer within the colonial 

economy. During the "troubled times," he becomes a chief, enforcing a reign of terror in 

the village. He considers Ngotho his implacable enemy and expends inordinate energy 

trying to destroy him. However, we are told that shares with his enemies the same basic 

faith in colonial education. 

That three people whose interests are ultimately irreconcilable should converge in 

their valorization of education as a tool for Gikuyu liberation suggests the level of 

mystification entailed by the ideology of the colonial school. In fact, education seems to 

have become a fetish object in the classic Marxian sense of the term. Denuded of both its 

materiality and historicity, education as a commodity in the novel becomes not a class-, 

race-, and gender-inflected mediating activity, but an end unto itself. Boro, Jacobo, and 

Ngotho all subscribe to a cult of education that masks the function of the school as a 

means for the reproduction of an oppressive social, economic and political order. 

The neutralist cult for education forecloses any understanding of the school 

system in terms of what John Guillory describes as "the systematic regulation of reading 
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and writing, a complex social phenomenon corresponding to the following set of 

questions: Who reads? What do they read? How do they read? In what social and 

institutional circumstances? Who writes? In what social and institutional circumstances? 

For whom?"26 As represented in this novel, the Gikuyu people, in their essentialist 

collectivity, seem unable to recognize that the highly stratified education system is the 

principal means by which a highly stratified colonial society reproduces itself. They seem 

unable to ask these questions along with their corollaries: Who does not read? What is the 

connection between those who arc allowed to read and those are prevented from reading? 

What is the goal for reading? What is the history of reading? The cult for education 

uncritically exhibited by the various Gikuyu men in the novel may usefully be contrasted 

with Nyokabi's quiet, if defeatist, pragmatism. She attaches to the school no magical 

powers for communal redemption, but rather, sees it for what it can be, that is, a means 

for social uplift for those able to take advantage. Even as it constructs an undifferentiated 

and na'ive Gikuyu mass with a fetishistic investment in the myth of education, the text 

provides the means for refuting that essentialist representation. 

Weep Not, Child opens with an elaborate description of the racialized landscape 

of colonial Kenya. "In a country of ridges, such as Kikuyuland," the narrator begins, 

explicitly harking back to the language of the opening chapter of The River Between, 

"there are many valleys and small plains" (Weep Not; Child 7). But unlike the landscape 

of the earlier narrative, the ostensibly natural landscape of Weep Not, Child has been 

written over by the racialized text of colonial conquest: "The first two valleys went into 

the Country of the Black People. The other two divided the land of the Black People from 

the land of the White People" (Weep Not, Child 7). If in The River Between the central 
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conllict took the form of an internal contest in the shadow of encroaching colonial power, 

in Weep Not, Child the conflict is directly between white people against black people. 

Two of the four racialized ridges were "broad and near one another"-thesc were 

occupied by the white settlers. The narrator claims that the reader-addressed pointedly 

as "you"-could tell that these latter ridges were "the land of Black people because it was 

red, rough and sickly, while the land of the white settlers was green and was not lacerated 

into small strips" (Weep Not, Child 7). White colonial settlers have claimed for 

themselves vast expanses of prime agricultural land and relegated the dispossessed blacks 

to land characterized by both aridity and scarcity. In Weep Not, Child, there is no organic 

community at one with the natural world to be restored. 

The apartheid agricultural system produces white affluence, represented, above 

all, in the image of Howland, and black deprivation, represented in the image of lhe 

newly landless Ngotho. As Howland demonstrates during a triumphant and self-satisfied 

survey of what he takes to be his land, the white settlers and the colonial government 

assume that the racialized geography and the agricultural economy it produces represent 

the natural order of things: "Mr. Howland always felt a certain amount of victory 

whenever he walked through it all. He alone was responsible for taming this unoccupied 

wildness" (Weep Not, Child 31 ). Howland' s narrative of triumph is also replete with 

ironies. The land in question was not an unoccupied wilderness. In fact, its erstwhile 

owner, the now landless Ngotho, stands right next to the settler, belying the myth of 

white origins. As well, the farm's ostensible prosperity is the product of the exploited 

labor of such dispossessed black men as Ngotho, refuting Howland's tale of singular 

mastery. 
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Having been told about the rural agricultural economy, we are then introduced to 

Kipanga, a small town economically sustained by a shoe factory where "many black 

people earned their living" (Weep Not, Child 7). A mercantile class that the narrator 

racializes, using a peculiarly Kenyan lexicon, as "Indians," mediates between the affluent 

white settlers and the deprived black ahoi and working poor based in Kipanga. The term 

refers to people of Asian descent, not all of whom would be originally from India. These 

"Indians" provide goods and services to both blacks and whites. The narrator informs us 

that the "Indian traders were said to be very rich. They too employed some black boys 

whom they treated as nothing" (Weep Not, Child 7). Unlike the few African shops in 

existence, the Indian shops, we are told, "were big and well-stocked with things" (Weep 

Not, Child 7). Tt is clear that the colonial regime promotes an "Indian" mercantile class 

while exploiting the black laboring class. 

In short, under the guise of a conventional landscape description, the text 

minutely establishes the racial hierarchy of colonial Kenya. Whites are clearly the 

dominant race. Even though they depend on the Indians for goods and services -"White 

settlers, with their wives and children, often came to the rich Indians and bought all they 

wanted"-they are accorded respect and priority-"if you went to buy in a shop and a 

white man found you there, the Indian would stop selling to you, and, trembling all over, 

would begin to serve him" (Weep Not, Child 7). The na'ive narrator demonstrates the 

extent to which black hostility displaces itself from whites onto "Indians," whose 

customs are thought to be "strange and funny in a bad way" (Weep Not, Child 7). The 

narrator implies that the "Indian" population, unlike the African, had refused to be 

recruited for service during Second World War. Rather naively, the narrator interprets 
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that refusal to be cowardice. The narrator betrays widespread anti-Indian prejudice, 

which fact underscores the supreme irony at end of nove] when a defeated Njoroge can 

only find work at an "Indian" store. 

Ngugi demonstrates how the school system reflects and reproduces the raciaHzcd 

logic of the economy of the Kenya colony. Weep Not, Child depicts a racially segregated 

society, with separate and unequal schools for whites, "Indians," and blacks. With the 

exception of the self-consciously elitist Siriana, African schools are ill equipped and offer 

a lower standard of education. Siriana is the lone exception designed to produce a black 

elite in colonial Kenya. We learn that Njoroge is "the only boy in all that area that would 

go to High School" (Weep Not, Child 104). All his former classmates will presumably be 

consigned to work either in the shoe factory in Kipanga, the Indian shops, or the white 

farms. 

Various characters construct about Siriana a myth of individual progress on the 

based on hard work. However, the novel presents the grounds on which this problematic 

myth can be contested. It is a highly selective school drawing the "best and brightest" 

black students throughout the Kenya colony. These individually gifted students arc 

supposed collectively to embody the myth of a heterogeneous nation unfolding in what 

Benedict Anderson famously terms "homogcnous, empty time."27 The narrator presents a 

na"ively celebratory description of Siriana, a description called radically into question 

elsewhere in the text: 

Siriana Secondary School was a well-known centre of 

learning. Being one of the earliest schools to be started in 
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the colony, it had expanded much due mainly to the efforts 

of its missionary founders. 

To Njoroge, coming here was nearly a realization of his 

dreams. He would for the first time be taught by white men. 

And this was what confused him. Though he had never 

come into real contact with white men, yet if one had met 

him and abused him or tried to put him in his place, 

Njoroge would have understood. He would have even 

known how to react. But not when he met some who could 

smile and laugh. Not when he met some who made friends 

with him and tried to help him in his Christian progress. 

Here again, he met boys from many tribes. Again if these 

had met him and tried to practise dangerous witchcraft on 

him, he would have understood. But instead he met boys 

who were like him in every way. He made friends and 

worked with Nandi, Luo, Wakamba and Giriama. They 

were boys who had hopes and fears, loves and hatreds. If 

he quarrelled with any or if he hated any, he did so as he 

would have done with any other boy from his village. 

(Weep Not, Child 108) 

90 



The passage presents Siriana as the cradle of Englishness and civility in the colony. 

Increasingly shaped by the school, Njoroge espouses colonial apologia. This calls into 

question his status as anti-colonial communal savior. Waiyaki's relative youth and 

inexperience tempts one to dismiss his confused lhoughls as infantile utterances, but all 

his thoughts and actions are burdened with the prophesy of messianic destiny. The 

principal lessons that Njoroge seems to learn at Siriana, quite apart from Christian 

dogma, arc living testimonies of white benevolence. Against the backdrop of the 

suffering heaped upon his own family-and most other black families-by the colonial 

authorities, the lessons of white benevolence that Njoroge uncritically absorbs appear 

supremely ironical. Njoroge's sustained, if not self-conscious, nai:vcte sets him up for a 

bathetic-as opposed to tragic-fall. Ngugi appears to have constructed him as an object 

of satirical ridicule rather than as a character to be empathetically identified with. Far 

from uncritically embracing Englishness, Ngugi undertakes an ironic critique. It seems 

deeply ironic that this is the kind of lesson that the revolutionary and impatient Boru 

would endorse, let alone materially support. Such lessons make utter nonsense of his 

violent anti-colonial struggle in the forest. By helping to send his brother to a colonial 

school, Boro devalues his own values and sacrifices. His contradictory actions reveal the 

dangers of the education fetish that pervades lhe novel. 

At first glance, there would appear to be something salutary about the multi

ethnic composition of the Siriana student body. Njoroge seems to be afforded the 

opportunity to dismiss, based on the evidence of experience, the negative stereotypical 

knowledge he had evidently cultivated about Kenya's other ethnic communities. He is 

able, within the confines oJ the school, to live in harmony with Kenya's ethnic others. 
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Such an inter-ethnic harmony can be said to be a necessary precondition for successful 

postcolonial nationality. The school seems to present a model unity for the nation in the 

fullness of time: 

Njoroge was often surprised by these missionaries' 

apparent devotion to their work. One might have thought 

that teaching was to them life and death. Yet they were 

white men. They never talked of colour; they never talked 

down to Africans; and they could work closely, joke, and 

laugh with their black colleagues who came from different 

tribes. Njoroge at times wished the whole country was like 

this. This seemed a little paradise, a paradise where 

children from all walks of life and of different religious 

faiths could work together without any consciousness. 

(Weep Not, Child 115) 

In an extravagant romance, the protagonist posits the school culture of Siriana as a 

national idea for the coming postcolonial nation. But the novel rejects this conflation of 

school and national cultures. Njoroge does not stop to wonder why, if Siriana is such a 

model for social diversity, it is reserved for black boys only; why white and brown 

students attend segregated schools elsewhere. Nor does he ask why this paradise should 

be a privilege available to an infinitesimal minority. Nor, yet, does he stop to ask how the 

image of white benevolence within the school might be reconciled with the image of 

colonial dispossession and white terrorism outside the school. Nor, finally, does he ask 
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why this idealized image of harmonious social progress is predicated on notions of white 

supremacy. (We arc told that the benevolent white headmaster of the little paradise 

"brought up his boys to copy and cherish the white man's civilization as the only hope of 

mankind and especially of the black races" l Weep Not, Child 1 l 51). Njoroge may not ask 

any of these questions, but the text invites its readers to ask them. 

In the course of this apparently simple novel, Ngugi refutes the conflation of 

school and national cultures. He presents an ironic critique of the logic of colonial 

nationalism as trenchant as Benedict Anderson's Imagined Communities, a classic study 

of the origins and spread of nationalism. Writing in the first instance of colon1al 

Indonesia, Anderson was concerned to expose how the nation was "imagined as a 

cornmunity."28 He asserts, "regardless of the actual inequality and exploitation that may 

prevail in each, the nation is always conceived as a deep, horizontal comradeship."29 The 

power and pull of the nationalist imaginary defies exaggeration: "Ultimately it is this 

fraternity that makes it possible, over the past two centuries, for so many mfllions of 

people, not so much to kill, as willingly to die for such limited imaginings."30 The son of 

a dispossessed and destitute farmer, Njoroge nevertheless cultivates a sense of national 

belonging in the face of colonial violence and racialized inequality. He remains 

remarkably unconcerned about the fate of his family; while perhaps unwilling to die for 

the colonial ideals he espouses, he seems willing to countenance their demise. 

There are uncanny parallels between, on the one hand, the historical arguments 

Anderson makes with respect to the rise of Indonesian nationalism and, on the other 

hand, the sense of national belonging Njoroge acquires at Siriana in the fictional world of 
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Ngugi's Weep Not, Child. Anderson underscores the centrality of the school system in the 

dissemination of colonial nationalism: 

From all over the vast colony, but from nowhere outside it, 

the tender pilgrims made their inward, upward way, 

meeting fellow-pilgrims from different, perhaps once 

hostile, villages in primary school; from different 

ethnolinguistic groups in middle school; and from every 

part of the realm in the tertiary institutions of the capital. 

And they knew that from wherever they had come they still 

had read the same books and done the same sums. They 

also knew, even if they never got so far-and most did 

not-that Rome was Batavia [that some from among them, 

however few, would achieve the highest possible level of 

education], and that all these journeyings derived their 

'sense' from the capital, in effect explaining why 'we' are 

'here' 'together.' To put it another way, their common 

experience, and the amiably competitive comradeship of 

the classroom, gave the maps of the colony which they 

studied (always coloured different from British Malaya or 

the American Philippines) a territorially specific imagined 

reality which was everyday confirmed by the accents and 

physiognomies of their classmates. 31 
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Writing nearly two decades before Anderson, Ngugi shows, with remarkable depth and 

subtlety, how Lhe school system sought to produce nationalism in the Kenya colony. 

Through Njoroge's na'ivete, Ngugi establishes Siriana as the educational capital of the 

colony, drawing boys from all over the Kenya colony but from nowhere outside it. But 

the depths of Ngugi's text belie Siriana's claim to national legitimacy. The novel renders 

ironic Njoroge' s absurd fantasies of national belonging and horizontal comradeship. 

The argument that Siriana is a model for transethnic national unity masks its 

function as the means for the highly regulated and restricted production of a colonial and 

poslcolonial African political and economic elite. The students that Njoroge positively 

interacts with at Siriana do not represent the various ethnic identities ("accents and 

physiognomies" in Anderson's apt turn of phrase) they are said to embody: Nandi, Luo, 

Kamba, Giriama and so on. These students are rather the members of the small colonial 

and postcolonial bourgeoisie in training. The rhetoric of interethnic harmony conceals the 

fact that Siriana is part of a highly stratified and fundamentally antidemocratic 

educational system. Lest we forget, Njoroge is "the only boy in his area to attend high 

school." It is no small irony that the educational system in postcolonial Kenya has come 

to imitate what we may pejoratively call the "Siriana model," whereby the education of a 

small proportion of the student population in a small number of so-called "national 

schools" is quite literally achieved at the cost of neglecting millions of students who are 

consigned to lesser schools and virtually certain failure. As we shall see, Ngugi's later 

fiction, in particular Petals of Blood, explicitly denounces the fundamentally unequal and 

antidemocratic education system instituted in Kenya by colonial state and replicated by 
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the postcolonial state. That explicit critique is anticipated by Weep Not, Child's ironic 

critique of Siriana. 

Njoroge's experiences at Siriana keep him in a perpetual state of arrested 

development, a state of infantile innocence. One gets a sense of this in a strange 

encounter between Njoroge and Howland's son Stephen. Racially segregated and unequal 

schools arc able to fabricate a fantasy of interracial unity in colonial Kenya on the basis 

of occasional sporting events. In Anderson's argument, reading the same books and doing 

the same sums in the competitive comradeship of the classroom is critical for the 

reproduction of colonial nationalism. In the world of Weep Not, Child, playing the same 

games in the competitive comradeship of the sports ground is vital for producing the 

fantasy of interracial comity. The encounter between Njoroge, a muhoi's son, and 

Stephen, a settler's son, takes place within the sanitized confines of Siriana during one 

such competition: "Siriana Secondary School took part in inter-schools sports meetings at 

which some Asian and European schools took part. The Hill School was a famous school 

for European boys" (Weep Not, Child 109): 

Against the backdrop of the sporting event, Stephen and Njoroge-two apparently 

innocent children, one white, the other black-achieve something akin to interracial 

reconciliation and union. They come to belong together, that is, to understand, as 

Anderson would put it, "why 'we' are 'here' 'together."' Ngugi describes the two boys as 

na'ive and innocent children, bewildered by the incomprehensible hostilities of the adult 

world. At one point, one youth says to the other (and it does not really matter who 

actually utters the words in question; I contend that the two are configured as virtually 

interchangeable): "Yes. It's strange how you do fear something because your heart is 
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already prepared to fear because maybe you were brought up to fear that something, or 

simply because you found others fearing" (Weep Not, Child l 10). Njoroge suggests that 

he may have been brought up to fear whites but has been disabused of his fear through 

the interracial encounters at Siiiana. By the same token, Stephen suggests that he may 

have been brought up to fear Africans but has been disabused of his fear by meeting and 

talking to Njoroge in the context of a sporting event. And thus, an ideal interracial union 

is formed: "They felt close together, united by a common experience of insecurity and 

fear that no one could escape" (Weep Not, Child 111 ). 

The union between Njoroge and Stephen-the romance of interracial union

trivializes real material, economic and political grievances that blacks, specifically his 

own father had against the colonial settlers, dissolving these grievances into mutually 

shared irrational and ignorant fears. The racially segregated school system emerges, 

implausibly, as the discursive space wherein unfounded fears on both sides of the 

colonial divide are confronted and transcended. Njoroge's and Stephen's friendship is a 

romance without reference to history or material circumstances. 

But a profound irony destabilizes, indeed mocks, Njoroge's and Stephen's 

romance: Even as the two boys are united by their decontextualized fears, Howland 

spearheads a campaign that will ultimately devastate Njoroge's family, a family he had 

already dispossessed and impoverished. I do not suggest, of course, that the sins of the 

father be inescapably visited on the son. However, I contest the image of the innocent 

unimpeachable child. If there is to be a union between Stephen and Njoroge, it will have 

to be on the basis of the vexed history that certainly conjoins and differently implicates 

them. Such a history imposes on Stephen inescapable ethical responsibility towards 
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Njoroge, a responsibility that, in the fictional world of the text, must begin with an 

unambiguous acknowledgment the injustices suffered Njoroge's family at the hands of 

his own family. Any interracial union would have to depend on a deeper historical 

knowledge on Njoroge's part, knowledge that would disabuse him of the trivializing 

notion that the racial antagonisms of the Kenya colony were the result of mutually shared 

fears and ignorance. Absent such ethical responsibilities, this interracial union is, to quote 

Seyki-Otu again, little more than a "neutralist cult of mindless and purposeless 

·1 · . ,,32 reconc1 iat1on. 

My harsh assessment of Njoroge does not conflate character and author. I do not 

suggest that Ngugi participates in colonial apologia. On the contrary, there seems to be a 

radical separation between character and author in Weep Not, Child even though, as many 

readers have noted, Ngugi attended Alliance, an elite school for blacks, during the slate 

of emergency in colonial Kenya. Ngugi seems aware of the misguided nature of his 

central character's desires for an interracial union. To put mauers bluntly, the two boys 

are constructed as ridiculous fools rather than innocent heroes. In fact, he seems to be 

pushing Njoroge's desires to their extreme absurdity precisely in order to prepare the 

ground for his bathetic fall. Whereas Waiyaki's fall at the conclusion of The River 

Between elicits, however ambiguously, a measure of empathy and moral authority even in 

tragic defeat, Njoroge's fall at the conclusion of Weep Not, Child seems an altogether 

pathetic affair that effectively deflates all his erstwhile claims to prophetic authority. The 

novel ridicules and rejects the messianism he so passionately embraces. 

Njoroge is first sent to Siriana during the emergency. At Siriana, the allegedly 

emancipatory role of education finds its most grandiloquent expression. The teachers and 

98 



missionaries think of the school as the site for the eradication of tribal customs and 

superstitions, as well as tribal identities themselves, in order to inculcate intertribal, 

interracial national subjects. The narrator describes Njoroge's embrace of the ideology of 

Siriana in the following terms: 

The school itself was an abode of peace in a turbulent 

country. Here it was possible to meet with God, not only in 

the cool shelter of the chapel, where he spent many hours, 

but also in the quietness of the library. For the first time he 

felt he would escape the watchful eyes of misery and 

hardship that had for a long time stared at him in his home. 

Here he would organize his thoughts and make definite 

plans for the future. He was sure that with patience and 

hard work, his desire to have learning would be fulfilled. 

Maybe the sun would soon rise to announce a new day. 

(Weep Not, Child 108- 109) 

The gap between the horrors of everyday colonial life during the emergency and the 

utopic ideal that is the ideological promise of the colonial school points to the irony that 

lies at the heart of the novel and Ngugi's critique of school based nationalism in 

postcolonial Kenya. It is impossible not to read these heady lines ironically. During the 

same period that Siriana was being lionized as "an abode of peace in a troubled country," 

the colonial government had, the novel informs us, shut down all the poorer indigenous 

schools. While Njoroge was at Siriana meeting God in the church and the library, 
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colonial authorities were hunting down and systematically destroying his family. He is 

finally violently removed from the colonial school and returned to his devastated family. 

But even then Njoroge remains strangely oblivious to the colonial situation and absurdly 

attached to lingering messianic fantasies. 

Upon his return home, a conversation with Mwihaki, Jacobo's daughter, forces 

Njoroge to confront the lack of correspondence between the lofty promises of the school 

and the politics of everyday colonial life. He laments: "liJt is very hard to imagine 

everything destroyed-I mean flattened out into a plain like this one. You cannot imagine 

the blood and bones of all the people, white and black, mine and yours, all" (Weep Not, 

Child 93). This description of the state of emergency is characterized above all by its 

neutralism, its refusal to name, much less take sides, and its reduction of colonial 

violence to undifferentiated bloodshed afflicting whites and blacks alike. In response, 

Mwihaki exhorts Njoroge to apply himself to his schooling because "liJt is such as you 

who must work hard and rebuild the country" (Weep Not, Child 92). The gender 

implications of a conversation in which a young girl exalts a young boy as a kind of 

national savior in the context of an implied romance are instructive. Njorogc is moved by 

Mwihaki's exhortation: "He saw himself rebuilding the whole country. For a moment he 

glowed with that possibility" (Weep Not, Child 92). Njoroge embodies the false self

assurance and prideful arrogance that properly leads to tragedy. But his depiction makes 

it clear that Ngugi intends to parody ralher than reproduce the aesthetics of tragedy. 

Unlike Njoroge, who qualifies to go to Siriana, Mwihaki's is portrayed as an 

inferior student. Her performance qualifies her to attend a lesser institution. She and 

Njorogc aim to establish a union in which she will undoubtedly be the inferior partner, 
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the woman to be protected. If the union between Stephen and Njoroge appears to be 

predicated on the effacement of actually existing racial difference, then the union 

between Mwihaki and Njoroge seems to be predicated on the effacement of actually 

existing sexual differences. Much like the ideal union between Nyambura and Waiyak:i in 

The River Between, the union between Mwihaki and Njoroge uses romance, James Ogude 

argues, "as a figure for the ideal nationhood."33 

Ogude's reading of the relationship between Njoroge and Mwihaki is worth 

exploring. It turns on an apparently plausible analysis of the novel but docs not consider 

the possibility of irony, the possibility, that is, that Ngugi constructs the two characters as 

deluded fools rather than innocent boundary crossing lovers. Ngugi may be using irony in 

order to challenge rather than affinn nationalist romances. Jacobo, Mwihaki's father, is 

one of the people directly responsible for Ngotho's abject situation. He has profited 

enormously by collaborating with colonialism. He later becomes a colonial chief, 

violently terrorizing his black subjects during the emergency. Oblivious of material 

circumstances (including, uJtimately, Jacob's murder by I.he Mau Mau), the two lovers 

renew their quest for a perfect union in this time of crisis, even though the consummation 

of their love is indefinitely deferred as they opt, ambiguously if not impossibly, to wait 

for a new day. 

In the context of going to school and learning together, Mwihaki and Njoroge 

forge an idealized, if ultimately unrealized, romance. Ogude argues that this romantic 

affair is "[t]ragic because this innocent love, symbolic of the nascent Kenyan nation-state 

growing out of the womb of colonial experience, is shattered by the violence of the 

emergency period."34 He accepts the apparent use of boundary crossing heterosexual love 
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as an allegory highlighting the potential reunion of a divided polity. More than that, he 

seems to endorse a romantic ideal based on the effacement of historical specificity. He 

does not consider the possibility that the novel intends to ridicule rather than endorse the 

preposterous romance between Njoroge and Mwihaki-much like it critiques the earlier 

romance between Njoroge and Stephen. Far from providing a model for future national 

unity, this romance shows the limits of love. A love affair between two individuals, 

however transgressive, can never provide the answer for deep social divisions. To begin 

with, I contest the image of the innocent child, the image that enables Ogude to classify 

the relationship between Njoroge and Mwihaki as an "innocent love."35 In what sense 

exactly is Mwihaki, the Joya] daughter of a colonial chief, innocent? In what sense is 

Njoroge, mindlessly neutral during the emergency, innocent? By what logic do these two 

would-be lovers refuse the agency of growing up and linger in arrested infantile 

innocence? Is the figure of the child ever innocent to begin with?36 

At one level, the novel invites the reading that the romance between Njorogc and 

Mwihaki (and 1ndeed the earlier romance between Njoroge and Stephen) fails, not 

because the terms in which it was set were dubious, but because external circumstances 

unjustly prevented its consummation-as if to suggest that the corrupted adult world was 

destroying life possibilities for the untainted youth. But the novel ultimately critiques the 

putatively tragic failed romance. There is not the slightest hint that Njoroge recognizes 

that Jacobo's murder may have been an ethical act for which no apologies are required. 

While it is at some level understandable that Mwihaki would want to defend her father, 

the fact that Njoroge opts to apologize for his killing in the name of love suggests that the 

terms in which this romance unfolds-as if outside history and materiality-are 
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indefensible. If, as Ogude argues, Mwihaki and Njoroge are indeed symbols of the 

nascent Kenyan nation, then the suggestion that the romance of national reconciliation 

requires historical amnesia appears curious, or perhaps instructive. 

At the end of the novel, Njoroge, expelled from Siriana, gains employment as a 

casual worker in an Indian store. Ironically, this represents the highest indignity for the 

would-be African savior. His dream of rebuilding the nation has been shattered. A far cry 

from his self-image as the educated national savior, he finally loses faith in "all the things 

that he had earlier believed in, like wealth, power, education, religion. Even love, his last 

hope, had fled" (Weep Not, Child 134). He seeks to commit suicide but is thwarted, of all 

things, by his mother's calling him for dinner. The banal request deprives the protagonist 

any possibility of tragic grandeur, exposing finally the absurdity of his self-deluding 

messianic fantasies. Njoroge's final loss of faith in wealth, power, education, religion, 

and even love may represent an important moment of ideological unmasking that 

prepares the ground for the more explicit critiques of the colonial school Ngugi was to 

undertake in his later critical and creative writing. Whatever the critical verdict on these 

later texts, the memory of the ironic character of Weep Not, Child cannot be erased. 
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Chapter Two 

Late Fictions of School Culture 

Petals of Blood and the Crisis of Postcolonial Intellectualism. 

Published in 1977, Petals of Blood is a school culture novel. But it is also more 

than that. Throughout its complex plot maneuvers, it asks again and again what role can 

education, from the university to experimental village schools, play in Kenya's ongoing 

struggle to bring social justice to its people. By its end, Petals suggests that the true 

struggle for social justice lies outside educational institutions-be they the elite 

University, elite high school like Siriana or experimental village schools. It lies in the 

organization of Kenya's oppressed workers and farmers. Thus, the true focus of Petals of 

Blood is not the village and its oppressed people but Kenya' s educated elite. The novel 

repeatedly asks, are they capable of leading an effective revolution, of truly fulfilling 

Kenya's revolutionary history, of meeting its current needs. 

Ngugi's novel Petals of Blood appears to be an epic of postcolonial national 

decline but it may primarily be a compelling account of the crisis of the postcolonial 

intellectual. Set in Illmorog, a deprived village facing grinding poverty and starvation, the 

novel focus on the lives of four characters: Wanja, Munira, Abdulla and Karega. Abdulla, 

a disabled Mau Mau veteran, struggles as a lowly trader in a corrupt country increasingly 

hostile to his record heroic anti-colonial struggle. Munira and Karega are both untrained 

teachers at the local primary school. They bolh are former students at Siriana, from which 

elite high school they were expelled for opposing the colonialist headmaster, Cambridge 

Fraudsham. Munira comes from a wealthy family, his father having prospered as a 

colonial chief. He refuses to follow the example of his other siblings who all pursue elite 
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education and prestigious career. Much to his father's chagrin, Munira opts to teacher at 

Jllmorog, a school so deprived that the inspector has trouble finding it teachers. Though 

disgusted by his family's materialism, he remains passive and apolitical, dutifully and 

uncritically fulfilling his teaching duties. 

In contrast, Karega is unapologetically militant. An autodidact, he remains 

remarkably well-read due to the library that he acquires from a wealthy but conscientious 

Nairobi lawyer. The moral conscience of the novel, Karega seems to speak on behalf of 

the author. He is sharply critical elite educational institutions in postcolonial Kenya, 

specifically, Siriana and the university. He feels these institutions help perpetuate neo

colonial exploitation and oppression. I contend that these critiques define the novel even 

though they occupy very few pages. Karega develops an alternate politically engaged 

pedagogy at school but also seeks to empower the starving residents of Illmorog. At the 

height of the famine, he helps organize an epic journey by Illmorog to capital in order to 

seek redress. It is during that march that he fortuitously encounters the radical lawyer. 

The long and painful march proves initially successful as embarrassed government 

official-including the corrupt Ilmorog Member of Parliament, N deri w a Riera-strive 

belatedly but conspicuously to help the suffering masses. Eventually, however, the march 

proves disastrous as the once forgotten village is opened up for rapacious capitalist 

exploitation in the name of renewed development. 

Wanja was forced to drop out of school after an unplanned pregnancy. She works 

as a barmaid, a gendered menial job rife with exploitation and abuse. After a life of abuse 

in the capital, she comes to Illmorog to live with her grandmother, Nyakinyua, a revered 

peasant woman. Shortly after her return, Wanja sleeps with Munira but their relationship 
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seems adrift. Later she begins dating Karega. Inspired by his idealism and militancy, she 

is on the verge of productively transforming her life. However, a jealous Munira fires 

Karega. Karega's departure leaves Wanja bereft. She is further embittered by the renewed 

exploitation. Defeat, she joins her erstwhile enemies, opening up a brothel and a bar. 

Petals of Blood documents the widespread disillusionment felt during the 1970s 

in wide sectors of postcolonial Kenya and particularly among the intelligentsia and the 

bourgeoisie. These classes were most invested in the triumphant, or at any rate optimistic, 

official nationalist narrative of postcolonial progress, and they were therefore particularly 

susceptible to disillusion and outrage when, by the early '70s, the promise of post 

independence plenitude gave way to the crisis of underdevelopment and corruption. In 

many ways, Petals of Blood is the fictional companion to political economist Colin Ley's 

Underdevelopment in Kenya: The Political Economy of Neocolonialism 1964-1971, a 

landmark academic text published in 1974. If, in Ley's text, the disillusion experienced 

by the professional and managerial classes in postcolonial Kenya found its politico

cconom ic expression, then in Petals of Blood that disillusion found its politico-aesthetic 

expression. The novel has come to be read as a monumental story of African postcolonial 

atrophy. 

Ngugi is not satisfied merely to document the horrors and failures of 

decolonization. He works to restore his readers' optimism by imaginatively projecting a 

way out of the crisis of neocoloniality. Beyond a pervasive rhetoric of failure and 

disillusion, the novel hinges on a militant nationalist call to arms. Ngugi concludes his 

depiction of postcolonial Kenya with a defiant salute to a future of a socialist utopia. 

Karega (an intellectual activist cast in the image of the author himself) has been jailed for 
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trade union activism. His final fantasy, while in prison, features an image of Kenyan 

workers and peasants rising up in militant protest against neocolonial exploitation and 

oppression: "Tomorrow it would be the workers and the peasants leading the struggle and 

seizing power to overturn the system and all its prying bloodthirsty gods and gnomic 

angels, bringing to an end the reign of the few over the many and the era of drinking 

blood and feasting on human flesh." 1 On the face of things, then, Petals of Blood appears 

to be a national allegory in Frederic Jameson's tenns, a novel "bearing a passion for 

change and social regeneration which has not yet found its agents."2 

But appearances mislead. A call for national revitalization, Ngugi's text is also an 

exemplary fiction of school culture, a compelling university novel. On one level, despite, 

or perhaps more appropriately, because of its pointed evocations of large solidarities and 

cultural continuities-the tribe, the nation, the continent, the race, and so on-Petals of 

Blood is a novel fundamentally driven by the specific politics of the humanities at the 

University of Nairobi in the 1970s. As such, it is far more reflective of school culture 

than of national culture. In spite of its rural setting in the fictional village of Ilmorog, 

Petals of Blood has less to do with peasant life-its putative subject-than with 

postcolonial intellectual life-which is its underlying concern. As James Ogude asserts in 

an incisive critique, peasants remain largely absent from the aesthetic universe of a novel 

that ostensibly valorizes peasant culture: "Where is the active relationship between 

Karega and the people of llmorog, one may venture to ask? And who are the people of 

Ilmorog? Throughout lhe novel, except for Nyakinyua, the people of Ilmorog remain on 

the periphery as onlookers."3 
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My ideas about Petals of Blood may seem counterintuitive. After all, the village 

of Ilmorog seems to be at the nerve center of the novel while the postcolonial university 

is situated at the margins. But the margins of this text define and determine its ostensible 

center. Actually and conceptually, the novel is framed not by the politics of everyday 

national life, but rather by the debates internal to the university regarding the production 

of historical and literary knowledge in postcolonial Kenya. Specifically the novel reflects 

the aesthetic ideology of the Nairobi Revolution as enunciated in his famous memo, "On 

the Abolition of the English Department." In the novel, Ngugi rebukes professional 

Kenyan historians for distorting the history of pre-colonial Kenya and for effacing the 

history of anti-colonial struggle. He charges that the version of Kenya's history 

canonized in the academy is undermined by its dependence on colonial paradigms. In the 

name of trne history, Ngugi constmcts a long narrative of heroic anticolonial strnggle in 

Kenya stretching back at least four hundred years and culminating with the Mau Mau 

rebellion in the middle of the twentieth century. The villagers of Ilmorog, insofar as they 

have a place in the fictive economy of the novel, are evoked to settle a partisan academic 

project in romantic historical reconstruction. Further, Ngugi links the nationalist narrative 

of Kenyan history to a global romance of black peoples everywhere, stretching back 

indefinitely in time. Finally, he links this black anti-colonial history to the history of 

global struggle against capitalist exploitation. The myth of a global black origin and a 

manifest global black destiny that animate the novel betrays its overdetermination by the 

politics of the academy. 

Thus, although it shrouds itself in the discourse of peasant culture, Petals r~f Blood 

is a novel about the appropriate forms of a postcolonial pedagogy. In this regard, it 
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renounces the pedagogy of Siriana, the famous fictional colonial school at the heart of 

both The River Between and Weep Not, Child. In those early texts, Ngugi depicts the 

colonial school as a problematic utopic space for the conception of postcolonial 

transcendence. In Petals ofBlood, Siriana and the novel's unnamed national university 

are represented in dsytopic.: terms as instruments for the perpetuation of a neocolonial 

social order with all its inequalities. To an extent, the novel turns on an ultimately 

unsuccessful attempt to reconfigure an indigenous rural elementary school at Ilmorog as 

the locality of an enduring culture of anti-colonial resistance. Karega, an untrained 

teacher who, significantly, is a Siriana cxpellee, strives against formidable odds to 

institutionalize a revolutionary pedagogy in this deprived rural school. Following the 

ideas of such radical educators as Paulo Friere, Ngugi presents education as the means 

either of the reproduction of social norms or of critique and resistance. Friere argues: 

"There is no neutral education: Education is either for domestication or for freedom. 

Although it is customarily conceived as a conditioning process, education can equally be 

an instrument for deconditioning. An initial choice is required of the educator."4 

Through Karega, Ngugi explores the possibilities of a partisan pedagogy capable of 

arresting the reproduction of the unequal social order of neocolonial Kenya. However, 

notwithstanding its withering critique of the school system, lhe text retains a lingering 

fascination with the Siriana mystique. One of its final images is the scene of jubilation at 

the news of young peasant boy's admission to the unreformed Siriana. 

Under the weight of its not always compatible imperatives, the text posits 

multiple and conflicted voices. Proffering a number of contrary counter-histories, they 

reinscribe the intellectual debates that raged through the humanities programs at the 
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University of Nairobi. At one level, Petals of Blood can be read as offering a counter

history based on folk knowledge embodied by the illiterate, rural peasants of llmorog, 

principally Nyakinyua and Abdulla. Situated firmly outside the confines of the school, 

this local history is at odds with the racialist global view of history that drives Karega's 

radical Afrocentric pedagogy. Indeed, despite surface admiration, Ngugi exhibits deep 

impatience with peasant culture. Even as he valorizes peasant history and knowledge, he 

rejects the myths and prophesies on which this knowledge is based, having Karega, at 

several points in the novel, criticize llmorog's belief system on the basis of rational 

scientific standards. Further complicating matters, Karcga seems to contradict his own 

racialist historiography when he turns to a Marxist historiography that classifies the world 

by class rather than race. This Marxist historiography is embodied by the workers at the 

margins of the text with whom Karega interacts outside the school. In the end, Karega 

abandons the school for the world of work which he comes to sec as the preeminent site 

for anticapitalist struggle. 

Ngugi's aesthetic in Petals of Blood seems to battle against itself. Indeed, critic 

Peter Nazareth perceptively suggests that the novel is haunted by the specter of "three 

authors who co-exist uneasily."5 First, Nazareth contends, there is the "village Ngugi."6 

Although profoundly Christian in so far as he seems to believe in the capacity for human 

salvation attained through suffering and sacrifice, the village Ngugi specifically affirms 

the traditional order of things. Ilmorog has remained "Mwathi's place," a traditional 

worship space, despite the ils traumatic transition from an allegedly harmonious and 

prosperous precolonial polity to an abject and impoverished village at the margins 

economic and political power during both the colonial and postcolonial eras. At one 
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level, the text suggests that Ilmorog's current misery can be attributed to a subversion of 

the natural order of things in the traditional village. As Simon Gikandi argues, "Ngugi 

makes it clear that if Ilmorog's prosperity in the precolonial past could be explained by 

the harmonious relationship between its people and nature, then its current (postcolonial) 

state of decrepitude had arisen from the dislocation of the peasants from their privileged 

position in the natural cycle."7 

The second Ngugi, Nazareth suggests, is "a secular one of radical political ideas, 

black power, pan-African, Fanonist and socialist, who was born at Leeds Univcrsity."8 In 

other words, this Ngugi is the product of radical British school culture. In a suggestive 

reading, Nazareth continues: ''This Ngugi may have two faces: sometimes ideas of black 

power do not sit well with those of sociaHsm, the former accommodating with the black 

bourgeois businessmen, the latter damning them as agents of external exploiten,."9 

Karega embodies both the racialist and the socialist faces of the second Ngugi. As a 

teacher of an Afrocentric curriculum in a village school, he views his students as citizens 

of the black world. In the unmistakable vocabulary of the Nairobi Revolution, Karega at 

one point instructs his students to repeat a statement of Afrocentric identity-politics from 

the local to the global: "I live in llmorog Division which is in Chiri District; Chiri which 

is in the Republic of Kenya; Kenya which is a part of East Africa; East Africa which is a 

part of Africa; Africa which is the land of African peoples; Africa from where other 

African peoples were scattered to other corners of the globe" (Petals of Blood 109). 

Outside Afrocentric school culture, Karega confronts the limits of Ilmorog 

know ledge with a radical Marxist critique-this represents the other face of the second 

Ngugi. At the conclusion of a long catalogue of the natural and human calamities that 
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have assailed Ilmorog, the narrator remarks: "Thus hislory and legend showed that 

Ilmorog had always been threatened by the twin cruelties of [bcingl unprepared for [the] 

vagaries of nature and the uncontrolled actions of men" (Petals of Blood 111 ). A rather 

impatient Karega-speaking with the thinly disguised authority of the author-attempts 

to move the rural polity beyond its disabling traditions. In a passionate plea to the 

community to desist from meaningless and destructive sacrifices in the face of yet 

another devastating drought, Karega asserts: 

No animal or man can change a law of nature. But people can use the laws 

of nature. The magic we should be gelling is this: the one which will make 

this land so yield in times of rain that we can keep aside a few grains for 

when it shines. We want the magic that will make our cows yield so much 

milk that we shall have enough to drink and exchange the rest for things 

that we cannot grow here. That magic is in our hands. (Petals of Blood 

114) 

He seeks to empower the community by challenging some its mystical foundations. The 

form of rationale critique he uses models the kind of rational class critique he is also 

advocates. 1n its own ways, capitalism relies on mysticification so that various forms of 

exploitation and exclusion are made to seem not only just but also inevitable. 

The third Ngugi Nazareth is the "Latin American" Ngugi. Nazareth suggests that 

Petals of Blood, includes clements of magical realism a genre he associates with Latin 

American writers such Gabriel Garcia Marquez. While the temporalily of the novel may 

seems complex and confusing in places, I am dubious about the last category: the novel 

seems realist in its enlirety. Notwithstanding my reservations about Nazareth's final 
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claim, I find his overall argument insightful. As he contends, the novels multiple authors 

co-exist uneasily. 

Nor do the various stories of Petals of Blood unfold in linear or immediately 

logical sequence; rather, they continually interrupt and disrupt one another. In a sense, the 

entire narrative can be regarded as a mystery story-a multiple, layered, historical jigsaw 

puzzle that the reader is called upon to piece together in the very act of reading. Narrative 

clues scattered within each story indicate to the reader that the three talcs are conjoined, 

indeed causally connected. As Gikandi argues: "Ngugi intends these narratives to 

complement one another: while the different stories are told in differing styles and from 

different perspectives, they are supposed to inform each other as the author tries to 

capture the totality of the postcolony and its antccedents."10 In other words, we cannot 

fully understand the circumstances leading up to the murders that lie at the heart of 

Petals' plot without understanding the history of independent Kenya, which in tum 

cannot be understood outside precolonial black history unto the beginning of time, a 

black history that Ngugi's Marxist voice has already challenged. 

Ilmorog, as Ngugi represents it, is a classic instance of a postcolonial palimpsest: 

In lhe first instance, it is a traditional community harking back to its immemorial origins 

in the face of both colonial and postcolonial modernity. A once prosperous fanning 

community has been ravaged by both colonial and postcolonial exploitation and been 

reduced to a peasant economy consisting of subsistence farmers with "small acreage, 

poor implements and ... small family labour" (Petals of Blood 9). At the moment the 

novel picks up its story, it is hopelessly vulnerable to the vagaries of both nature and 

human action. The traditional structures of power that undergirdcd the prosperous 

116 



historical community survive its demise. Despite its existence at the margins of the 

postcolonial present, Ilmorog is still governed by a secular council of elders, the 

athamaki, selected on the basis of relative wealth and gerontocratic patriarchy: "Muturi, 

Njunguna and Ruoro were prosperous peasants, and as such they were the wise men, the 

athanu1ki, of the farming community. They settled disputes ... between families" (Petals 

<if Blood 8). 

Beyond secular power, ultimate authority in Ilmorog remains vested in the sacral 

ontology of a traditional deity, Mwathi wa Mugo, who, we arc told, settled the "more 

serious disputes and problems" (8). At one point in its history, the combination of secular 

and sacred governance had ensured prosperity--0r so the narrator somewhat romantically 

asserts: "Ilmorog, the scene of the unfolding of this drama, had not always been a small 

cluster of mud huts lived in only by old men and women and children with occasional 

visits from herdsmen. It had had its days of glory: thriving villages with a huge 

population of sturdy peasants who had tamed nature's forests and, breaking the soil 

between their fingers, had brought forth every type of crop to nourish the sons and 

daughters of men" (Petals <if Blood 120). As we shall see, several characters believe that 

Hlmorog's current problems are, at least in part, the result of Mwathi's authority. 

This narrative of romanticized original prosperity appears difficult to reconcile 

with the coincident narrative of a community existing haplessly at the mercy of nature. 

Nevertheless, the problem seems to be that traditional forms of authority have persisted 

beyond their historical mandate. When the people turn to Mwathi for explanation and 

transcendence of their abject postcolonial present, his solutions invariably entail acts 

meaningless sacrifice that nevertheless demand uncritical obedience. To cite a stark 
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example, in response to a prolonged drought, the seer arbitrarily orders that Abdalla's 

donkey be banished and a goat be sacrificed. Njuguna and the athamaki respond with 

blind obedience: "Nobody has the mouth to throw back words at Mwathi" (Petals of 

Blood 114). But instructively, Karega does throw words back at Mwathi, demonstrating 

the fallibility, if not foolishness of the proposed solution: "A donkey has no influence on 

the weather" (Petals of Blood 114). Time and again, Mwathi 's authority is shattered in 

the novel by the uneven postcolonial modernization of Ilmorog. The unpunished 

desecration of Mwathi's shrine fatefully calls his sacral authority into question. Thus, 

while the text values a discourse of traditionalism, and while it sharply criticizes the 

exploitation of ilmorog in the name of modernization, one senses that it does not 

specifically mourn Mwathi' s belated demise. It would seem, to deploy Nazareth's 

observation, that the second Ngugi, (the socialist Ngugi), eventually overpowers the 

village Ngugi. 

Layered over the traditional structures of power thal persist in postcolonial 

Ilmorog is the script of violent colonial dispossession. Toward the conclusion of a long 

narrative of African history, from its prehistoric origins to its unnatural colonial present, 

the omniscient narrator inserts the story of Ilmorog's colonial encounter. A white 

colonist, Lord Freeze-Kilby (and his unnamed "goodly wife") sought to transform 

"Ilmorog wilderness into civilised shapes and forms that would yield a million seedlings 

and a thousand pounds where one had planted only a few" (Petals of Blood 68). This 

colonial desire necessitated, we are told, forced African labor: "For this he needed other' s 

sweat and he used the magic of government, the chit and lhe power of his rifle, to 

conscript labour" (Petals of Blood 68). The settler's agricultural experiments 
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necessitated, as well, mass dispossession and displacement. Ilmorog's current poor state, 

we arc informed, is a direct consequence of colonialism. The narrator records heroic but, 

in the end, futile attempts at violent anti-colonial resistance. 

Indeed, the narrator continues, Ilmorog's premodem economy had prevented 

effective anticolonial resistance. This later discourse casts further doubt on claims 

regard's Illmorog erstwhile prosperity under Mwathi. Extreme vulnerability to the 

vagaries of nature had left the community powerless to confront the crises of colonialism: 

"No group now carried a name as memorial to the famine of England, so called, because 

it had weakened people's resistance to the European marauders of the people's land and 

sweat" (Petals of Blood 111 ). If the narrator intends to posit an original harmony between 

the Gikuyu human world and the world of nature, then the text instructively undermines 

that intention. The history provided here includes innumerable famines and hardships. 

Ilmorog history emerges less a narrative of a natural hannony disrupted by colonialism 

than a tale of a premodern people at the mercy of an independent and indifferent natural 

world. The text makes a compelling case for agricultural modernization, if not in the 

uneven and exploitative forms of both the colonial and postcolonial regimes. 

A final level of corrupt governance layers itself over both the precolonial and 

colonial histories. The village is now part of a formally independent nation-state. Its 

residents are even entitled to parliamentary representation. Yet, the village's 

representation in government is virtually nonexistent; except for a brief visit during the 

election period, the people of llmorog have no contact with their Member of Parliament, 

Nderi wa Reira. A former freedom fighter, Rcira has betrayed the cause of independence 

in return for directorships in foreign-owned companies. He legitimizes a capitalist 
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kleptocracy by providing it the veneer of democratic governance. He-like the rest of the 

country-remains blissfully unaware of the three-year drought that is ravaging Ilmorog, 

his constituency. A forgotten backwater, the village is firmly outside lhe representational 

systems of the postcolonial nation-state. But it is firmly inside the national economy as 

part of the invisible, exploited rural polity that sustains, both in term of resources and 

cheap unskilled labor, the rapacious modem capital, Nairobi. In a futile attempt to claim 

their rights to democratic representation and to modernization, the villagers of Ilmorog 

embark on a fateful journey to Nairobi. Even though the villagers succeed in alleviating 

the immediate crisis that triggered their journey has, as Gikandi emphasizes, the 

unintended consequence of opening up the village for renewed exploitation. 

The foregoing discussion may appear flatly to contradict my claim that Petals of 

Blood revolves less around peasant culture than intellectual culture. Even if one were to 

agree with my contention that Ngugi is impatient with certain aspects of peasant culture, 

my own discussion would seem to establish that this culture was at the hea1t of his 

aesthetic imagination. In order to underscore the decisive sense in which Petals of Blood 

is novel of school culture despite its apparently elaborate depiction of peasant life, it will 

be necessary to undertake a detailed formal analysis of the structure of the text. Petals of 

Blood opens up as a conventional detective story. The bulk of the novel appears to unfold 

as the prison diary of one of the suspects in a triple homicide, Munira. But the narrative is 

more complicated than this. The first chapter opens with three very brief sections of 

dialogue detailing, with clinical detachment, the arrest for "routine questioning" of three 

Ilmorog residents, Munira, Abdalla, and Karega. A fourth section, equally brief and 

records an unsuccessful bid by a police officer to visit Wanja (another Ilmorog resident) 
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in the hospital. Only during that last arrest (Karega's) do we learn that the three arrests 

and the abortive hospital visit are part of an unfolding murder investigation. Chapter 1 

concludes with a brief fifth section reproducing, reports of the murders that appeared in 

the leading newspaper, pointedly named The Daily Mouthpiece. 

In Chapter 2, the omniscient narrator interrupts the na1Tative present of the murder 

investigation to provide a condensed account of Munira's twelve-year sojourn in Ilmorog. 

Chapter 3 returns to one of the four present-day narratives introduced in Chapter 1: 

Munira's interrogation. It is only after this lengthy preface that Munira begins to record 

his prison diary. During these opening chapters of the book, the narrator establishes his 

authority. The rest of the chapter unfolds as if the reader were looking over Munira's 

shoulder as he writes the story of his life in Ilmorog. Nonetheless, thus far the omniscient 

narrator dominates the text. 

At the beginning of Chapter 4, there occurs a didactic and polemical interruption 

to the unfolding of the murder mystery, not by the omniscient narrator but by the author 

himself. Chapter 3 ends with Munira describing how he and Wanja entered her hut after 

the two of them had spent the evening drinking and reminiscing with Karega and 

Abdalla. Chapter 4 begins as if it were a continuation of this narrative thread, but the 

voice is no longer Munira's: 

If Wanja had been patient and had waited for the new moon to appear on 

Ilmorog ridge-as indeed she had been instructed by Mwathi wa Mugo

she and Munira would have witnessed one of the most glorious and joyous 

sights in all the land, with the ridges and the plains draped by a level sheet 

of shimmering moonlight mist into a harmony of peace and silence: a 
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human soul would have to be restless and raging beyond reach of hope 

and salvation for it not to be momentarily overwhelmed and stilled by the 

sight and the atmosphere. (Petals of Blood 67) 

At first glance, it seems as if the omniscient narrator, taking over Munira's interrupted 

diary, is merely describing to the reader what the two lovers missed by opting Lo retire 

into the hut before the moon had risen. But the romanticized description of Ilmorog 

landscape has little to do with the story as it has thus far unfolded. As the chapter 

proceeds, Wanja and Munira are quickly forgotten. Indeed, as the interruption is 

prolonged, it becomes clear that this is not the omniscient narrator's voice that we hear; 

this is an ill~disguised interruption by the author himself. "Even without the moon, 

Jlmorog ridge, as it drops into the plains along which Ilmorog river flows," Ngugi 

continues, no longer disguising his contrived entry into the narrative, "must form one of 

the greatest natural beauties in the world" (Petals of Blood 67). Harking back to the 

language of his earliest novel, The River Benveen, he seems to posit a fundamental and 

indissoluble connection between natural geography and a romanticized, racialized history 

of Africa. 

Ngugi interrupts his own fiction in order to make large historical claims 

predicated on the assertion that the long history of Kenya is legibly, indeed indelibly, 

inscribed onto its natural geography: 

The river is now only a stream. But there was a time when it was probably 

much bigger and geological speculation has it that its subterranean 

streams, buried long ago, feed the Ondirri marshes at Kikuyu and Manguo 

in Limuru. Results of the researches on the recent archaeological findings 
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in Ilmorog may well add to the theories of Ogot, Muriuki, Were and 

Ochieng about the origins and the movement of Kenyan peoples: they may 

also tell us whether the river is one of those referred to in ancient Hindu 

and Egyptian sacred literatures or whether the walls that form the ridges 

arc any part of Ptolemy's Lu nae Montes or the Chandra vat a ref erred to in 

the Vedas. (Petals of Blood 67) 

This passage is extraordinary because of the abrupt but initially approving way in which 

Ngugi introduces into his book, a fictional work of art, the easily recognizable names of 

real-life professional Kenyan historians-Ngugi's colleagues at the University of 

Nairobi. Involving his colleagues Ngugi pointedly and self-consciously situates his text 

in the context of contemporary debates in Kenyan school culture regarding the legacy of 

colonialism. Because of this polemical intervention into the arcane debates internal to 

university culture, Petals of Blood demands to be read as a revisionary and authoritative 

document of postcolonial Kenyan historiography authenticated by the script of nature 

itself. IT, as Ogudc suggests, the ostensibly valorized peasants and workers of Ilmorog are 

largely absent from the aesthetic universe of the novel-and if, as other critics have 

suggested, the characters in this realist novel seem to speak in an intellectual register that 

is out of sorts with their life circumstances-it is because Petals of Blood is 

overdetermined by its immediate context: the peculiar politics of the postcolonial 

academy. 11 The interruption at the beginning of Chapter 4 indicates that an apparently 

marginal concern within the postcolonial university constitutes the center of this 

narrative, making peasant life and culture phantasms evoked to settle an academic 

dispute. 
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Relying on a romanticized landscape, Ngugi strives to produce an archaeology of 

Kenyan knowledge that traces the longe duree of its present ethnic identities. He fictively 

refutes the claims tracing the settlement of Kenya to the very recent historical past. He 

seems to be calling for a cognitive remapping of Kenyan history based on an Afrocentric 

reading of the secrets of its landscape as well as an engagement with its rich oral history. 

He writes: 

Ilmorog plains are themselves part of that Great Rift that formed a 

natural highway joining Kenya to the land of the Sphinx and to the 

legendary waters of the River Jordan in Palestine. For centuries, and even 

up to Lhis day, the God of Africa and the Gods of other lands have 

wrestled for the mastery of man's soul and for the control of the results of 

man's holy sweat. Tt is said that the roll of thunder and the flash of 

lightning are their angry roar and the fire from the fearful clashing of their 

swords, and the Rift Valley must be one of the footprints of Africa's God. 

(Petals of Blood 68) 

Ngugi seems to be incarnating himself, as author-savior, in the image of the failed 

character-saviors of The River Benveen and Weep Not, Child. Where Waiyaki and 

Njoroge failed, Ngugi the author, now unmediated by a fictional character, would 

succeed. He reiterates a myth of origins from Agu na Agu, tene wa tene (from the 

beginning of time) with the same finality and self-assurance manifest in the histories and 

prophecies of Chege and N gotho. 

Thus in this rather uncritical fashion, Ngugi seems, in Petals of Blood, to pick up 

Chege's prophetic mantle. The important difference is that while the fictional seer 
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prophcsizcd in the Ngugi historici7.cs and prophesies in the name of manifest Kenyan 

rather than Gikuyu destiny-willed by Africa's God, ordained in prehistory, and written 

onto nature. There is no question that Kenya will triumph at the end of a long and 

tumultuous history of struggle-Africa's God preordains that outcome. This later novel 

seems to contain none of the ambiguity, equivocation or irony that, as we have seen, 

characterized the purported myths of origins in the earlier ones. In drawing this contrast, I 

do not suggest that the earlier novels were any sense "better." As I emphasized in my 

introduction, T have no interest in debates among Ngugi critics about whether his earlier, 

supposed simpler, texts were more successful than his later, allegedly more doctrinaire, 

texts. Nor do T regard writing as a competitive sport in which scores could be kept. It 

seems that the political and historical stakes of postcolonial intellectuals in the nineteen 

seventies 1970s necessitated a more emphatic assertion of Afrocentric origins. From that 

perspective, Petals of Blood addresses a particularly volatile intellectual context. 

On the basis of a divinely inspired fictional archaeology, Ngugi goes on to rebuke 

professional Kenyan historians, whom he earlier identifies by name, for their allegedly 

uncritical acceptance of the terms of colonial historiography: 

Our present day historians, following on similar theories yarned out by 

defenders of imperialism, insist we only arrived here yesterday. Where 

went all the Kenyan people who used to trade with China, India, Arabia 

long long before Yasco da Gama came to the scene and on the strength of 

gunpowder ushered in a era of blood and terror and instability-an era that 

climaxed in the reign of imperialism over Kenya? (67) 
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Ngugi's attack seems odd given the fact that Ogot, Were, Muriuk:i, and Ochieng' had 

pioneered the use of oral sources in academic history and been the authors of several 

landmark texts intended precisely to revise the script of colonial historiography. 12 The 

attack is also unpersuasive, since the alternate history Ngugi offers is based on an ancient 

narrative of racialized di vine destiny inscribed onto the natural world. 

It bears emphasizing that Ngugi's acclamation of an antique Kenyan nationalism 

is quite literal and cannot be understood as an isolated incident of fictional speculation. In 

the introduction to an anthology of critical essays, Penpoints, Gunpoints and Dreams, 

1998, Ngugi presents an elaborate argument for the centrality of Ancient Greece to his 

critical and creative Afrocentric thinking. He begins by asserting a conceptual affinity 

between precolonial African cultures and Greek antiquity based on the importance of the 

oral tradition in both contexts: "Socrates, for instance, would have been very much at 

home in many of the precolonial African societies."13 Ngugi thus transforms an 

ostensibly pragmatic and contestable contention into an argument for profound African 

influences on Greek antiquity: "in culture, learning, and travel, classical Greece was more 

part of Africa than it was of barbarian Europe north of the Mediterranean. Certainly its 

connections with and borrowings from Egypt are no longer a matter of scholarly 

dispute." 14 In an argument that makes clear the literalness with which Petals of Blood 

intends its Afrocentric antiquity, Ngugi cites approvingly a "daring speculation" by Ali 

Mazrui "on the possibility of the Nile Valley civilization having been in part Ugandan 

and therefore East African."15 Ngugi docs not simply posit a myth of Kenyan origins that 

is as old as Greek antiquity, nor even deep historical continuities between classical 
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Greece and contemporary Africa. Rather, he suggests that ancient East African 

civilization indirectly influenced classical Greece. 

How might we explain this attempt to locate the essence of a specifically Kenyan 

identity in an antiquity as old (to put the argument in its least objectionable form) as that 

of Rome or Greece or Egypt or India? In Imagined Communities, Benedict Anderson 

offers a suggestive explanation of why "new-emerging nations imagined themselves 

antiquc."
16 

He suggests that "antiquity" is "at a certain historical juncture, the necessary 

consequence of 'novelty"': 

If nationalism was, as I supposed it, the expression of a radically changed 

form of consciousness, should not awareness of that break, and the 

necessary forgetting of the older consciousness, create its own narrative? 

Seen from this perspective, the atavistic fantasizing characteristic of most 

nationalist thought after the 1820s appears an epiphenomenon; what is 

really important is the structural alignment of the post-1820s nationalist 

'memory' with the inner premises and conventions of modern biography 

and autobiography .17 

Anderson illustrates his argument by looking at two entwined examples of nationalist 

reinvention of antiquity: America and France. He notes that the founding moment of the 

United States was conceived as creating something utterly new, something absolutely 

unprecedented: 

The Declaration of Independence of 1776 makes absolutely no reference 

to Christopher Columbus, Roanoke, or the Pilgrim Fathers, nor are the 
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grounds put forward to justify independence in any way 'historical,' in the 

sense of highlighting the antiquity of the American people. Indeed, 

marvellously, the American nation is not even mentioned. A profound 

feeling that a radical break w1th the past was occurring-a 'blasting 

opening of the continuum of history' ?-spread rapidly.18 

Similarly, the emergence of modern France was initially thought to be unprecedented. 

One of the most compelling examples of this sense of a radical break with the past was 

the attempt by the "Convention Nationale on 5 October l 793 to scrap the centuries-old 

Christian calendar and to inaugurate a new world-era with the Year One, starting from 

the ab0Ht1on of the ancien regime and the proclamation of the Republic on 22 September 

1792."19 The members of the convention thought notion of France was so unprecedented 

that it required its own conception of time. 

Yet things did not long remain this way. France and America could not inaugurate 

their own time, due to the mass production and circulation in Industrial Europe of the 

clock, the calendar, the serially published and circulated newspaper, and the novel "with 

its spectacular possibilities for the representation of simultaneous actions in homogenous 

empty time."20 A11 these phenomena made impossible the prospect of a self-contained 

and self-defining American or French nation and created the necessity for a prior history 

going back into antiquity. American/French time gave way to a homogenous Western 

time: 

The cosmic clocking which had made intelligible our synchronic 

transoceanic pairings was increasingly felt to entail a wholly 
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intramundane, serial view of social causality; and this sense of the world 

was now speedily deepening its grip on the Western imaginations. It is 

thus understandable that less than two decades after the Proclamation of 

Year One came the establishment of the first academic chairs in History .. 

. Very quickly the Year One made way for 1792 A.D., and the 

revolutionary ruptures of 1776 and 1789 came to be figured as embedded 

in the historical series and thus as historical precedents and models. 21 

Europe's new emerging nationalisms, Anderson suggests, sought to mask their novelty 

by "imagin[ingJ themselves as 'awakening from sleep."'22 In short, the narrative of 

national newness came to be superseded by a narrative of a great Western tradition, the 

new U.S. and French republics reincarnations of the great and virtuous republics of 

classical Greece and Rome. In this way, unanticipated social upheaval (the French 

Revolution in the paradigmatic example) thus came to be naturalized, in retrospect, as the 

unfolding and fulfillment of long dormant national destinies.23 

Anderson's arguments apropos the link between novelty and antiquity in 

nationalist imaginings enable us to begin to understand Ngugi's atavistic fantasies of a 

Kenyan, indeed African, identity rooted in antiquity. The actual novelty of Kenyan 

identity is indisputable. Like many nations in the African postcolony, Kenya owes its 

conceptual and actual borders not to any primordial national, continental, or racial 

essence, but rather to the historical contingencies of the scramble for and partition of 

Africa among a handful of imperial European powers late in the nineteenth century. As 

such critics as Kwame Anthony Appiah have argued, colonialism overdetermined not 

simply the rationaHzation of postcolonial African national identities, but also the 

129 



crystallization of a continental and racial identity above the nation and the consolidation 

of ethnic identities below the nation. No Kenyan nationality exists outside relatively 

recent British colonialism, whether that identity is conceived in national, continental, or 

racial terms. Nor would it help matters to attempt to ground Kenya nationality in ethnic 

terms. By way of one example let us consider the case of Gikuyu culture. As Gikandi 

argues: 

[I]n spite of attempts by Gikuyu nationalists since the 1920s to construct 

and sustain the myth of a Gikuyu Volksgeist (nyumba ya Mumbi), it is 

impossible to talk of a Gikuyu culture outside the discourse of 

colonialism. Although Gikuyu tcmporality inscribes itself by invoking an 

ancient history-hingo ya ndemi na mathathi-the people who have come 

to be known under this corporate identity invented themselves to meet the 

challenges of colonial rule and domination."24 

ln Anderson's terms, we can say that the presentist reality of colonial challenge to 

Gikuyu paramountcy (especially pertaining to land tenure) necessitated a myth of origins 

anchored firmly in immemorial time. Gikandi is quick to point out that this argument 

does not mean that there were no Gikuyu people "joined by a common language, 

common kinship descent, and shared belief systems [before colonialisml; but this identity 

was not corporate or centralized; there was no need for social organization around 

h. . 1 1 1 . . "25 I h overarc mg socta, cu tura, or government orgamzat1ons. nan argument t at 

demonstrates the novelty of a corporate Gikuyu identity, he concludes: "Indeed, at the 

end of the nineteenth century when the Gikuyu first came into contact with the 
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Europeans, they were essentially a tluid, acephalous, culture, organized around subclans 

(mbari) and distant memories of a common descent. .. It was in the crucible of 

colonialism-both in resistance and collaboration-that a Gikuyu group consciousness 

emerged in the early decades of the twentieth ccntury."26 The obvious point to be made 

here is that identity formations are historica11y detennined by larger political, economic 

and social events and structures and are not preordained by natural geography, racialized 

ontologies, or primordial essences. 

Disillusioned by the failures of independence, Ngugi projects his vision of 

independence into the future. A strong and virtuous Kenya has yet to be awakened from 

sleep. It exists as a potential to be striven for. It is a dream yet to be realized, indeed a 

dream that might well take the form of a socialist utopia (see Karega's words towards tbc 

novel's end.)But whether socialized or racialized, Ngugi's dream remains rooted in 

imrnorial African time and tradition.27 

As we have seen, Ngugi interjects early in his novel in a polemical attempt to 

reorient Kenyan historiography. Later he interjects in order to castigate the order of 

knowledge nonnalized in the humanities programs of the postcolonial university. If in his 

earlier critique of Kenyan historiography Ngugi was undisguised, in this subsequent 

critique of the university he guises himself, somewhat implausibly, in lhe figure of 

Karega, a high school dropout and remarkable autodidact. Karega launches a systematic 

critique of the humanities curriculum at lhe University of Nairobi. With the help of a 

radical city lawyer, the village primary school teacher builds an impressive reading list, 

allowing him to denounce the postcolonial university at length. His critique is based on 
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the idea that the university should be the vanguard for radical social change; the 

University of Nairobi stands condemned for failing to discharge this national duty. 

Karega rebukes not just the history department but also, as we shall see below, the 

political science and literature departments. He accuses the history department of failing 

in its duty to provide citizens with "the key to the present" (Petals f~f Blood 198). The 

depmtment has failed to provide an account of how it came to be "that 75 percent of 

those that produce food and wealth were poor and that a small group-part of the 

nonproducing part of the population-were wealthy" (l 98). He further accuses the 

history department of effacing the history of imperialism and furthering capitalisl 

exploitation in Kenya: "When they touched on it, it was only to describe acts of violent 

resistance as grisly murders; some even demanded the rehabilitation of those who had 

sold out to the enemy during the years of struggle" (Petals of Blood 199). Finally, he 

charges that the department, when researching precolonial culture, reproduced the 

paradigmatic colonial narrative of "the wanderlust and pointless warfare between 

peoples" (Petals of Blood 199). 

Ngugi's seems to have been specifically provoked by an essay by William 

Ochieng' titled, as Karega reports, "Undercivilization." Petals of Blood may in fact be 

read as Ngugi's sustained attempt to refute Ochieng's contentious essay, a reading that 

would confirm my assertion that the novel is an exemplary fiction of school culture. 

As one of the pioneering African members of the history department, Ochieng' 

sought to account for the lack of technological progress in precolonial Africa-surely an 

interesting historical question even if, in this instance, it is fatally undermined by the 

unacceptably generalized and implicitly racialized terms in which framed it. Ochieng' 
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suggests that this "technological lack"-or "startling undercivilization" in his offending 

words -"was not caused by geographical factors, by Nature, by the quality of African 

intelligence, or merely by expropriation of Africa's economic surpluses by Europe."28 He 

seems to disavow racist historiography, but the very language conjoining "Africa" (in 

singular terms) and "backwardness" is, of course, racialist. He also disavows the Marxist 

historiography of scholars such as Walter Rodney, which attributes Africa's economic 

impoverishment to European exploitation. A somewhat sympathetic Ochieng' suggests 

that Rodney's account is "half-right." He speculates that Africa's technological 

backwardness was caused by an overabundance of resources, specifically land: "There 

was never really any pressure on land to force man to fall back on technology to earn a 

living by alternative means. There was always the possibility of an empty stretch of land 

to move to, and on which to start life afresh. " 29 

Ochieng's argument can, in all probability, be easily challenged but, framed in the 

narrow terms outlined above, it also amounts to relatively innocuous intellectual 

speculation. The problem is that Ochieng' does not frame his argument in narrow 

speculative terms. For him, the lack of technological progress is not a historically 

contingent empirical fact, but is symptomatic of a society's primitiveness. Precolonial 

African societies were undercivilized where civilization is understood as "an ideal state 

of human culture characterized by the complete absence of barbarism and non-rational 

behaviour" as well as by urbanization and the optimal and innovative use of resources. 30 

One cannot resist wondering whether, by this definition, Europe, whose historical legacy 

includes slavery, colonialism, and Nazism, is really as civilized as Ochieng' implies it is 

133 



in contrast to Africa. He uses racialized and racist descriptions of Africa even as he 

ostensibly disavows the explanatory power of race. 

A particularly enraging aspect of the essay for Ngugi is the fact that Ochieng' 

approvingly cites a former colonial governor, Phillip Mitchell, as well as other colonial 

historians in order to prove the primitiveness of precolonial Kenya. Even if one agreed 

with the thrust of Ngugi's critique of Ochieng's essay, it cannot constitute the basis, as it 

obliquely seems to in Petals of Blood, for an attack on the entire Naroibi University 

history department. Ochieng's essay was sharply criticized by professional Kenyan 

historians. It is no small irony that, despite the political correctness of his conclusions, 

and despite his perfectly understandable outrage, Ngugi shares the problematic founding 

assumption that leads Ochieng' astray-the idea of a singular black Africa stretching 

back from the present to antiquity and demanding of present-day Africans either 

defensive explanation of its embarrassing failures or self-congratulatory celebration of its 

astonishing successes (and, in a sense, it matters not which). The crucial point to 

underscore here is that this is a debate internal to the university between two postcolonial 

intellectuals operating from the same questionable premise. 

Ngugi uses Karega to castigate the political science department in much the same 

way as the history department for its failure to provide an account of the crisis of 

neocoloniality in late-1970s Kenya. He has Karega accuse political science professors of 

mindless abstraction in the face of mass suffering: "Here professors delighted in 

balancing weighty rounded phrases on a thin decaying line of thought, or else dwelt on 

statistics and mathematics of power equation" (Petals of Blood 199). Political science 

professors are accused of dwelling on arcane debates based on carefully footnoted articles 
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and books (Petals of Blood 199). Looking at the postcolonial university, a despairing 

Karega asks: "What of the resistance of African peoples? What of all the heroes 

traversing the whole world of black peoples? Was that only in his imagination?" (Petals 

of Blood 198). 

In what might be read as a gesture of self-critique but also of self-congratulation 

(Ngugi was the Chair of the Literature Department at the time of the publication of the 

novel), Karega claims that the imaginative literature taught at the university seems to 

describe the material conditions of the people correctly: "The authors described the 

conditions correctly: they seemed able lo reflect accuralely the contemporary situation of 

fear, oppressions and deprivations" (Petals of Blood 200). But the literature department's 

accurate social diagnosis is nevertheless undermined by "pessimism, obscurity and 

mysticism" (200). That comment may even be intended as a gesture of seJf-criticism 

directed at the tragic conclusions of Ngugi's early novels. Karega asks rhetorically, "was 

there no way out except cynicism? Were people helpless victims?" (Petals of Blood 200). 

Petals of Blood must be read, then, as an attempt to describe the conditions 1n 

postcolonial Kenya correctly in high canonical literature without participating in the 

discourse of what has come to be known as Afro-pessimism. 

Significantly, Ngugi's systematic critique of the postcolonia] university restricts 

itself to the disciplines of the humanities, that is, the disciplines of culture narrowly 

defined. There is no attempt to investigate the place and the role of the sciences. This 

omission is revealing in the context of a novel whose main characters are driven in large 

measure by the desire to modernize the materially impoverished African polity. When 

addressing the villagers of llmorog during the latest in a string of droughts, Karega posits 
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the desperate need for scientific and technological progress. The departments of 

literature, history, and political science may offer radical social critiques, but shouldn't 

the scientific academy have been at the heart of the postcolonial university if, as Ngugi 

seems to concede, the present-day material deprivation of llmorog is as a much a 

technological as a political or cultural problem? Are we witnessing a form of culturalism, 

that is, a turn to the "disciplines of culture" for resolution of what are material problems? 

The romance of cullural restoration in this novel seems to obscure the urgency of material 

deprivation. 

Like the postcolonial university, the elite colonial high school, Siriana, comes in 

for sharp critique in Petals of Blood. In Petals of Blood Ngugi intends to correct the 

sanitized image of Siriana in Weep Not, Child and The River Between. The force of this 

critique is condensed in the figure of the headmaster: Cambridge Fraudsham, a radical 

revision of Livingstone, the headmaster in the two early novels. Both figures are thinly 

veiled references to Carey Francis-the legendary headmaster of the Alliance High 

School, Ngugi's colonial schoolmaster. In one instance, he is depicted as a "living stone," 

a rock of stability; in the other he is simply a fraud and a sham. Francis was a brilliant 

mathematician and a graduate of Cambridge. In his early texts, Ngugi represents Francis 

in the figure of Livingstone, a benevolent teacher whose racist attitudes were mitigated 

by a certain generosity of spirit. fu Petals of Blood, Ngugi suggests that the order of 

knowledge normalized by Siriana is a fraud that masks the colonial and neocolonial 

exploitation of Kenya. Fraudsham establishes Siriana as a school for the constitution of 

African colonial subjects who would be strong in the service of God and empire: "[T]he 

school did not want to tum out black Europeans but true Africans who would not look 
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down upon the innocence and simple ways of their ancestors. At the same time, we had to 

grow up strong in God and the Empire" (Petals of Blood 29). 

The later depiction of Siriana contrasts dramatically with the earlier utopian 

possibilities suggested, however ambiguously, in The River Between and Weep Not, 

Child. While the students in the early novels generally accept Livingstone's apolitical and 

neutralist pedagogy, the students in Petals of Blood radically oppose Fraudsham 's 

ideology and attempt to link the space and time of the school with an on-going 

anticolonial strugg1c. Munira, Karcga, and Chui are expelled from the school for resisting 

its colonialist ideology and demanding an Afrocentric curriculum. However, having 

completed bis education abroad, Chui returns to replace Cambridge Fraudsham as 

headmaster of Siriana. Repudiating the radicalism of his student days, Chui belatedly 

endorses Fraudsham's pedagogy. Under Fraudsham's tutelage, Siriana serves to 

reproduce a colonial pedagogy; under Chui's it serves to reproduce a neocolonial one. In 

much the same way that the political leaders betray the strugg1c for independence, Chui 

betrays the struggle for academic freedom in postcolonial Kenya. 

In Petals of Blood Ngugi strives to articulate a liberationist pedagogy, but the 

intellectual vanguard is located outside the compromised university. Munira and Karega 

establish a primary school in rural Ilmorog. The school reflects and reproduces the 

material deprivations of the village. Unlike Siriana, this is a poor school with no trained 

teachers at all-two Siriana expellees make up the entirety of its staff. Munira has walked 

away from the enormous economic and educational privileges that his family background 

guaranteed him. All his other siblings attend the best schools, both at home and abroad, 

and are lined up for prestigious professional jobs. He resists the materialism of his family. 
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Nevertheless, his heroic efforts to maintain a school in llmorog are all but completely 

undennined by his indifference to questions of pedagogy. His lessons seem all but 

entirely to consist of instruction in the English language. 

However, under Karega' s militant tutelage, the school comes to offer a model for 

an anticolonial and antiexploitative pedagogy. For a while the two contradictory 

pedagogies exist in systematic non-relationship with each other. Neither party 

acknowledges the other's teaching methods. Karega is haunted by the memory of his 

interrupted education at Siriana; it serves as a negative example. He struggles to canonize 

at Ilmorog a curriculum that is both historically accurate and politically relevant, but he is 

also driven by a romantic quest for postcolonial revolution. He establishes an Afrocentric 

curriculum. He struggles to instill in his students a consciousness of belonging to 

something larger, so that they could see "themselves, Ilmorog and Kenya as part of a 

larger whole, a larger territory containing the history of African people and their 

struggles" (Petals of Blood 109). He strives to provide for his students a record of the 

"whole landscape where African people once trod to leave marks and monuments that 

were the marvel of the ages, that not even the fatal encounter of black sweat and white 

imperialism could rub from the memory and recorded deeds of men." (Petals of Blood 

109). 

At the New Ilmorog primary school, the students arc seen as black citizens of the 

world: "I live in Ilmorog Division which is in Chiri District; Chiri District which is in the 

Republic of Kenya; Kenya which is part of East Africa; East Africa which is part of 

Africa; Africa which is the land of African peoples; Africa from where other African 

peoples were scattered to other corners of the world" (Petals ~f Blood 109). The language 
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of Karega' s pedagogy reproduces exacll y the black aesthetic grammar of the Nairobi 

Revolution. Ngugi posits this poor and deprived rural primary school as the latest locus 

of the long narrative of nationalist resistance in Kenya. At the same time one notes in 

Karega's radical pedagogy a te11ta1e obsession with cultural questions. 

Munira and Karega are pitted in a pedagogical contest that is also a romantic 

contest for Wanja's love. Prior to Karega's arrival, Munira had been involved in an 

undisclosed and ill-defined Jove affair with Wanja. She subsequently begins a romantic 

relationship with Karega. If Karega's pedagogy carries with it the weight of the author's 

approval, so does his romantic relationship. Wanja describes it as the only loving and 

meaningful relationship that she has had in her much-abused life: "For the first time, I 

feel wanted ... I feel I am about to flower" (Petals of Blood 251). The ideal union 

between man and woman carries with it the legitimation of future reproductive promise. 

In a sense, this idealized romantic relationship fulfills and completes Karega's 

pedagogical mission in much the same way that Waiyak.i's relationship with Nyambura 

completed his pedagogical mission in The River Between and Njoroge's unrealized 

relationship with Mwihaki contained the promise of his pedagogical mission in Weep 

Not, Child. Like Karega (and indeed Munira), Wanja is a high school dropout. However, 

unlike the expulsion of the autodidactic Karega (and indeed Munira's), Wanja's expulsion 

from school has resulted in the permanent curtailment of her educalion and doomed her 

to a career as a barmaid and prostitute, that is, a career, in the logic of the text, of sexual 

exploitation by men. She comes to Ilmorog to redeem herself after a history of abuse. 

Like the ideal relationships in the early nove]s, Karega and Wanja's romance fails. In a fit 

of jealousy Munira fires Karega, causing him to leave Ilmorog and thereby abandon 
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Wanja. Like the early novels, Petals of Blood flirts with-but ultimately rejects-a 

narrative depicting a triumphant heterosexual union as the antidote for intractable social 

problems. 

Ngugi intends Wanja's story to record the plight of women in a violently sexist 

postcolony. Indeed, as Florence Stratton argues, Wanja is "an index of the state of the 

nation."31 Her decline into prostitution allegorizes the prostitution of the entire 

postcolonial polity since, as Ogude suggests, the portrait of her abuse and degradation 

parallels that of the postcolonial nation itself.32 The argument for this finds eloquent 

expression in Karega's angry outburst in the wake of Munira's self-righteous 

condemnation of Wanja's sex work: 

We are all prostitutes, for in a world of grab and take, in a world built on a 

structure of inequality and injustice, in a world where some can eat while 

others can only toil, some can send their children to schools and others 

cannot, in a world where a prince, a monarch, a businessman can sit on 

billions while people starve or hit their heads against church walls for 

divine deliverance from hunger, yes, in a world where a man who has 

never set foot on this land can sit in a New York or London office and 

determine what I shall eat, read, think, do only because he sits on a heap of 

billions stolen from the world's poor, in such a world, we are all 

prostituted. (240) 

There is something compelling but also disturbing about equating postcolonial atrophy 

with gendered prostitution. In the first place, it hinges, as Ogude points out, on a residual 

Christian moralism, as well as a patriarchal judgmentalism, that understands sex work 
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only through the language of degeneration and immorality.33 In the second place, as 

Stratton persuasively argues, using prostitution as an allegory abstracts it from the lives 

of actual women: "prostitution is not related to the female social condition in patriarchal 

societies. Rather it is a metaphor for men's degradation under some non-prefeued socio

political system-a metaphor which encodes women as agents of moral com1ption, as 

sources of moral contamination in society."34 Karega clearly does not see Wanja as an 

agent of moral corruption. On the contrary, he defends her from an attack launched in 

precisely these terms. But it is also clear that his lengthy polemic has little to do with the 

specifics of gendered sex work in the postcolony. 

In addition to the problems that Ogude and Stratton identify about Wanja's 

characterization as an unschooled prostitute, this characterization has the inadvertent 

effect of continuing themasculinization of the space of the school in Ngugi's novel. 

Pedagogical debates in Petals (>j"Blood are reduced not simply to arguments exclusively 

between men but specifically to arguments about masculinity. The debate between 

Karega and Munira, the two self-taught educators, regarding the curriculum appropriate 

for a postcolonial polity is framed as a contest for romantic supremacy in a masculinized 

school culture. Not until he discovers the relationship between Karega and Wanja-that 

is to say, not until he feels rejected and emasculated----does Munira protest that Karega's 

politicized Afrocentric teaching is propagandist rather than educational. Karega does not 

know that at the heart of Munira's objection is basic jealousy. Therefore, he embarks on a 

spirited but as it turns out a largely irrelevant defense of his Afrocentric pedagogy. Citing 

the strictures of the English inspector of language and history from the Ministry of 

Education, Munira purports to defend the official curriculum, but the defense rings 
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hollow, since he merely intends to punish Karega for, in his terms, emasculating him. 

This, quite clearly, is a battle more about manhood than knowledge with the woman who 

is both prize and victim watching obliviously on the sidelines. Wanja's belated pleas to 

Munira for Karega' s reinstatement are articulated in the domesticated language of love 

rather than the politicized language of pedagogy. She suggests that Karega should be 

retained as teacher because he is the only man to have loved her, not because his teaching 

was effective. 

In Petals of Blood, an Afrocentric pedagogy seeks to transcend the politics of both 

ethnicity and nationality and to confront the question of exploitation from a global 

perspective. However, Karega's efforts fail. His romantic discourse of African identity is 

rendered ironic by the material reality of famine. In a poignant scene, a famished student 

collapses at the height of moment of his Afrocentric pedagogy. The lessons Karcga 

teaches seem abstract and pointless in the context of the devastating drought that is 

wreaking havoc in Ilmorog. He is forced to confront the limits of the politics of the 

classroom: "What had education, history and geography and nature-study and maths, got 

to say to this drought?" (Petals r~f Blood I l 0). Notwithstanding the radical curriculum 

that he is propounding, he comes to the troubling conclusion that the education he is 

offering, much like the education offered in conservative Siriana, amounts to a "gigantic 

deception" (Petals of Blood 110). It is in the context of recognizing the limits of the 

politics of the classroom that he mobilizes the villagers of Ilmorog to their ill-fated 

journey to the capital in a supreme act of political protest. Karega comes "to doubt the 

value of formal education as a tool of a people's total liberation" (Petals of Blood 252). 

By the end of the novel, he works as a trade union activist, suggesting that in the crisis of 
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postcoloniality, the impetus for social change will not come from the classroom however 

radical the pedagogy. 

Towards the end of the novel, Karega also seems to lose at least some of his 

investment in racialized black history from antiquily to the present. He criticizes Wanja 

for seeking to retain Nyakinyua's hut exactly as it had been during her life, that is, as a 

monument frozen in time. When a surprised Wanja reminds Karega that he used to 

obsess about the importance of the past, he responds: 

True . .. but only as a living lesson for the present. I mean we must not 

preserve our past as a museum: rather, we must study it critically, 

without illusions, and see what lessons we can draw from it in today's 

battlefield of the future and the present. But to worship it-no. Maybe I 

used to do it: but I don't want to continue worshipping in the temples of 

a past without tarmac roads, without electric cookers, a world dominated 

by slavery to nature." (Petals of Blood 323) 

In a sense, this statement merely reflects Karega's desire for modernization and his 

criticism of traditionalism. But, as David Cook and Michael Okenimkpe contend, the 

passage may also be read as Ngugi's moderation of an erstwhile authorial investment in 

the idea of a great past when all Africa controlled its own carth.35 At the conclusion of 

Petals of Blood, the Afrocentric ideology that drove much of the narrative seems to have 

been called into question or at any rate moderaled. However, that ideology is revived 

with a vengeance in Ngugi's next novel, Devil on the Cross. 

Devil on the Cross and the Unlikely Resuscitation of the Postcolonial 
Intellectual. 
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In terms of form, content and their interrelation, Devil on the Cross may well be 

Ngugi's most complex and challenging novel. Simon Gikandi calls it a "schizophrenic" 

novel. "It is a work that wants to maintain its generic identity as a novel in the European 

sense of the word while rejecting the central ideologies that have made this form what it 

is, including the assumption of an elite audience."36 lts place within Ngugi's oeuvre is 

equally puzzling. Should it be grouped with his early works or does it break radically 

new ground? 

With the term' schizophrenia,' Gikandi presents us with an interesting metaphor. 

Devil on the Cross is a deeply divided novel, its different parts working against one 

another. Its opening section, taking the form of a mythic Gikuyu folk.Lale, is radically 

disconnected from its second half which returns to Ngugi's earlier theme of the tragic 

national romance interlaced with irony. Characters and events central to the first, 

forlkoric, half are never referred to in the second. The novel's radical folkloric form 

jarringly confronts its later reassuringly familiar themes and content. But the aspect of 

Devil that most immediately strikes the reader is that Ngugi has chosen to write in 

Gikuyu. Influenced by his work with the Kamiriithu Theatre Experiment (discussed in 

the following chapter), Ngugi sought to transcend the limits of Kenyan school culture 

and reach out to a broad popular Gikuyu audience-the workers and farmers whose 

oppression forms the core of all his writing, men and women not literate in English, 

perhaps not literate at all. Rejecting the limitations of canonical literature, Ngugi sought 

to speak directly to Kenya's masses. Yet in the end his romantic protagonists, upon 

whom hope for change rests, are classic representatives of that school culture and the 

professional bourgeoisie it depends upon. In this way Devil on the Cross reverses the 
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direction Ngugi took in Petals of Blood, which, as we just saw, ends with Karcga, 

alienated by the ineffectiveness of educational reform, dreaming of workers and peasants 

leading a miltant struggle for political and economic justice. Can Ngugi weave these 

disparate warring components into a coherent novel? Does he even wish to do so? In the 

end, I am uncomfortable with the metaphor of schizophrenia-as is Gikandi. Rather, I 

read Devil on the Cross, as Ngugi's ever more torturous struggle to deal with the 

dilemmas that face Africa's postcolonial intellectuals (especially the first generation) and 

the partic.ular hold the school culture continues to exercise upon them. 

As already noted, the first half of Devil on the Cross revolves around Ngugi's 

appropriation of a traditional Gikuyu folkloric form to aJlegorically represent the 

corruption and exploitation that lies at the heart of neocolonial Kenyan society. A group 

of strangers find themselves on a bus (a neocolonial African ship of fools?) driving 

through the night to attend a Devil's Feast organized by the International Organization of 

Thieves and Robbers in the town of Ilmorog. They represent a significant cross section of 

modern Kenyan society: an illiterate elderly woman who remembers Kenya's brave 

revolutionary promises; Muturi, a radical labor organizer; a corrupt business man; the 

equally corrupt, but far poorer, bus driver who operates as a police informant and 

assassin; Wariinga, an economically and sexually oppressed young woman, who, just 

before boarding the bus, had contemplated suicide; Gatui.ria, a professor of music at the 

University. In the wake of this journey, the latter two characters are destined to become 

lovers. Each character had received an invitation to attend the "Devil's Feast." However, 

only one invitation, the corrupt business man's, was legitimate. The others had received 

counterfeit invitations distributed by young men who, at least at the novel's beginning, 
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appear extraterrestrial. Are they angels come to save Wariinga from suicide? Are they 

devils come to seduce her and the others? It turns out that they are radical students who 

have pri ntcd and distributed the counterfeit invitations as part of their plan to use the 

Devil's feast to launch a militant student/worker uprising. In this sense, Devil on the 

Cross opens as a sequel to Petals of Blood. 

Arrived at Illmorog, the bus passengers go immedialely to the Devil's Feast 

where in a surreal and mythic scene, a series of politicians and businessmen compete for 

the title of Greatest Thief in Kenya. One after the other they tell of shocking stories of 

economic exploitation and political corruption. One politician brags about all the bribes 

he has taken, and the directorship of foreign corporations he has accrued in return for 

betraying the interests of the Kenyan people. In an escalating horror show, University 

scientists boast about their roles in a project to construct for newly wealthy larger or even 

multiple penises. As the workers and students watch aghast, the gathered businessmen 

boast of their foreign cars, their rich mansions, their mistresses, and their excessive 

wealth. In the wake of fierce competition, the title for the greatest thief is finally awarded 

to a businessman who is so successful at objectifying and exploiting the masses that he 

turns the workers' very breathing into a source of energy and profit. 

Thus, Ngugi uses the allegorical form of a folk tale to graphically, at times 

pornographically, represent neocolonial exploitation and corruption. In this way he 

bitterly depicts the ravages that global capitalism and local corruption have intlicted, 

systematically impoverishing the country. Wangari, the old woman whose vision of 

Kenya goes back to the revolutionary days, is horrified. She demands the police arrest 

men who have boasted of the most heinous crimes against the people. Rather than 
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arresting the criminals, the police arrest Wangari, then rush to the Feast to defend the 

businessmen and politicians as students and workers, surging through the streets, mount 

their attack. The planned protest is violently beaten back. 

Despite its dissimilar formal structure, Devil on the Cross, at first glance, reads 

like a sequel to Petals of Blood. lts opening scenes appear to follow almost seamlessly 

from the ending of Petals of Blood- with the possib.ility of postcolonial revolution. 

However, underneath the smface similarity, important differences distinguish the two 

novels. In Petals of Blood, the university (and the school system as a whole) was 

dismissed from the scene of radical politics. By contrast, in Devil on the Cross, university 

(and other) students are projected as the vanguard of the coalition of citizens attempting 

violently to disrupt the Devil's Feast. Muturi, the worker and political activist, vividly 

describes the coalition: 

Look at our people stamping firmly and proudly on the ground as if they 

were hearkening to the call of the masses! I found that most of the 

preparatory work had been done by Ilmorog workers themselves. I helped 

just a bit. You see that small group that seems well dressed? Those arc 

Ilmorog students from schools around here and the university. This is 

really wonderfuP Future generations will sing about this day from the 

rooftops and treetops and mountaintops, from Kenya to Elgon, from Elgon 

to Kil imanjaaro, from Ngong Hills to Nyandaarwa. 1, Muturi wa Kahonia 

Maithori, found the students and the workers already forming a 

procession, urging all those who live in Njeruca to join them to attack the 

local thieves and robbers and their foreign friends. 37 
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Proudly Mutari celebrates the students' courage and resolution: ''These brave students 

have shown which side education should serve. My friends, you should come and join us 

too. Bring your education to us and don't turn your backs on the people. That's the only 

way" (Devil on the Cross 205). Muturi is certain that education informs and empowers 

student activism on behalf of the people. With the superior knowledge that comes from 

education, the students have left the university to lead the masses to action. 

However, certain inconsistencies underlie this celebration of student/worker 

activism. To begin with although at first Muluri asserts that the students are "harkening to 

the call of the masses", by the end he presents the students, empowered by their 

education, leading the masses. Although Muturi admits that the workers had done "most 

of the preparatory work" the only concrete work we are told about is the students' 

printing and dislribution of the counterfeit invitations to the Devil's Feasl. Lastly, we 

also learn that far from uniting with the workers, the students, a we11-dressed ' 'small 

group," stand apart, easily distinguished as different and by implication superior, the 

movement's natural leaders. 

What might explain this pointed attempt to rehabilitate the privilege of the 

university in a text whose discursive legitimacy and authority rests precisely on its 

transcendence of the limits oJ school culture in Kenya? What might account for this 

resuscitation and valorization of the figure of the postcolonial intellectual so decisively 

repudiated in Petals of Blood? It would appear that, despite deep skepticism, Ngugi 

retains a surprising faith in the value of elite education for anti-colonial struggle. 

Especially since, at the opening of Devil on the Cross, Ngugi seems to be acutely aware 

that the knotty problems confronting postcolonial Kenya are fundamentally economic and 
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political. Certainly, the solutions that he initially broaches are directly political. Angry 

citizens attempt to resist and reverse their political oppression and economic exploitation. 

Their heroic efforts, however, end in failure-the raid on the Devil's Feast, the highpoint 

of actual political activism in the novel, is violenlly beaten back. The romance of 

postcolonial revolution is shattered. 

After the failure of the raid, the novel abandons the messy scene of economic 

critique and political struggle to the serene seat of high culture. It moves from the 

material deprivations of the rural polity of Ilmorog to the cultural plenitude of the 

humanities academy of the university. The solution to problems it has depicted in 

fundamentally political and economic terms, the novel seems to conclude is cultural. The 

disempowercd masses having failed to redeem themselves through actual political 

strugg1e, the privileged intellectual now takes over the mantle of struggle and helps 

redeem the masses by minutely documenting, in the perfect harmony of musical form, the 

great cultures of the many nationalities of Kenya. 

The text's rehabilitation of the intellectual finds its apogee in Gatuiria. However, 

the novel also seems to subject the protagonist to an ironic critique. A member of the 

academic staff at the Music Department of the University of Nairobi, Gatuiria is 

presented as part of a small group of radical university faculty and students who are at the 

vanguard of the anticolonial struggle, a group "now attempting to unearth the roots of our 

culture" (Devil on the Cross 59). Thus, the text positions cultural nationalism at the heart 

of the anticolonial struggle. Anchored in precolonial antiquity, "Kenyan national 

culture," it has Gatuiria, assert, "can be sought only in all the traditions of all the 

nationalities of Kenya" (Devil on the Cross 59). In pursuit of his project of cultural 
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restoration, Gatuiria has embarked on a monumental mission to compose an epic 

celebrating the Kenyan nation, "truly national music for our Kenya, music played by an· 

orchestra made up of the instruments of all the nationalities that make up the Kenyan 

nation, music that we, the children of Kenya, can sing in one voice rooted in many 

voices-harmony in polyphony?" (60).Thus while the people of flmorog failed to curtail 

the Devil's Feast, Gatuiria, the nativist intellectual, composes for their political 

edification and eventual redemption an affirmative nationalist song uniting all the diverse 

ethnicities of Kenya. 

As Ngugi has done in his earlier novels the story of the heroic protagonist's 

romance with the ideal nation is paralleled by his romance with the ideal woman, 

Wariinga. Significantly, Gutuiria is blocked in his efforts to compose his oratoria until he 

witnesses the students' militant uprising-and meets Wariinga. He closets himself until 

the oratoria is complete. Then he will claim Wariinga as his own. ln this way the 

romance of cultural nationalism overshadows and eventually overpowers the story of the 

abortive raid by peasants, workers, and students on the Devil's Feast. 

After the failed student/worker uprising, Gatuiria commits himself to traditional 

aesthetic forms and to a romantic relationship with Wariinga. Thus, we are told that he 

"decided then that he would never again talk about the composition of a national oratorio 

until he had accomplished the task, a score to be sung by hundreds of human voices, with 

an orchestra of hundreds of instruments." He also decided that he would "never discuss 

the issue of maniage or even introduce Wariinga to his parents until he had successfully 

crossed the river of his intended composition" (Devils 224). We are, once more, on 
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familiar ground in Ngugi's aeslhetic: An idealized couple serves as an allegory for the 

national ideal. 

After two years of hard intellectual labor, Gatuiria accomplishes the two 

inextricably entwined feats: composing a polymorphous national oratorio and winning 

over Wariinga's heart. If the students were at the vanguard of futile localized resistance 

to the International Organization of Thieves and Robbers, then, this idealized couple is at 

the center of a successful project of national rehabilitation. As if to consummate the 

cultural renaissance, Wariinga adorns a traditional Gikuyu dress as Gatuiria prepares to 

present her for his father's approval. The couple even pauses on their way to Gatuiria's 

parent's estate to gaze at a highly romanticized African landscape (not unlike the opening 

description in The River Benveen) and, presumably, make love. But this idealized 

romance, as is the case with every other ideal romance in Ngugi's fiction, ends in failure. 

In this instance, it turns out that Gatuiria's father, no better than the thieves at the Devil's 

Feast, had seduced and corrupted Wariinga when she was just a child. The slimy old man 

had seduced the young girl only to cruelly abandon her when an unplanned pregnancy 

resulted in her expulsion from both home and school. Recalling her years of suffering and 

desperation, Wariinga lashes out al the "dirty old man." Ironically, she kills him using a 

gun that Gatuiria had given her to hide in the chaotic wake of the Devil's Feast and the 

she subsequently carried for self-defence. Wariinga's murderous rage brings the novel to 

an unexpected, chaotic and indeed anticlimatic end. The unresolved question is whether 

the fact that this specific romance ends in failure means the failure of the national 

romance. Indeed, does the narrative point to the inevitable failure of romance as a sexual, 
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cultural and political project? Gatuiria's final emasculation as he stands unable to move 

towards either his deceased father or his enraged lover suggests total failure. 

Several problems impede the presentation of Gutuiria as the nationalist hero, heir 

to Ngugi's earlier heroic figures. Our first indication of difficulties comes when Gatuiria 

and Wariinga (already romantically engaged as a consequence of their bus trip) are urged 

by Muturi to join the mass demonstration, they refuse, remaining passive observers on 

the side lines as the police descend beating and arresling the protcstors. Secondly, one 

would be hard pressed to explain how the pedagogical content of Gatuiria's historical 

lessons on Kenyan culture could lead to anticapitalist praxis. This is especially so since 

Gatuiria' s political participation restricts itself to what John Guillory would term 

"imaginary politics," that is, to an obsession with chronicling, from the privileged 

location of the university, Kenyan "national culture" from a romanticized antiquity to the 

deprived present to future plenitude. Demurring when confronted with the possibility of 

actual political participation during the Devil's Feast, he embodies what critic Patrick 

Williams calls, "classic intellectual indecision and inertia."38 

In my discussion of Petals of Blood, I drew attention to the reduction of the 

postcolonial university into the humanities academy. I suggested that the reduction may 

have amounted the transfiguration of intractable political, social, and economic 

difficulties into easily resolved cultural problems. Certainly this seems to be happening 

in Devil on the Cross, where not only is the complex, multi-disciplinary postcolonial 

university is replaced by the culturally oriented Afrocentric Music Department. But the 

solution to Kenya's intractable economic and political problems is seen to lie in cultural 

creations emanating from that department. Whelher or not one agrees with Ngugi's 
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radical Marxist worldview of neocapitist exploitation, there can be no doubt that the 

problems addressed in the novel hinge on serious and legitimate economic and political 

concerns. Why then, one wonders, does Ngugi seek their solution in cultural 

nationalism? Again echoes of the earlier novels' fusion of the tragic romance and fronic 

critique return. The strong parallels between Gatuiria and Waiyaki in The River Between 

are unmissable. Like Waiyaki Gatuiria at fust appears heroic. Like Waiyaki, he seeks 

confirmation of his political correctness through a triumphant heterosexual union. Like 

Waiyaki, Gatuiria's political and sexual romances fail tragically. At the novel's end, 

Gatuiria stands shocked, uncomprehending and immobile as his lover, "a true African 

woman," kills his father, the embodiment of neocolonial oppression, and flees. As at the 

student worker uprising, he is at best a passive observer, his politics again revealed as 

"imaginary." In short, Gutuiria does not understand the world in which he lives and 

which he seeks to redeem. By the novel's end, his quest appears so preposterous that his 

story reads less like the tragic tale of posteolonial failure than the ironic narrative of 

intellectual hubris. Through Gatuiria, Ngugi re inscribes Waiyaki' s fall. Is this Ngugi 's 

leitmotif-the ironic revelation of heroic hubris and failure? 

In the novel Gatuiria's embrace of tradition was not automatic, but rather, the 

result of a belated epiphany. In some ways, his intellectual journey mirrors Ngugi's. 

Much like his character, the author initially mastered then belatedly disavowed the 

culture of Englishness in the name of a decolonized tradition. The narrator informs us 

early in the novel that Gatuiria, a highly educated foreign-trained intellectual, "spoke 

Gikuyu like many educated people in Kenya-people who stutter like babies when 

speaking their own national languages but conduct fluent conversations in foreign 
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languages" (Devil on the Cross 56). His rehabilitation-and that of the figure of the 

intellectual-was slow and tortured: "The only difference was that Gatuiria was at least 

aware that the mental slavery of language 1s a slavery of the mind and nothing to be 

proud of' (Devil on the Cross 56). Beginning with halting first steps, he is finally able to 

compose, in a traditional form, a national oratorio in five movements chronicling the long 

narrative of imperialism and resistance in Kenya. This composition reproduces in musical 

score precisely the same long history, from idyllic antiquity to the neocolonial present, 

which Ngugi fictionalizes in Petals of Blood. This project, confined as it is to the high 

culture of the school, amounts to an exercise par excellence in imaginary politics-there 

appears to be little connection between the triumphal oratorio that concludes the novel 

and the stmggles of everyday life in Ilmorog that opened it. However, following the 

violent suppression of the political protest, the text seems to privilege the oratorio. The 

allegorical presentation of the Devil's Feast, though it opens and seems initially to 

dominate the novel, is relegated to the forgotten margins as the inte11cctual-romantic 

narrative unfolds. The story of the rehabilitation of the intellectual becomes the focal 

point of Devil on the Cross. 

One figure stands between the educated elite that Gatuiria represents and the 

common people of Ilmorog-Wariinga. Gikandi poses the crucial question with regard 

to Wariinga's characterization: "(W]ho is Wariinga? A unique female subject who 

defines herself against the nationalist narrative, or a symbolic figure in the national 

romance?"39 I argue that she, like other women in Ngugi's oeuvre, is largely a 

subordinate, symbolic figure in a nationalist romance. This reading may seem extreme, 

since it does not seem to take into account either her status as a highly trained 
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professional woman or, more significantly, her violent punishment of Garuiria's father 

that ends the novel. 

On the face of things, Wariinga's union with Gatuiria (the romance between the 

intellectual and the professional) docs not seem to be that of gendered unequals. She 

seems to be a unique individual subject defining herself against the masculinism of the 

nationalist narrative. Like Wanja in Petals of Blood, Wariinga drops out of secondary 

school on account of an unplanned pregnancy in the wake of a fateful affair with '"the 

dirty old man." Like Wanja, Wariinga is at first consigned to menial jobs; Wanja works 

as a barmaid, Wariinga a secretary. Like Wanja, Wariinga is subjected to sexual abuse in 

the course of her job (she eventual! y loses her job for rejecting the sexual advances of her 

lecherous boss). She hates her African skiri and hair so much that she turns to skin 

lighteners and hair straighteners. She is overwhelmed by feelings of worthlessness. 

Homeless and hopeless, she is about to throw herself in front of train but is saved by 

mysterious, magical figure, who turns out be a university student. Instead of killing 

herself, she attends the Devil's Feast and thus begins a remarkable transformation. 

In the aftermath of the student/worker uprising, W ariinga strives to find herself. 

She returns to school, training at the Polytechnic to become an engineer. Ngugi intends 

this choice to represent an act of feminist resistance in the context of a patriarchal culture: 

People love to denigrate the intelligence and intellectual capacity of our 

women by saying that the only jobs a woman can do are to cook, to make 

beds, and to spread their legs in the market of love. The W ariinga of today 

has rejected all that, reasoning that because her thighs are hers, her brains 

are hers, her hands are hers, and her body is hers, she must accord all her 
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faculties their proper role and proper time and place and not let any one 

part be the sole ruler of her life, as if it had devoured all the others. (Devil 

on the Cross 218) 

This seems to be, a new kind of postcolonial romance, the story of individual feminist 

resistance and accomplishment in the face of formidable sexist odds. The text posits the 

two as the ideal national couple. Unlike the romances in Ngugi's early fiction, their 

relationship appears to be egalitarian. Gatuiria and Wariinga are engaged, in Gikandi's 

argument, in "a common intellectual project."40 

Despite her professional credentials and growing self-awareness, Wariinga still is 

portrayed as the prize that awaits him on the completion of his nationalist project. I think 

Elleke Boehmer is right to contend that the problem here continues to be an 

unacknowledged masculinization of the realm of political freedom: "Simply expressed, 

the problem would rather seem to be an identification of national freedom with male 

freedom and an inherited state structure. Thus a patriarchal order survives."41 But it may 

be too simple to imply that the patriarchal order survives. For a while, Wariinga seems 

seduced by the twin romantic possibilities of love and national renewal with her 

intellectual partner, Gatuiria. She dons tradition dress and embarks on what is supposed 

to be a triumphal journey to his father's house. 

In the face of her lover's preposterous romantic quests, does the novel's 

anticlimactic ending permit a more feminist, populist reading? Demonstrating the 

ultimate failure of the intellectual to break free of the corruptions of neocolonialism, does 

it point to the possibility of another source of resistance--the exploited worker in the 

figure of Wariinga? Following the worker/student uprising, Wariinga successfully re-
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formed herself through education and professionalization. She is positioned to enter the 

bourgeois elite. Yet she never forgets her past oppression. She refuses to repress or deny 

that past but demands bloody revenge. In the end, Wariinga is the only figure to 

effectively strike out against the coTI11ption and exploitation of Kenya's neocolonial elite. 

Yet we cannot imagine that she will escape capture and execution. In the end does she 

loo signal the impossibility of resistance'? 

Even more than its thematic inconsistencies, Devil on the Cross' formal 

aspects require in depth analysis. Indeed, Devil on the Cross may well be regarded as 

one of the most fundamental challenges to the institutions of literature in postcolonial 

Kenya, marking a major shift in Ngugi's aesthetics and politics. Ngugi elected to write in 

the Gikuyu language and to deploy a traditional aesthetic form, the Gicaandi folktale.42 

The poisoned gift of independence occasions an aesthetic dilemma. In formal terms, 

Devil on the Cross represents an important disavowal of the aesthetic of the realist novel 

in the context of postcolonial Africa. It may be read as a repudiation of the alienating 

linguistic and aesthetic forms the author adopted in earlier attempts to capture the politics 

of everyday Kenyan life. Devil on the Cross radically contests both the primacy of 

English literacy and the ideology of English literariness. 

The production and reception of Devil on the Cross reminds us of the set 

questions Guillory formulated: Who reads? In what social and institutional contexts? For 

whom does one write? Ngugi's linguistic choice in Devil on the Cross is a belated 

recognition of lhe problem of Englishness in the African postcolony, where 

"Englishness" is both a historically situated minority language as well as a set of aesthetic 

values associated with literary education in the university. In a way that is undermined by 
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the thematic thrust of the novel, Devil on the Cross forces us to concede that the school 

system in general, and the university in particular, may be part of the problem to the 

extent that they produce and distribute cultural capital unequally. In short, Ngugi's fiction 

is finally in harmony with his pedagogical challenge to the rule of English in Kenyan 

letters. 

In an important essay outlining his linguistic shift, Ngugi frames his decision to 

confront the problem of Englishness in the following informative terms: "I knew what I 

was writing about but whom was I writing for?"43 The turn to the Gikuyu language and 

Gikuyu aesthetic forms allowed him to imagine a different reading public, outside the 

universities and elite high schools of Kenya. In the same article, he discusses the book's 

reception: "Caitaani Mutharabaini," he says, was received into the age old tradition of 

storytelling around the fireside."44 Ngugi documents the way in which an elaborate 

institutional infrastructure has been constructed around the school system's unequal 

distribution of English literacy: "[T]hc structure of the bookshops, libraries and other 

information centres was geared to serve the urban English-educated sectors. The urban 

poor and the rnral areas had really no access to luxuries in between hard covers. They are 

presumed to be illiterate-which they normally are-and poor-which they mostly 

are."45 Ngugi's confirms, in a postcolonial context, John Guillory's claim that "lt]he fact 

of class determines whether and how individuals gain access to the means of literary 

production, and the system regulating such access is a much more efficient mechanism of 

social exclusion than acts of judgement."46 In other words, class offers the most 

compelling mode of analysis with regard to the formation of literary cultures everywhere. 
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Devil on the Cross also contested the English edifice around which literacy and 

literariness are distributed in Kenya. The book demanded a different means of 

distribution: Ngugi reports that the publishers were forced to use mobile bookshops, to 

sell the book in small rural shops and stalls, and to adopt flexible purchase and resale 

policies. He claims that some rural peasants pooled their meager resources to collectively 

purchase the book. Those who were literate would read it aloud for those who were 

illiterate. In a crucial but not, in the end, decisive rebuttal, Ogude has recently challenged 

some of Ngugi 's claims: "[S]tatistics from Ngugi's publisher indicate that very few 

copies of the text were sold and, given the record of a poor reading culture among 

Kenya's lower classes, it is unlikely that the book was read by Ngugi's target 

audienee."47 Ngugi's publisher, Henry Chakava obliquely confirms Ogude's skepticism. 

Writing about an oral literature project that Ngugi initiated, Chakava concedes that sales 

of these books were "slow at first, but they have now established themselves as the 

standard reference boo.ks both in schools and colleges and universities"48 

Ch aka va' s statement has the unfortunate effect of returning the scene of literary 

consumption precisely to the culture of the school that Ngugi was attempting to 

transcend. Suffice it to say, however, that the strength of Ngugi' s claims rest, in the first 

instance, on conceptual and not empirical grounds. If it were in fact true that few copies 

of the Gikuyu text were sold in rural Kenya, then this would point to the enormity of the 

challenge facing those trying to conceive alternate writing and reading publics in 

postcolonial Kenya without invalidating the conceptual authority of Ngugi's claims. 

Gikandi contests the exceptional ism that Ngugi attaches to his break with English, 

that is, "ltJhe questionable claim that Devil on the Cross inaugurated a new literature in 
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Kenyan languages.',49 "As an astute student of Kenyan history and culture," he continues, 

"Ngugi was fully aware of the long tradition of imaginative works in Kenyan languages, 

most notably in Swahili. So, why did he seem eager to claim the authority of beginnings 

for his first novel in Gikuyu?"50 While it is undoubtedly true, as Gikandi contends, that 

there had been a long tradition of imaginative works in Kenyan languages, few of these 

works, with the possible exception of oral texts collected as fast-fading parts of a literary 

heritage, were part of high literary culture. Indeed, one of the ironies of the Nairobi 

Revolution was the continued relative marginalization of Swahili literature within the 

reconstituted Department of Literaturc.51 Even in contexts outside the formal literary 

academy, there continues to be an English hegemony in Kenyan high literary circles. 

Devil on the Cross marked the first time that a text destined, on account of its author's 

established preeminence in the highest institutions of literary culture both at home and 

abroad, to be "high cultural" sought self-consciously to transcend school culture and it~ 

linguistic and aesthetic limits. For the first time in postcolonial Kenyan literary history, a 

work of high fiction saw as its principal readership a grnup other than the complacent 

postcolonial bourgeoisie. I believe that Ngugi was challenging, unsuccessfully perhaps, 

the unquestioned rule of English as the language of aesthetics in Kenyan high literary 

culture. 

Even in contexts outside the formal literary academy, there continues to be an 

English hegemony in Kenyan high literary circles. Devil on the Cross marked the first 

time that a text destined, on account of its author's established preeminence in the highest 

institutions of literary culture both at home and abroad, to be "high cultural" soughtself

consciously to transcend school culture and its linguistic and aesthetic limits. For the first 
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time in postcolonial Kenyan literary history, a work of high fiction saw as its principal 

readership a group other than the complacent postcolonial bourgeoisie. I believe that 

Ngugi was challenging, unsuccessfully perhaps, the unquestioned rule of English as the 

language of aesthetics in Kenyan high 1 iterary culture. 

Even in contexts outside the formal literary academy, there continues to be an 

English hegemony in the Kenyan high literary circle. I will cite but one quick example: 

One of the major newspapers in the country, the East African Standard, has carried a 

literary forum on its Sunday edition since the late 1990s. It goes without saying that this 

newspaper's readership consisted of a sma11, educated, elite. The literary forum provides 

a site for varied and vigorous debates among the literary graduates and students of 

Kenya's school culture. However, reading the essays collected in this forum, one is left 

with the unmistakable impression that for virtually all the contributors, whatever their 

aesthetic or political philosophies, contemporary Kenyan literature is exclusively, or at 

least primarily, written in English. J believe that Ngugi was cha11enging, unsuccessfully 

perhaps, the unquestioned rule of English as the language of aesthetics in Kenyan high 

literary culture. In these ways, although the passage of time may have diminished the 

impact of this challenge, Devil on the Cross can be read retrospectively in terms of what 

Michel Foucault has termed "eventualization," that is, a "breach of self-evidence. It 

means making visible a singularity at places where there is a temptation to invoke a 

historical constant, an immediate anthropological trait, or even an obviousness which 

imposes itself uniformly on all."52 From the perspective of its contestation of hegemony 

of the English school culture in Kenya, the publication of Devil on the Cross represented 

a singular! y important literary event. 
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Beyond the language question, the novel was also radical in aesthetic terms. As 

Eileen Julien and F. Odun Balogun argue, Devil on the Cross marked an important 

departure in the appropriation of the oral tradition in modern African literature. Balogun 

explains: 

The essence of Devil on the Cross .. . is not that it is composed in an 

African language, but that its composition is governed by an aesthetic 

philosophy that is radically different from earlier practices in African 

language novels. It also has been explained that while Ngugi's 

predecessors, such as D. Fagunwa, tailored their African-language works 

to the text-bound aesthetic principles of Western prose fiction, and thus 

primarily 'preyed' on their African oral-narrative traditions, Ngugi 

completely reverses the procedure by restructuring the Western novel 

according to the aesthetic preferences of oral-narrative tradition, 

specifically relying on his native Gikuyu version of this tradition. What 

emerges in the process[ ... ]is a unique form of the novel-the novel as 

multigenre.53 

In an argument broadly similar to Balogun's, Eileen Julien also suggests that Devil on the 

Cross marked a radical departure in the use of lhe oral narrative in modem African 

literature. She criticizes the fossilization of the oral tradition as something belonging to 

the distant past. She notes an important transition in Devil on the Cross pertaining to the 

status of orality in N gugi 's writing: 
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If we examine his novels ... it becomes clear that his first works are not 

derived instinctively from an oral tradition but that his reference to that 

tradition is more recent and quite conscious. Aspects of the oral tradition, 

as of the prose tradition, are not simply given, they are chosen. They are 

present in Ngugi 's work not because they are essentially African but 

because they offer possibilities to achieve specific ends-in this instance, 

1 ifi di 54 to appea to a spec 1c au ence: 

One need not agree entirely with Julien' s claim regarding the absence of the influence of 

an oral tradition in Ngugi's early writing in order to accept her perception that something 

importantly different takes place in Devil on the Cross. 

Rather than drawing on the oral tradition to illustrate a particular argument, Ngugi 

structures the entire narrative of Devil on the Cross as a modern oral narrative. The novel 

opens up with a scene in which a reluctant narrator, the Prophet of Justice is, over the 

course of two chapters of dialogue, gradually drawn by various "audience members" into 

narrating the story.55 As both Julien and Balogun point out, the structure of the opening 

makes the text amenable to being read out as an oral performance. However, Balogun 

criticizes the fact that, while the text self-consciously begins as an oral narrative with 

built-in structures for active audience participation, this element is lost after the first two 

chapters. The rest of the novel unfolds in increasingly conventional realist tenns. He 

suggests that, in this sense, Devil on the Cross represents an important first step in a new 

tradition of oral narration that Ngugi would perfect in his next novel, Matigari. 

Julien emphasizes two crucial aspects of Ngugi's use of the oral narrative in Devil 

on the Cross: its contemporary setting and its democratizing impulse. She suggests that 
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most African fiction configures the oral tradition as the embodiment of authentic 

precolonial African culture. As we have seen in my reading of Ngugi's work up to Petals 

of Blood, his evocation of the African oral tradition turns on precisely these terms. Julien 

argues that this configuration of the oral tradition consigns it to the past. She is interested 

in a notion of the oral narrative as a cultural practice in the present tense. She draws an 

instructive contrast between Ngugi's use of this form and that of the Nigerian novelist 

Chinua Achebe: 

With Devil on the Cross . .. oral language is a quality of Kenyan culture 

now. The temporal and spatial setting of each story means that with regard 

to Achebe's first novels, orality becomes identified with what Achebe 

shows to be a complex time before colonialism (read often as the 

millennium 'before the fall'), while Ngugi's situation of orality in the 

present challenges such interpretations. The contemporaneity of Devil 

seems to me singularly important, for it demonstrates that orality is neither 

of the past nor the elementary stage of an evolutionary process.56 

Thus Julien suggests that while for Achebe oral language tends to be identified as a 

fundamental, undifferentiated facet of African culture, Ngugi's narrative is situational, 

presentist, and contingent. If, to return to Gikandi's phrase, the genealogy of Devil on the 

Cross seems schizophrenic, it is precisely because of the novel's oral eclecticism. The 

novel draws from a dazzling diversity of sources and traditions: Gikuyu oral discourses, 

biblical narratives, contemporary urban stories, the European novelistic tradition, the 

medieval trope of the Ship of Fools, feminist political criticism. As Gikandi asserts, the 

novel takes "the close connection between these discourses for granted, shifting from one 
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to the other regardless of the different historical and ideological circumstances that 

produced them, and oblivious to the assumed opposition between tradition and modernity 

in African litcraturc."57 

Drawing on Anthony Appiah's exploration of the relationship between 

postcoloniality and postmodernity discussed earlier, I suggest that we are witnessing a 

transition from the agonism of postcolonial high culture to the easy eclecticism of 

African popular culture. Appiah contends that the burden of discursively transcending 

coloniality, and the agonized discourse of return to tradition, were the peculiar problems 

of the postcolonial intellectual. The admixture of idioms of Devil on the Cross intends, as 

Gikandi concedes, "to call attention to the complexity of the politics of everyday life in 

the postcolony; the mixture of idioms shows how the culture of the postcolonial state can 

no longer be seen in terms of the opposition between tradition and modernity."58 It is 

against the background of the contemporariness of Ngugi's oral narrative in formal and 

aesthetic terms, that we can begin to appreciate the full measure of the conservatism of 

the text's thematic focus on Gutuiria's single-minded and misguided attempt to locate a 

national Kenyan culture in traditionalism and ancient history. 

Julien also focuses on the democratic impulse manifest in Ngugi' s use of the oral 

narrative. She suggests that conventional uses of the oral tradition in African literature 

silently reassert an unequal status quo in the name of a long-undifferentiated tradition. 

The canonical figure of the griot or praise singer, for example, "serves the noble class by 

reasserting its authority (and, consequently, his own)."59 She suggests that, because of the 

contemporariness of his engagement with oral narrative, "Ngugi depicts language, not 

surprising! y, as dynamic, differentiated, determined by one's class and one's gender; it is 
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one of several registers of wealth and class."60 She points to the fact that Wangari, the 

least powerful of the travelers on the journey to the Devil's Feast, is represented as the 

only character to speak no English at all. 

But Ngugi's rich understanding of the politics of language at the structural level is 

undermined by the thematic focus on Gatuiria. Because he chooses to compose his 

national oratorio in an indigenous language, Gatuiria is able to mask and, consequently, 

reassert his intellectual privilege. Wangari, who along with Muturi, is the most 

linguistically and materially disempowercd character in a modem polity constructed 

around an English hegemony, disappears from the world of the novel-and with her the 

worker uprising and populist agency also disappear. 

At the conclusion of his reading of Petals of Blood, James Ogude felt impelled to 

ask where the peasants and workers of Ilmorog-the putative subjects of the story-were 

in the novel. The question applies with even greater urgency to Devil on the Cross, 

despite its linguistic and fonnalist correctness. This problem is symptomatic ofa larger 

weakness in Ngugi's theory of language. By fctishizing so-called indigenous languages, 

he seems to lose sight of the how a single language is layered in unequal structures of 

social organization, and to endow it instead with undifferentiated mystic power. As 

Gikandi wonders: "[Does] the Gikuyu linguistic community share a common interest in 

spite of class, cultural, and regional differcnccs?"61 This question acquires urgency and 

complexity when abstracted from the imagined singularity of the Gukuyu linguistic 

community to the inevitably diverse linguistic communities of the Kenyan nation. As we 

saw, through Gatuiria, Ngugi imagines in imagines in terms of a single community living 

harmony in polyphony. But disharmony is writ large throughout the novel. From a purely 
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formalist perspective, Devil on the Cross would appear to answer Gikandi's question 

with a resounding, "No!" However, in terms of thematic valorization of the native 

intellectual, a part of Ngugi might seem, implausibly, to answer the question in the 

affirmative. 

Petals of Blood and Devil on the Cross are two are deeply conflicted novels. 

The many voices of Ngugi echo through them, battling each other and preventing 

harmony and resolution. What the novels present most clearly of all are the intractable 

dilemmas nationalist post colonial intellectuals face when struggling to come to grips 

with the promises and failures of postcoloniality. 
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Chapter Three 

The Theaters of School Culture: Imaging the Nation in Ngugi's Plays. 

Ngugi's plays have marked important milestones in Kenyan or African theater history. Tn 

particular, The Trial of Dedan Kimathi and/ Will Marry When I Want were important landmarks 

in the national theater movement. The staging of The Trial of Dedan Kimathi, on the face of 

things an exemplary "nationalist text, provoked a polemical public debate in October 1976 

regarding the ownership, policies, and cultural politics of the Kenya National Theatre.1 One of the 

enduring memories of the premiere production of The Trial of Dedan Kimathi is the image of 

hundreds of black Kenyans (some of whom had reportedly traveled quite considerable distances) 

spilling onto the streets of downtown Nairobi from the confines of the National Theatre 

triumphantly singing Mau Mau songs. As part of its attempt to articulate a true national culture, 

the play also provoked important debates in the Kenyan public sphere regarding the nature and 

legacy of the Mau Mau Rebellion. 

The staging of Ngahika Ndeenda (I Will Marry When I Want) at Kamiriithu village in 

October 1977 was an equally momentous event. Theater critic Gichingiri Ndigirigi contends that, 

I Will Marry When I Want represented a defining moment in the history of Kenyan theater in 

terms of performance space, language, and audience: 

The Kamiriithu group demonstrated that Kenyan theatre could take place outside 

the confines of the National Theatre building. They converted the 'empty space' 

at Kamiriithu ioto a 'seeing place,' thereby reconnecting Karniriithu to 

performance traditions in African theater where the theatre was not a physical 

building but a space in which there were performers/actors and an audience. By 

perfonning for a mostly rural audience with low levels of literacy, Kamiriithu 

also redefined the audience for Kenya national theatre.2 
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Ndigirigi contends that the Kamiriithu Popular Theatre Experiment constituted a radical departure 

from standard Kenyan theater in terms of both linguistic and aesthetic choices. 

Simon Gikandi argues that "in his decision to write and produce I Will Marry When l 

Want in Gikuyu, Ngugi had finally begun to address an audience of workers and peasants who 

had served as central subjects in his novels and plays, but for whom his writing remained 

inaccessible as long as he continued to produce it in English."3 In other words, the play enabled 

Ngugi to bridge the social and historical gap between intellectuals and workers. Gikandi contends 

that, with the Kamiriithu experiment in 1977, "N gugi' s cultural practice, especially on issues 

pertaining to national language and identity, had crossed an important, as yet unexplained, 

threshold."4 It is relatively self-evident that, despite its strained nationalist rhetoric, The Trial of 

Dedan Kimathi is an exemplary drama of school culture-in important respects, the theatrical 

version of Petals of Blood. The thornier question concerns the classification of I Will Marry When 

l Want. While the play's linguistic choice and performance context quite clearly transcended the 

limits of Kenyan school culture, its content, as we shall see, seemed to be determined by school 

culture. In this sense, the play is a mirror image of the aesthetic ideology of Devil on the Cross. 

Gikandi posits a provocative contrast between the fictive and the dramatic aesthetics: 

"Plays could, perhaps more than novels, perform a more immediate epistemological function .... 

Conceived as an instrument for change, drama, more than the novel, could be fonnalized to 

overcome the historical and social gap between intellectuals and workers, between popular 

culture and elite forms of artislic expression."5 Based on a reading of the intellectual as well as 

performance contexts of two of Ngugi' s major plays, l call into question the political efficacy that 

Gikandi seems to claim for postcolonial drama in contradistinction to high canonical fiction. The 

Trial of Dedan Kimathi (a play co-authored with Micere Githae Mugo, Ngugi's colleague at the 

University of Nairobi) and/ Will Marry When I Want (a play co-authored with Ngugi wa Mirii, a 
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member of the University of Nairobi's lnstitute for Development Studies) are both dramas of 

school culture. The fact of performance cannot easily transcend their institutional and discursive 

context. As we shall see, the two plays are predicated on two apparently different modes of 

nationalist legitimation-the one "high cultural," the other "peasant cultural." The two plays 

premiered in relative proximity, that is, within one year of each other. 

One play, The Trial of Dedan Kimathi, was specifically sanctioned and supported by 

various state institutions (the university, the national theater and Festac, the other, I Will Marry 

When I Want, emerged as part of a self-help community project; one play addresses, at least in 

part, the abstract generality of global black culture, the other focuses the concrete materiality of 

peasant life in a specific rural polity; one play is concerned with a long view of history, the other 

with a remembrance of things recently passed. 

Originally written in English, The Trial of Dedan Kimathi premiered at the majestic 

Kenya National Theatre building in Nairobi with a multiethnic cast comprising mainly university

based or university-trained actors. It was also performed in Lagos, Nigeria, as one of two plays 

officially selected after a "national competition" to represent Kenya at the Second World Black 

and African Festival of Arts and Culture (Festac). This text was designated "national" because an 

academically credentialed jury adjudged it, in a Matthew Arnoldian sense, to represent the best 

that had been thought and written in Kenyan drama. Since Festac plays a central role in my 

analysis of The Trial of Dedan Kimathi, it is necessary to provide a brief context. My brief 

discussion of Festac is by no means intended as a comprehensive account of the complex and 

contradictory politics of that event; such a project is beyond the scope of my study. I reproduce 

here a summary of the dominant official ideology without regard to the important voices of 

dissent and contradiction thal emerged in the run-up to as well as in the course and aftemiath of 

Festac. Held in Nigeria in 1977, Festac consisted of both cultural performances and intellectual 

presentations by national representatives from much of Africa and its diaspora. The various 

nationalities represented were held together by the discourse of pan African/black nationalism or, 
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as Andrew Apter argues, "a distinctive ideology of black culture and Africanity which owed 

much to earlier ideas of Negritude and African personality."" In a fundamental sense, the 

ideology of Festac features the evolutionary logic of the postcolonial Kenyan literary academy 

examined in my introduced and that is at the heart of the aesthetic ideology of The Trial uf Dedan 

Kimathi as well as Petals of Blood. 

Festac conceived of its subjects as ethnic subjects with rich and varied traditional heritages, 

then as the citizen subjects of modern and moderni;,:ing postcolonial nation stares, and then as the 

future citizens of a black world held together by a distinctive civilization. A sense of the 

evolulionary logic of Festac can be observed from that fact that, as Apter notes, "as Festac's events 

progressed, 'traditional dance' gave way to modern Nigerian and African artists. The culturally 

differentiated past was thereby assimilated to Nigeria's modernist agenda."7 He points out that in 

order to "champion and herald a new black world order, Nigeria played host, through its National 

Theatre, to a self-styled Black United Nations which invited representatives from the widest 

reaches of the black world."R The specific combination of tradition and modernity at the heart of 

Festac's ideology was thought sufficient to overcome the crisis ofneocoloniality already 

confronting the continent. Tn the memorable words of Gen. Olusegun Obasanjo, the military ruler 

of Nigeria, the aim of Festac was the cultural and scientific liberation of the black world: "To 

succeed, wc must restore the link between culture, creativity, and the mastery of modern 

technology and industrialism .... to endow the Black peoples all over the world with a new society, 

deeply rooted in our cultural identity, and ready for the great scientific and technological tasks of 

conquering the future."9 The image of a military dictator-the third in quick succession to govern 

Nigeria in the run-up to Festac-purporting to speak for the black world in the name of justice, 

freedom, and modernity is odd indeed---:..Or is perhaps revealing of the ideological emptiness of 

Festac. 

At the nerve center of Fcstac was the Colloquium on Black Civilization and Education, a 

part of an official program that, according to Apter, "shifted registers from the dramatic and 
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aesthetic to the overtly intellectual"; it was an integral part of an official agenda to rationalize 

tradition into modernity.10 He reports that the colloquium was organized according to the 

following conjunctive themes: the relation of Black Civilization to the Arts and Pedagogy; 

African Languages and Literature; Philosophy and Religion; Historical Awareness and African 

Systems of Government; Science and Technology, and Mass Media. One notes, with Apter, a 

transition from tradition to modernity, from the disciplines of culture to the disciplines of science. 

One notes, in other words, a narrative of progress undergirded symbolically by Afro

traditionalism but predicated materially on science and technology. Apter reports that "the 

Colloquium Proceedings reveals a wide range of often dissenting views regarding the definition 

of the Black world, appropriate educational strategies and developmental ideologies, and the 

politics of the OAU [Organization of African Unityl."11 But the colloquium was still predicated 

on the belief that it was possible, indeed urgently desirable, to formulate a suitable definition of 

the black world. As we shall see, the aesthetic of The Trial of Dedan Kimathi dovetails neatly 

with Festac's Afrocentric ideology. 

Originally written in Gikuyu, / Will Marry When I Want premiered on a makeshift stage 

in the rural village of Kamiriithu with a mono-ethnic cast comprising mainly local workers and 

peasants. lf it has come to be interpreted as a milestone in the development of a truly national 

culture, it was because this text, although substantially written by an academic, is thought to have 

captured the authentic culture of the marginalized and dispossessed of the Kenyan postcolony. In 

short, the two plays conceived of national culture in different, if not contradictory ways. While 

The Trial of Dedan Kima.thi is high cultural,/ Will Marry When I Want is populist. This 

distinction seems lost on critics such as Ndigirigi and Nicholas Brown who tend to read the two 

plays as complementary. 

Ndigirigi' s arguments regarding the radical, because non-elitist, nature of the Kamiriithu 

Theatre Experiment challenge the elitism of the aesthetic ideology of The Trial of Deda.n 

Kimathi. In fact, Ngugi's own accounts about Kamiriithu would seem to undermine the aesthetic 
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of The Trial of Dedan Kimathi. The aesthetic of I Will Marry When I Want, with its self

conscious emphasis on a rural, mostly illiterate cast and audience, a Gikuyu text, and a found 

space, seems fundamentally opposed to the aesthetics of The Trial of Dedan Kimathi, where the 

emphasis was on an elite urban cast and audience, an English script, and the ostentatious space of 

the National Theatre building. Ndigirigi seems aware that the two productions do not embody an 

identical aesthetic practice. Thus, he classifies The Trial of Dedan Kimathi as "a transitional play 

in the development of the theatre towards popular theatre."12 Along the same lines, Brown 

contends that The Trial of Dedan Kimathi "contains in embryonic form the problematic that 

haunts the Kamiriithu plays."0 It seems more plausible to contend thal populist impulse of 1 Will 

Marry 'When I Want 's repudiates the elitism of The Trial of Dedan Kimathi. The fact that the two 

pn~jects emerged virtually conterminously suggests an unresolved tension in Ngugi's conception 

of national culture. The two performances together underscore the dilemma confronting the 

i ntellection in a volatile postcolonial polity. 

The Mau Mau Imaginary. 

The legacy of the Mau Mau has cast a dominant shadow over a wide sector of life in both 

late colonial and postcolonial Kenya. In The Combing of History, a fascinating study of the rules 

that govern the production of historical knowledge, David William Cohen contends that "[s]ince 

the midst of the Mau Mau experience of the 1950s, what Mau Mau was, what it means, how it 

was individually and collectively experienced, whether its ideals and objectives were abandoned 

or carried on, and by whom for what ends have been the most captivating questions in Kenyan 

political life, theater, and literature."14 Cohen condenses the i,;sues surrounding the story of the 

Mau Mau in Kenya into the following set of questions: "Was the Mau Mau experience an 

insurgency, a peasant revolt, an uprising, a revolution? Did it fail or succeed? What happened to 

its actors, apostles, and spokesmen? Was it an authentic expression of nationalism and thus the 

property of all Kenyans or a distinctive expression of the landless and powerless? Was it a 
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Kikuyu rising or the rising of a particular section of the Kikuyu society?"15 He contends that 

"[b]y the 1990s it had become clear that the question of 'whether or not the Mau Mau had been 

betrayed' has since lhe 1950s been the core motor of production of Kenyan historiography, 

joining questions of social justice with debates arising from the inspection of fresh layers of 

materials from archives and memoirs."16 

The Mau Mau debate has generated some of the most intense controversies in the 

production of Kenyan history. l have no desire to wade into the thicket of Mau Mau 

historiography from the 1960s to the present. Such a project would be beyond my expertise and 

well beyond the scope of this study. Numerous historians besides Cohen, including Luise White, 

John Lonsdale, David Anderson, and Caroline Elkins, have produced a rich and diverse body of 

knowledge for this pivotal moment in Kenya's history. 17 I turn to Cohen's argument, however, 

not because it represents the most exhaustive or up-to-date account of the Mau Mau, but because 

it provides an instructive context for understanding a particular moment, that is, the politics of 

intellectual life in Kenya in the 1970s. It presents an invaluable paradigm for reading the two 

most important Kenyan plays (The Trial of Dedan Kimathi and Kenneth Watene's Dedan 

Kimathi) of this period-both about the Mau Mau leader Dedan Kimathi-in their historical 

context. It would be in some measure presentist to simply impose later interpretations of the Mau 

Mau on that historical moment. This chapter, therefore, insists on trying to understand the debates 

of the 1970s-many of which centered on these plays--on their own tenns and not on subsequent 

developments in Mau Mau historiography. The mere fact that Kimathi would be the subject of 

two of the most important plays during this period underscores the singular importance of the 

Mau Mau imaginary in Kenyan culture. The contentious debates that lhe play provoked 

underlined the unsettled, if not explosive, nature of the subject. 

While these controversies of the 1970s could have been conceived as an intellectual 

debate internal to a relatively autonomous field of historical inquiry, Cohen reports that due to the 
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popular passions around by the uprising and its confusing aftermath, there was no possibility that 

the debates on the Mau Mau could have become the property of the academic historians. By the 

late '70s, there emerged a number of dramatic texts addressing the subjects of the history and 

legacy of the Mau Mau including, most famously, Ngugi and Mugi's The Trial <1 Dedan Kimathi 

and Kenneth W atene' s Dedan Kimathi. In addition, the theme of Mau Mau was addressed in 

novels such as Meja Mwangi's Carcase.for Hounds and Sam Kahiga, Dedan Kimathi: The Real 

Story. These literary texts, or, more accurately perhaps, the institutions of high literary criticism 

within which these texts were read, not only began a lively debate among themselves, but also 

engaged with academic historians in a discussion of the history and legacy of the Mau Mau. 

Cohen suggests that in these debates, the academy was no ivory tower.18 Not only was 

the debate politically sensitive (inviting thereby intimidation by the repressive but nervous state), 

but historians and writers also had to contend with Mau Mau veterans, who, in at least one 

instance in the mid-l 980s, went so far as to organize themselves in a bid "to seize the 

responsibility for writing the history or Mau Mau from the professional historians.''19 Tn spirit, if 

not in substance, this belated effort by the veterans to define Mau Mau harked back to earlier 

efforts to memorialize the movement based on the evidence of experience in such "popular texts" 

as Mau Mau From Within: Autobiography and Analysis qf Kenya's Peasant Revolt by Karari 

Njama, Mau Mau Detainee: The Account of a Kenyan African of His txperiences in Detention 

Camps 1953-60 by Josiah Mwangi Kariuki, and Mau Mau Author in Detention by Gakaara wa 

Wanjau. Through autobiography, these texts sought to refute the colonial argument lhat the Mau 

Mau Rebellion had been an eruption of atavistic violence. 

Watene's Dedan Kimathi and Ngugi and Mugo's The Trial of Dedan Kimathi emerged 

from and participated in the dense atmosphere of debate over the image of the Mau Mau. Both 

plays, but especially the latter, provoked heated debate. Although intended as a literary manifesto, 

the preface to The Trial of Dedan Kimathi includes an indictment of professional Kenyan 



historians. That indictment is virtually identical, in both substance and spirit, to Ngugi's polemic 

in Petals of Blood. Ngugi and Mugo contend: 

There wa~ no single historical work written by a Kenyan telling of the grandeur 

of the heroic resistance of Kenyan people fighting foreign forces of exploitation 

and domination, a resistance movement whose history goes back to the 15th and 

16th centuries when Kenyans and other East African people first took up arms 

against European colonial power-the Portuguese forces of conquest, murder and 

plunder. Our historians, our political scientists, and even some of our literary 

figures, were too busy spewing out, elaborating, and trying to document the same 

colonial myths which had it that Kenyan people traditionally wandered aimlessly 

from place to place engaging in purposeless warfare; that the people readily 

accommodated themselves to the British forces of occupation120 

Ngugi and Mugo propose a solution: "So why not a play on these neglected heroes and heroines 

of the Kenyan masses?"21 It remains unclear why a play would be the logical, or even the 

effective, antidote to the massive cross-disciplinary apparatuses of colonial apologia that the two 

writers purport to identify. The play does not qualify as a document of history in any meaningful 

sense. 

The production and publication of The Trial of Dedan Kimathi provoked a heated debate 

on the writing of Kenyan history in general and the legacy of Mau Mau in particular. Generally 

speaking, professional hislorians rejected Ngugi and Mugo' s depiction of the Mau Mau in 

nationalist and Marxist terms. One of the famous iterations of the Mau Mau de bale within the 

historical academy took place in the late '70s on the pages of the Kenya Historical Review against 

the backdrop of the triumphal staging of The Trial of Dedan Kimathi. The Kenya Historical 

Review was the official publication of the Kenya Historical Association, the professional guild of 

the Kenyan historical academy. In a famous review of the play, Atieno Odhiambo criticized 
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Ngugi and Mugo for endowing the Mau Mau movement with a class or national consciousness 

that had no basis in history. He perceptively frames the historical problem in terms of the need to 

reconcile "the uniqueness of the Mau Mau experience with the concrete historical totalily of the 

colonial experience in Kenya."22 Tn a compelling refutation ofNgugi and Mugo's representation, 

Odhiambo challenges what he calls "a pragmatic description of history" that leads to "the 

authors' translation of what they wish to have happened into what happened."23 He contends that 

"one cannot describe the historical reality by fictioning out relations between men where none 

existed"24 In a pointed rebuttal of N gugi and Mugo' s "incorrect theory,'' he denies ''that Turkana 

herdsmen, Luo cultivators and Kikuyu squatters objectively understood their common position in 

the colonial political economy and objectively capitulated this class consciousness into the Mau 

Mau." 25 In short, he regards the Mau Mau as a localized anti-colonial protest. 

ln "Kenyatta and Mau Mau," a subsequent essay published in Transition in 1991, 

Odhiambo critiques what he terms the betrayal thesis in Mau Mau historiography, the notion, that 

is, that postcolonial Kenyan governments had betrayed the Mau Mau cause. The betrayal thesis 

underwrites and pervades all of Ngugi' s later fiction and drama, most notably Petals of Blood and 

The Trial ofDedan Kima,thi. Odhiambo acknowledges that this thesis hinges on a legitimate 

passion for social justice but contends that it rests on dubious historical claims. As Cohen glosses 

it, Odhiambo argues that "the betrayal thesis has persisted even without concrete empirical or 

theoretical grounding, resting rather on a 'legitimate passion,' a search for a different and more 

radical Kenya than the one its national leaders constructed."26 Odhiambo insists on the need to 

emphasize the historical particularity of the Mau Mau Rebellion. Contrary to the anxieties of 

would-be Mau Mau nationalists, he asserts, insisting on the historical specificity and radical 

contingency of the Mau Mau Rebellion need not diminish its legitimacy. Nor docs it hinder the 

contemporary struggle for social, economic, and political justice. The only effective way for 

Ngugi and Mugo to respond to Odhaimbo's otherwise irrefutable historical critique would turn on 

the simple assertion of the autonomy of art from the constraints of normative or historical truth. 
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For Ngugi and Mugo, however, that option amounts to a poisoned gift. After all, they understood 

their version of Mau Mau history to cons ti tu te "the only historically correct perspective.' '27 

The Image of the Mau Mau in the Context of Kenyan Theater. 

The representation of Mau Mau-in the image of one its charismatic leaders, "Field 

Marshall" Dedan Kimathi-in two major Kenyan plays written in the 1970s deserves critical 

attention.Tam interested as much in the institution of criticism out of which the texts emerged 

and within which they both continue to be read as in the texts of these two plays. Ngugi and 

Mugo's play remains an important much studied text, widely celebrated as a national texL. In 

contrast, after a brief period of critical recognition in Kenya, Watene's text is largely dismissed if 

not ignored altogether. What docs the sharply contrasting critical reception of the two plays 

reveal about the role that a discourse of anticolonial nationalism in the production of literary 

knowledge about the Kenyan postcolony? While my study is in some important sense 

comparative, I do not argue the relative merits of the two plays. I strenuously contest the 

substantive claims made in the unrelentingly hostile reception of Watene's play, but I do not 

invert that critical consensus by suggesting that it is better than Ngugi's and Mugo's play. In fact, 

I situate my reading of the two plays outside the sterile debate fixated on the identifying 

interpretations as "negative" or "positive." 

Tt is generally well understood that Ngugi and Mugo wrote The Trial of Dedan Kimathi to 

refute what was taken to be the negative image of Dedan Kimathi and the Mau Mau contained in 

Watene's Dedan Kimathi. The two plays are entwined as well in tenns of the roles they played in 

the history of elite Kenyan theater. As contemporary accounts make clear, Watene's Dedan 

Kimathi, the play first selected to represent Kenya at African Festival of Arts and Culture Festac, 

held in Nigeria in 1977, was subsequently replaced by Ngugi's and Mugo's The Trial o.f Dedan 

Kirnathi. The grounds for the substitution were unabashedly nationalist. In the memorable words 

of the report of the Kenya National Secretariat for Festac '77 on the occasion of rescinding the 
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nomination of Dedan Kimathi: "The play did not instill the spirit of freedom fighting, and the 

message did not quite get home."28 The presumption of the nationalist secretariat was that, in 

contrast, The Trial of Dedan Kimathi did instill the spirit of freedom fighting, and its message 

unambiguously got home. 

That the two nearly contemporaneous plays were so intimately entangled in the late '70s 

makes instructive the fact that while The Trial of Dedan Kimathi has provoked extensive and 

enduring critical commentary, Dedan Kimathi has been consigned to the shadows of almost total 

critical neglect. When analyzing The Trial of Dednn Kimathi, critics seem content merely to 

mention in passing that the text was written in response to Watene's unflattering portrait of 

Kimathi and the Mau Mau. They routinely cite, also in passing, Ngugi and Mugo's attack on 

Kenyan li.terature as being generally neocolonial. Having noted this attack, the critics either 

accept it uncritically and use it as a basis for celebrating, or at least evaluating, the radical 

exception of Ngugi's and Mugo's script, or they pass over it in silence, allowing the accusation's 

claims to stand uncontested.29 To the extent tbat Dedan Kimathi disappointed normative 

nationalist expectations, it has been consigned to the margins of literary inquiries focused on the 

affirmative nationalism of The Trial of Dedan Kimathi. Ironically, Watene intended his text to be 

a nationalist revision of a despised colonial memoir. Watene's much-maligned but little-studied 

text deserves critical re-appraisal. 

Dedan Kimathi and The Trial of Dedan Kimathi have typi.cally, if mistakenly, heen 

interpreted in terms of a fundamental opposition. Critics have been inclined to argue that while 

Ngugi and Mugo presented Kimathi-and the Mau Mau-in a positive or anti-colonial light, 

Watene presented him in a negative or pre-colonial light. Tn contrast, I emphasize the uncanny 

conceptual and aesthetic convergence of the internal logic underwriting these apparently opposed 

texts. Both plays are driven by a nationalist desire to redeem the image of Dedan Kimathi from 

the stereotypical and demonic depictions of colonial discourse. All three writers-Ngugi, Mugo, 

and W atene--encountered the demonic colonial image of the Mau Mau within school culture. In 
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the wake of Mau Mau, there occurred an explosion of texts by colonial apologists (some of them 

specifically sanctioned by colonial authorities) purporting to account for the upheaval in terms of 

a descent among some of the Gikuyu into atavistic violence. The particular text that haunts the 

two Kimathi plays is Ian Henderson's The Hunt for Kimathi, an infamous memoir by a 

participant-observer in the war against the Mau Mau. 

As Kenyan nationalists, Ngugi and Mugo on the one hand and Watene on the other 

sought to refute the pathologized image of Dedan Kimathi and the Mau Mau normalized in 

Henderson's tex.t. As creative writers, they couched their refutation in dramatic fictions or 

aesthetic lrulhs ralher lhan straighlforward historical arguments. Both Dedan Kimathi and The 

Trial of Dedan Kimathi use the aesthetics of tragedy in a bid to rebut the claims made in The 

Hunt for Kimathi. As eminent university-based writers and intellectuals, Ngugi and Mugo were 

very familiar with the aesthetics of tragedy. As one of the most prominent graduates of the now 

defunct Kenya National Theatre Drama School, Watcnc was also well versed in this aesthetic. In 

a literal sense, then, both plays are similarly situated dramas of postcolonial school culture. 

Though conceptually identical, the two plays differ substantially in terms of detail. 

Henderson's memoir accuses the Mau Mau of innumerable atrocities. While Watene seems to 

concede the truth of at least some of Henderson's charges against Kimathi and the Mau Mau, 

Ngugi and Mugo reject the charges totally. Watene's acceptance of the charge that the Mau Mau 

may have perpetrated atrocities in the conduct of a just war is similar to Ngugi's position in his 

1967 novel, A Grain of Wheat. Set on the eve of Kenya's independence, the novel seems deeply 

conflict about the legacy of the Mau Mau. A central character, General R, a would-be Mau Mau 

war hero, remains haunted by memories of the atrocious (in his own retroactive assessment) 

murder of Rev. Kigondu, an African clergyman and colonial collaborator. Lieutenant Kiana, 

another would-be Mau Mau hero is similarly haunted by the atrocious rape and murder of Dr. 

Lynd, a settler woman.30 In Dedan Kimathi, Watene confronts the dilemma of how to reconcile 

his nationalist desire for a narrative of Mau Mau heroism with what appears to be inconvertible 
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evidence of serious ethical or moral lapses. The historical fact of Mau Mau defeat exacerbates the 

problem. A disciple of school culture, Watene turns to the conventions of tragedy. His text 

dramatizes Kimathi as a fundamentally honorable and heroic man who is nevertheless brought 

down by a tragic flaw in character. Mistrust, which turns to paranoia in the face of protracted 

warfare in the face of protracted warfare initially compromise and eventually undermine 

Kimathi's noble quest for freedom and justice. Watene's argument rests not on a historical claim, 

but rather, an aesthetic truth or provocation. He invites readers to consider the vanishingly thin 

line that separates good and evil in armed combat. 

Set in the jungles of Mount Kenya at the end of the Mau Mau Rebellion, the play focuses 

on five leaders, Kimathi, Wahu, Rhino, Nyati and Kimbo. Despite putting up a valiant fight, the 

leaders face the growing prospect of defeat. The Gikuyu are depicted as bitterly divided. While 

some support the Mau Mau, many have converted lo Christianity and are indifferent if not hostile. 

Others openly collaborate with colonial forces. Yet others participate in the limited political 

process hoping to win concessions from the colonial regime. The African politicians put pressure 

on the Mau Mau to surrender. Assisted by African collaborators, the British army continues 

punishing raids, exacting a terrible toll on the beleaguered fighters as well as their relatives in the 

village . .Kimathi is increasingly frantic as his demoralized army slowly disintegrates. He rejects 

political compromise reasserting the fundamental rightness of the cause. One by one, his loses 

faith on his deputies. In a decisive turning point, he l<llls Nyati, his most loyal deputy, when he 

misreads Kimbo's despair as betrayal. Kimathi is captured when he leaves the forest to visit his 

ailing suffering relatives. His subsequent execution marks the final defeat of the Mau Mau. 

In contrast to Watene, Ngugi and Mugo transform the image of Kimathi normalized in 

Henderson's demonic depiction into a saintly figure. Against aJl odds, in the face of all manner of 

betrayal and temptations, their Kimathi remains heroic and honorable to the bitter end. He 

triumphs despite defeat precisely because he is not diminished by any ethicaJ or moral lapses 

whatsoever. The play features the trial of Dedan Kimathi after his arrest by colonial forces. 
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Crucially, he was captured after being betrayed by disloyal soldiers that he had forgiven in a 

gesture of foolish magnanimity. Through a series of flashbacks, we learn that the Mau Mau 

Rebellion had deeply divided the Gikuyu between Mau Mau supporters and colonial loyalists. 

Delegations of corrupt African businessmen, politicians and clergy visit the captured Kimathi in 

jail, all with goal of getting him to denounce the Mau Mau in return for life and material weallh. 

A heroic Kimathi angrily rebuffs them. The play also tells of the political education of two street 

children, Boy and Girl, by Woman, a rather mysterious but powerful political activist. Boy is 

groomed to take up the mantle of struggle in Kimathi's wake. Like Watene's Kimathi, Ngugi and 

Mugo's depiction also depends on the aesthetics of conventional tragedy. A tragic flaw in 

character precipitates Kimathi's fall. His flaw, however, is in being too good: tragically too 

trnsting and forgiving, he comes to be betrayed to colonial authorities by some of the very people 

that he ill-advisedly forgave. The contrast between the two plays is clear: For Watene, Kimathi's 

fall-and that of the Mau Mau as a whole---can be attributed, at least in part, to internal failures 

of morality or ethics. For Ngugi and Mugo, Kimathi's falls is, as a moral or ethical problem, 

attributable primarily to those who malevolently betrayed his trnst and goodwill. Despite these 

differences, there remains a fundamental aesthetic convergence between the two plays. The two 

plays seek to construct a nationalist romance in the wake of Mau Mau Rebellion. Watene 

constructs an ambivalent romance in which the compromised hero is defeated. Ngugi and Mugo 

create a nationalist romance with a triumphant hero. But, as we shall see, their play is also 

ambiguous. They insist that Kimathi is triumphant but at the same time they also lament that the 

fact the dreams of independence have been betrayed by erstwhile colonial collaborators. Tn 

different ways, then, the two plays straddle the lines between the triumph of romance and the 

tragedy of failure. 

Both Dedan Kimathi and The Trial of Dedan Kimathi constitute exemplary instances of 

what John Guillory tenns "imaginary politics." By imaginary politics, he assuredly does not mean 

"what is opposed to the real but a politics which is manifestly a politics of the imaie."31 Mugo, 
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Ngugi, and Watene are all driven by a nationalist desire to protect Kimathi's image from the 

distortions of colonial discourse. Guillory concedes important ground to the ethics and efficacy of 

imaginary politics: "Such a politics has real work to do, as complex and interesting as images 

themselves, but it is also inherently limited by its reduction of the political to the instance of 

representation, and of representation to the image. "32 Revising Guill my somewhat, it seems that, 

in the specific circumstances in Kenya leading up to the production and publication of both 

Dedan Kimathi and The Trial of Dedan Kimathi, imaginary politics can, at least in some measure, 

be opposed to real politics. Attempts by postindependence intellectuals to police the image of 

Kimathi and the Mau Mau risk substituting the imaginary politics of the theater ( or lilerature 

more generally) for the real politics of a postcolonial polity in intractable material, political, and 

economic crisis. 

In their literary manifesto in the preface to the play, Ngugi and Mugo were content to 

offer a generalized criticism of Kenyan literature. In at least one of his subsequent writings, 

however, Ngugi discloses that their rage was directed specifically at Watene's play. He argues 

that, in its depiction of the Mau Mau, Dedan Kimathi constituted colonial apologia. Ngugi's 

argument deserves close scrutiny the better to understand the hostility by Ngugi and other critics 

towards Watcnc's play. The essay elaborates on the neo-imperial infrastructure that, in Ngugi's 

opinion, regulates cultural and political life in postcolonial Kenya. But it also highlights a 

lingering elitism in Ngugi's conception of culture and politics well after his theater work at 

Kamiriithu. All the institutions that he examines are high cultural institutions associated with 

school culture and located primarily in the national capital. 

Ngugi begins "Kenyan Culture: The National Struggle for Survival," an essay 

commissioned by The Guardian in June 1979 "in honor" of President Moi's visit to Britain, with 

a thoroughgoing critique of enduring cultural and economic imperialism in postcolonial Kenya. 

From Ngugi' s Marxist perspective, the field of culture reflects and reproduces the sphere of 

economic domination. Ngugi asserts that Watene's play participates in the culture of postcolonial 
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imperialism. He presents an impressive catalogue of the foreign domination of all the institutions 

of culture in the country, from the foreign-owned cinema houses featuring American movies 

exclusively, to the ownership of the two leading newspapers in the country by multinational 

corporations, to the foreign ownership of the leading publishing houses. He goes on to discuss the 

hegemony of English and other European languages in the Kenyan school system: "The English 

Language dominates a Kenyan child's life from primary school to university and after. Swahili, 

the all-Kenya national language, is not only not compulsory, but is often offered as an optional 

alternative to French and German. There is total neglect of the languages of the nationalities that 

make up Kenya."33 

Ngugi argues that fully thirteen years after the attainment of political independence, it is 

fundamentally not yet uhuru in Kenya from a cultural or from an economic perspective-the 

realm of culture legitimates the sphere of economic imperialism. With regard, for instance, to the 

leading newspapers, The Daily Nation and The East African Standard, the "editors may be 

Kenyans. But when there is a conflict between the editorial policy and that of the foreign owner, 

it is the inlerests of the Kenyans which must give way."34 The foreign ownership of the leading 

publishing houses in Kenya, with the lonely exception of the government-owned Kenya 

Literature Bureau, means that even when the books published are by Kenyans, it is "at the grace 

and mercy of foreigners." 1' Finally, the English hegemony in the school system ensures that 

Kenyan children grow up "admiring the culture carried by these foreign languages, in effect 

western European ruling class cultures, and looks down upon the culture carried by the language 

of his particularly nationality, in effect Kenyan peasant rooted national cultures."36 Crucially, the 

English hegemony of the school system "means that over ninety percent of Kenyans (most 

peasants) are completely excluded from participation in national debates conducted in the written 

word.":17 Without disputing the validity ofNgugi's claims, one observes that his own structure of 

interpretation excludes any analysis of peasant cultural produ(.:tion and consumption. Tellingly, 

his essay addresses an elite British audience. 
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Ngugi catalogues the effects of foreign domination on the production of music and the 

plastic arts: "It is either foreign music, or Kenyan but produced by foreign firms. It is either 

foreign sculpture and painting, or Kenyan sculpture and painting but exhibited in foreign-owned 

art galleries."38 His definition of the arts~oncerned exclusively with artworks on display in art 

galleries for instance-remains instructively elitist. For reasons that are not immediately self

evident, especially in light of his own comprehensive account, Ngugi asserts "it is in the theatre 

that this domination by foreign cultural interests is most nakedly clear."39 In fact, the rest of the 

essay is devoted to the state of the theater in Kenya. The earlier discussion of all the other 

institutions-the cinema, print media, the school system, music, and the plastic arts-seems to 

have been a prelude for the real stakes in the essay, the state of the national theater. Although the 

theater is designated "national," Ngugi addresses primarily elite production and consumption of 

plays in Nairobi. 

At the heart of his essay, Ngugi embarks on an explicit condemnation of Watene' s Dedan 

Kimathi. He posits the play as part of the vast imperialist conspiracy detailed above. Even as he 

articulates the subversiveness of the theater, Ngugi contends mimicking the language of the 

preface to The Trial of Dedan Kimathi, that most "Kenyan writers for theatre have not tried lo 

represent this last point I the heroic culture of resistance to foreign domination] or even tried to 

change the content of their drama to take militantly patriotic stands. Their plays have espoused 

the same class, sometimes the same racist values, of their Western foreign counterpoints."40 He 

specifically contends that W atcne' s Dedan Kimathi provides an example of uncritically pro

imperialist writing by indigenous Africans: "Kenneth Watene's Dedan Kimathi which depicts 

Kimathi, the brilliant Mau Mau guerilla leader against the British colonial presence, in the same 

terms as he was last depicted by racist Ian Henderson in The Hunt for Dedan Kimathi twenty 

years ago.''41 Watene's play, according to this reading, operates within the same structure of 

values, assumptions, political outlook, and language, and for the same audience as the foreign

dominated theater establishment. 
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Ngugi's indictment established the discursive terrain for virtually all subsequent 

interpretations of Watene's play. Even today several of the few critics who mention the play 

support his denunciation ofWatene's play. ln a scalhing early review of the play, Kamonye wa 

Manje similarly equates the Kimathi depicted in Dedan Kimathi to the Kimathi in Henderson's 

memoir. He celebrates the "fact" that The Hunt.for Kimathi had been banned in postcolonial 

Kenya and calls for the banning of Dedan Kimathi: "Ian Henderson's book is now banned, one 

wonders why Watcnc's play should not be done away with. Away with reactionary, anti-struggle 

literature. Up with people literature.',42 Driven by a deeply felt sense of moral indignation to 

defend Kimathi as a sacred national image, a self-described radical intellectual endorses the idea 

of censorship by a repressive postcolonial state. Wa Manje's all-too-vigorous protestations help 

explain why I take a generally dimmer view than Guillory regarding the benefits of the politics of 

the image. 

Wa Manje takes strong exception to what he considers Watene's sacrilegious treatment of 

a national hero: "The name of Kimathi [ ... is] associated with prowess, determination. Kimathi 

represents the uncompromising wing with the oppressor, the British and that's what it took to lead 

the guerrillas in the forests of Aberdares and Kenya [sicJ. The name of Kimathi, therefore, needs 

a serious treatment and any [frivolous] treatment-in drama or otherwise is only a betrayal."43 

Wa Manje charges that Watene, an African, has reproduced for personal profit the worst 

stereotypes found in Henderson's text. He complains that the life and death stakes of the Mau 

Mau war are so trivialized in the play that Kimathi spends more time in love squabbles with 

women than in political struggle. He protests the portrayal of Kimathi as a mindless killer. He 

also questions, quite correctly in this narrow instance, the play's sexual politics. For example, 

Kimathi's solution when Nyati, one of his senior lieutenants, is severely depressed is to order that 

Wahu, a senior woman in the Mau Mau official, have sex with him. An angry wa Manje asks 

whether it was "true that there are no scores on Kimathi' s side except the murders and 

prostituting?"M This normative denunciation of prostitution is of interest. Some of the critical 
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unease towards Dedan Kimathi can be attributed the play' s sexual politics. To the extent that 

Watene depicls the Mau Mau in the forest engaging in what may, from a certain perspective, been 

seen as licentious sexual expression, he seems to reproduce, if not endorse, Henderson's 

stereotypical depiction of Kimathi in the image of "the bestial sexual licence of the African.',45 

But what renders the sexual politics of Dedan Kimathi problematic is not that it shows Kimathi 

with multiple sexual partners outside the restrictive legitimacy of marriage and reproduction, but 

rather that its sexual economy turns uncritically on the objectification and abasement of women. 

In a March 2002 article in the literary forum of the J:.,'ast African Standard, Kamau Kiarie, 

a regular contemporary cultural commentator, articulates in virtually unreconstituted fonn N gugi 

and Mugo' s call for the canonization in literature of the heroes of Kenyan independence: "Our 

creative writers should take up the gauntlet by giving us more literary works celebrating our 

heroes and heroines."46 "What literary treatment," he asks rhetorically, "have we given the likes 

of MeKatilili wa Menza, Mary Muthoni Nyanjiru, Muraa wa Ngiti, Koitalel and his son arap 

Manyei, Waiyaki wa Hinga, Elijah Masinde and Markham Singh? Have we relegated them to the 

dustbins of our literary discourse, or have we elevated them to pedestals of glory, where they 

rightly belong?"47 He then praises Ngugi and Mugo for their portrait of Dedan Kimathi's heroism 

while condemning Watene's for it pro-imperialist stand. Citing the critic Chris Wanjala, K.imie 

also bemoans the sexualized depiction of Kimathi in Watene's play. 

Though inflammatory, the charges against Watcnc's play do not withstand critical 

examination; none of them hinges on a specific close reading of the text in question. There exists 

a cursory similarity between 1he Hunt.for Kinutthi and Dedan Kimathi to the extent that Kimathi 

is depicted in Dedan Kimathi committing or sanctioning atrocities including murder. Tn addition, 

Henderson attempts to delegitimize Kimathi using the vocabulary of sexual immorality. Finally, 

there exists a surface similarity between the texts in that Watene depicts Kimathi's authority over 

his followers as deriving, at least partially, from an irrational, hypnotic, or mystical power. Tn 

Henderson's version of events, the attraction of the Mau Mau was entirely hypnotic and 
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irrational; people joined the Mau Mau not out of any political conviction bur because they had 

taken tribal oaths. On account of these similarities, critical hostility towards Dedan Kimathi may, 

at first glance, not seem entirely unfounded. But the suggestion of an empirical, much less ethical, 

equivalence between the two texts-the suggestion that they operate within the same structure of 

values, assumptions, and political outlook----disregards their dramatically different contexts. 

Classifying Dedan Kimathi as pro-imperialist would be as misguided as suggesting that Ngugi's 

Weep Not, Child and/or A Grain of Wheat amounted to colonial apologia on account of their 

indisputable ambivalence towards the Mau Mau Rebellion. 

To equate Dedan Kimathi and The Hunt for Kinwthi is to misread the former text all but 

entirely. To begin with, one must account for distinctions of genre. While The Hunt for Kimathi is 

a memoir that asks lo be read in tenns of literal and experiential claims of truth, Dedan Kimathi is 

a work of fiction. Within the space afforded him by the autonomy of art to free himself from the 

dictates of normative or historical truth, Watene seems to be imaginatively thinking through the 

knotted ethical dilemmas brought about by the Kenyan colonial situation and the violence of the 

Mau Mau. While open to critique from a variety of perspectives, his aesthetic project seems 

invulnerable to attack on the basis of its fidelity to actual historical events. Among the questions 

the play grapples with are the trauma of a war for independence that is at the same time a civil 

war pitting kin against kin; the brutal, dehumanizing reality of a life of isolation and extreme 

deprivation in the forest even in pursuit of a just cause; the limits of individual heroism and self

sacrifice; the possibility, indeed reality, of defeat despite the morality of the cause; and the legacy 

of struggle for freedom in the context of defeat. 

The figure of Kimathi that emerges from Watene's play unquestionably represents a 

much more complex and morally ambivalent figure than the heroic, saintly figure of Kimathi 

canonized in The Trial of Dedan Kimathi. But, as Homi Bhabha suggests in an informative study 

of the nature and structure of colonial stereotypes, focusing on the identification of images as 

"positive" or "negative" risks displacing attention from the more critical question of the 
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"processes of subjectification made possible (and plausible) through stereotypical discourse."48 

Bhabha continues: 

To judge the stereotyped image on the basis of a prior political normativity is to 

dismiss it, not to displace it, which is only possible by engaging with its 

effectivity; with the repertoire of power and resistance, domination and 

dependence thal conslructs positions of colonial identification subject (both 

colonizer and colonized) l-• .J In order to understand the productivity of colonial 

power it is crucial to construct its regime of truth, not to subject its 

representations to a normalizing judgement. 49 

Critics have long been inclined to subject the apparently stereotypical representation of colonial 

discourse in Dedan Kimathi to normalizing judgments instead of engaging with the play's 

regimes of truth. Drawing from Bhabha's argument, I shift the focus in my analysis of Watene's 

play away from the negative assessment of its images by Ngugi and others based on prior 

political norms. 

The Colonial Mau Mau Library. 

To the extent that Shaw Henderson's inflammatory text provides one of the key contexts 

for Watene, on the one hand, and Ngugi and Mugo, on the other a brief engagement with the Mau 

Mau colonial library seems called for. I seek less to discover new critical insights from these 

jingoistic texts than to continue situating the two Kimathi plays in their particular historical 

context. The Hunt for Kimathi presents a classic instance of a aesthetic constructed in terms of a 

binary opposition between the colonizer and the colonized, or more specifically, between 

Christian civility and Mau Mau barbarity, or even more specifically, between the civilized 

colonial officer, Ian Henderson, and the degenerate Mau Mau terrorist, Dedan Kimathi. In 

thematic terms, the book belongs to the same universe of discourse as the official texts of colonial 

apologia that cover the Mau Mau Rebellion. These include texts by J.C. Carothers, Ione Leigh, 
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and F. D. Corfield. The common theme in these texts in that the Mau Mau Rebellion represented 

the degeneration of Lhe Gikuyu into atavistic violence under the weight of a bewildering 

modernity. In his capacity as a colonial government psychiatrist, J.C. Carothers notoriously 

diagnosed the Mau Mau violence, in a sentiment shared widely among the colonial apologists, as 

the "development of an anxious contlictual situation in people who, from contact with an alien 

culture, had lost the supportive and constraining influence of their own culture, yet had not lost 

their 'magic' modes of thinking."5° Carothers concludes that the violence was the result of the 

"Gikuyu's tribe's failure to come to grips with Western Civilization, and its consequent 

regression into a primitive past."51 According to the colonial apologist, Mau Mau Rebellion was 

the result of the incomplete modernization of the Gikuyu and had no basis in legitimate 

economic, political and social injustices of the colonial situation. 

Like Carothers, Corfield writes with the legitimating authority of official governmental 

approval in The Origins and Gmwth of Mau Mau, the official report of the colonial regime. As 

Corficld indicates in his opening sentence, he was "appointed by the Kenya Government, with a 

title of Government Commissioner (History of Mau Mau), to carry out an enquiry into Lhe mi gins 

of the Mau Mau movemcnt."52 A forward by His Exellency Sir Patrick Rension, Governor and 

Commander-in-Chief of the Colony and Protectorate of Kenya, endorses the Corfield report. Like 

Carothers, Corlield argues that the incomplete modernization of the Gikuyu caused the eruption 

of Mau Mau violence. He asserts that "Mau Mau in its shortest tenns was the violent 

manifestation of a limited nationalistic revolutionary movement confined almost entirely to the 

Kikuyu tribe."53 From this point of view, nationalism and revolutionary movements represent not 

(as typically thought) the highest political good towards which any su~jugated people should 

aspire, but rather, the irredeemably negative disruptions of the civilizing mandate of British 

colonialism around the primitive world, from the Americas to Asia to Africa. Renison grudgingly 

concedes that Africans may have had some legitimate grievances against specific aspects of 

British rule in Kenya: "LmJany, if not most, rebellions, have some degree of justification."54 
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However, he insists that there was "no justification for Mau Mau, which was wholly evil in its 

conception. It was the deliberate exploitation of these grievances by its organizers for their own 

ends that led to the outbreak of Mau Mau." 55 He rejects the principal causes typically offered to 

explain the rebellion, including the "myth" of the stolen Gikuyu lands and the fundamental 

injustices of the colonial situation. The chief African "grievance" that he seems, at least partially, 

to accept is that the rapid modernization of colonial Kenya had produced a class- and race

stratified society: ''The rapid economic advances in Kenya have led to a stratification of society, 

where the African has tended to be relegated to the lowest strata, with the Asian and European 

above. This was perhaps inevitable [ ... but] it has led to a deep sense of social and political 

frustration."56 According to Corfield, Mau Mau violence reflected a displaced anti-European rage 

on the part of African subjects unable to adjust fully to the vicissitudes of modernity. The rapid 

transition from primitiveness to modernity produced "a schizophrenic tendency in the African 

mind-Lhe extraordinary facility to Live two separate lives with one foot in this century and the 

th . . h aft d " 57 o er rn witc er· an savagery. · 

Carothers and Corfield write about the Mau Mau with the clinical detachment of belated 

expertise. In contrast, Jan Henderson writes with the affective authority of firsthand experience. 

Nevertheless the two sets of texts mutually reinforce each other. The Hunt for Kimathi provides 

the personal testimony of someone who had grown up in physical proximity to Kimathi and was 

destined to successfully hunt him down when Kimathi, an educated African, regressed into 

terrorism. Who better than Henderson to debunk the heroic myth of the heroism of Mau Mau in 

general and Dcdan Kimathi in particular? He knows with the authority that comes from 

proximity that Kimathi was no political ideologue or military leader but a rather common 

criminal, a congenital liar, and a thief. The book constructs a binary opposition between 

Henderson and Kimathi, two youths growing up at the same time, under the same circumstances, 

in the same region of the Kenya colony. Entitled "Dedan Kimathi," Chapter 2 of the memoir 

purports to paint an intimate portrait of Kirnathi's childhood and youth. "Kinyanjui," Chapter 3, 
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tells the story of Henderson's childhood and youth. The structure of the text makes explicit the 

opposition or study in contrasts that motivates iL "While the future terrorist leader was being 

blessed by his grandmother," Chapter 3 opens, harking back to the narrative of the previous 

chapter, "Kimathi's principal opponent, Ian Henderson, was toddling about in his nursery just a 

few miles further north."5~ 

Henderson provides a detailed biography of Kimathi contrasted with his own 

autobiography: Kimathi' s life documents degenerate barbarity; Henderson's represents Christian 

civility. In deliberately inflamed terms, Henderson compares the evils of the "primitive" Gikuyu 

of late colonial Kenya to those of the "modern" Germans of the Weimar Republic. He constructs 

Kimathi in the image of Adolf Hilter, the embodiment of radical evil in the twentieth century: 

"If the Kikuyu are the Germans of tribal Kenya, Kimathi was their Hitler. Like Hitler, he had to 

wait until the fabric of society broke around his head, but then he was able to exploit the 

convulsion with throbbing, burning oratory. Financial chaos and the threat of Communism gave 

Hitler his chance. The corruption of the Kikuyu tribal customs by Mau Mau and the flight to the 

forest gave Kimathi his opportunity."59 

We learn that, even as a child, Kimathi was destruclive, treacherous, and power-hungry: 

"Kimathi did not try to win the leadership of his clan or tribe by minding his manners. Long 

before his grandmother made her gesture [blessing Kimathi and prophesying his future greatness] 

he had been saddled with a reputation for delinquency. When bare] y out of the toddling stage he 

was nicknamed 'Njangu' (rough and treacherous) by his playmates."60 On this account, Kimathi's 

propensity for evil was evident virtually from birth, not least to his fellow children. Though an 

"illegitimate" child, he grew up with illusions of grandeur, inculcated by his grandmother, about 

leading the tribe one day. Since Watene's play shows Kimathi's to have delusion of grandeur, it 

may appear superficially to reproduce Henderson's stereotypical depiction, that is, the portrait of 

Kimathi as a man of paranoid delusions. But the hubris of the fictive Kimathi in Watene' s play is 

altogether differently motivated and contextualized. 
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At school, Henderson testifies, Kimathi was an intelligent student but, sadly education 

failed to have a "calming effect on him."61 Despite making astonishing progress in school, 

Kimathi remained fundamentally beyond the pacifying grasp of civilization and Christianity: 

"Kimathi could not change."62 Though intelligent, Kimathi obsessed about the primitive: "He did 

everything in his power to learn about tribal rituals and circumcision ceremonies practiced by 

older boys."63 An instructive contradiction emerges in the internal logic of Henderson's depiction 

of Kimathi. He not only portrays Kimathi as an ideologically motivated and intelligent 

traditionalist but also as a mindless, incorrigible, and petty criminal. 

In sharp contrast to Kimathi's depraved circumstances, Henderson is born in "legitimate" 

circumstances with two loving parents. He grows up among Africans and learns the secrets of the 

tribe, whence his future ability both to hunt down Kimathi and to explain Mau Mau. But interest 

in things African does not render him primitive. Unlike his adversary Kimathi, education had a 

calming effect on Henderson; he did particularly well in French and Art. After successful 

schooling, he cultivates the placid I ife in settled agriculture and raises a family. He is dragged 

from this bucolic life into the Mau Mau conflict by a sense of duty. 

Henderson reports that throughout his troubled youth Kimathi terrorized his family and 

relatives by committing a string of petty crimes. By detailing this background, Henderson 

attempts to deprive Kimathi's adult rebellion the legitimacy of a political. mandate. Kimathi's 

petty criminality, Henderson reports, persisted imo adulthood. He remained a thief, bully, and 

rapist. In a section that seems closest to the world of W atene' s play, Henderson reports that in the 

forest, when the group under his charge quickly began to lose cohesion, Kimathi found fault with 

everyone and strangled large numbers of his own men. As a result, Henderson contends that 

Kimathi deservedly acquired the reputation of a vicious killer.64 Unlike Henderson, the devoted 

husband and father, Kimathi is reported to have kept a personal harem in the forest. 

Reading Watene's Dedan Kimathi. 
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Contrary to the protestations of his many detractors, Watene attempts to rescue Kimathi 

from the worst excesses of Henderson's stereotypical representation. A careful reading of his 

despised and neglected drama demonstrates the critical and ethical dislance between it and 

Henderson's text and illustrates some of the dilemma confronting Kenyan intellectuals in the 

1970s with respect to the legacy of Mau Mau. Watcnc seems determined to tell Kimathi's story in 

a way that both captures his heroism and acknowledges his frailties and failures. Like Ngugi and 

M ugo, W atene sought to compose a nationalist romance but he was haunted, if not overwhelmed, 

by the historical reality of Mau Mau failure. In a bid to reconcile the anticolonial nationalist 

romance with the reality of failure, Watene constructs a classic tragedy: he tells the ,;tory of a 

heroic man striving to liberate his nation from the yoke of colonialism. But the struggle is 

undermined and defeated as a result, at least in part, of fateful weaknesses in the hero's character. 

In Watenc's telling, Kimathi's emerges as the flawed hero of national struggle, a man partly 

responsible for his own defeat and death. The original justness of the struggle is somewhat 

obscured by Kimathi's all too human failings. In sharp contrast, Ngugi and Mugo insist upon 

Kimathi's unblemished heroism. In their telling, Kimathi does not die but rather emerges 

triumphant. Despite this difference, it bears reiteration that the two plays deploy fundamentally 

the same aesthetic-tragedy-in order to construct national romances out of the ashes of the 

historical defeat of the Mau Mau. 

Watcne seems acutely aware of the treacherous nature of this project. His play includes a 

lengthy meditation on the nature or nationalist memory. [ronically, he seems anticipate and refute 

precisely the kinds of criticisms that his play generated. The play explicitly rejects attempts lo 

sanitize history in order to project unblemished national heroes. From Watene's perspective, a 

true national romance must acknowledge the failures of its heroes. In an attempt to humanize 

Kimathi, Watene rejects the degrading distortions of the colonial archive but also the 

mythologizing distortions of nationalists. At a crucial moment in the drama, three Mau Mau 

leaders, Kimbo, Rhino, and Wahu confront the demonization of Dcdan Kimathi by the colonial 
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regime: "We also know they've done their best/ To tarnish his name here and abroad/ Calling 

him a ruthless dictator/ And a mari with no worthy principles."65 Their conversation takes place 

in the context of two interrelated factors: first, the fear, articulated by Rhino, that they face 

imminent military defeat, and second, the growing realization, expressed by Kimbo, that 

something may in facl be wrong with Kimathi, their increasingly distant and mysterious leader. 

Against this background, Rhino, Kimbo, and Wahu worry about Kimathi's legacy. Will he be 

remembered a') a heroic self-sacrificing freedom fighter or as the demonic figure described in 

colonial propaganda? Kimbo seems confident that Kimathi will one day, after the triumph of 

uhuru, be accorded a place of high national honor: 

One day our people will govern themselves. 

One day they'll direct their destiny. 

And one day they will get together 

To find out who led the people, 

Who fought, who died, who betrayed; 

Then they will know about Kimathi 

And they will uplift his name. 

Besides, all our supporters will not perish! 

Those who remain will tell our children 

And the general mass of the people 

Will give honour to the deserving 

As is the wont of historical justice. (Dedan Kimathi 63) 

Confronting the prospect of imminent defeat in battle, Kimbo's constructs a romantic narrative of 

future nationalist triumph. The play was written at a time when the promise of triumph appeared 

to have been both fulfilled and broken by the experience of Kenya's decade of independence. 

Readers and audiences would have been ambivalent in response to Kimbo's nationalist romance. 
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But in the play, his optimism seems singular. It heightens the tragedy of the discovery, later in the 

play, that Kimathi has killed Nyati, another Mau Mau leader, in cold blood. The play itself seems 

to call into question the possibility of historical justice even as it attempts to narrate the story of 

Kimathi' s conflicted heroism. 

The other two leaders do not quite share Kimbo's confidence. They are concerned that 

Kimathi's human frailties would be used to efface the fundamental morality of their struggle. 

They are concerned, that is, that the colonial image will triumph over the real Kimathi. Wahu 

expresses grave doubts: 

What if they don't think 

That he was such a great man? 

What if some calamity 

Shatters his consistency 

And makes him pitiful prey 

To some mean disposition? 

What if they do not know 

That his mind reached out 

For the sublime in humanity, 

That love, equality and j ustiee 

Among the races of this country 

Was his utmost desire? (Dedan Kimathi 63) 

Wahu fears that future generations of Kenyans will remember Kimathi based on a distorted and 

incomplete image, that they would know only his failings and not his nobility. However, there 

attaches to these lines a certain meta-theatrical poignancy and belatedness. By the time of the 

play's performance and publication, the Mau Mau had been ruthlessly defeated, and Kimathi had 

already fallen prey to the "mean disposition" of such colonial writers as Henderson as well as the 
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hosti Ii ty and indifference of the repressive postcolonial regime. The first five Ii nes of W ahu' s 

speech gain power and poignancy because oftheir dramatic irony. Cast in the indefinite future 

tense, it is as if she were merely speculating about an unrealized nightmarish possibility. But, as 

audiences and readers know, and as Rhino and Kimbo are destined to find out, the calamity of 

which she speaks----Kimathi's tragic fall-has already taken place. Audiences and readers 

experience these lines not as fictional prediction, but rather, as historical reality. 

At the end of the play, Wahu explains Kimathi's tragic decline in terms of the triumph of 

fear and suspicion over humility and love. Wahu worries that the image of Kimathi lhat will 

linger is that of a murderous terrorist and not a man who fought for justice and "reached for the 

sublime in humanity." She worries, that is, that the image of Kimathi that will linger will be the 

portrait painted in The Hunt for Kimathi. Watene struggles to reinsert Ki mathi 's humanity and 

heroism to the story of murderous decline contained in the colonial memoir. He seems to accept 

the literal truthfulness of at least some of the charges made against Kimathi. Accordingly, he 

seeks to understand how a noble cause could have been afflicted by atrocity. 

Rhino argues that, especially when facing the prospecl of defeat, the most important duty 

of the Mau Mau leadership is to protect Kimathi 's image: "should we at any time be overrun / 

Our most important duty/ Ts to protect the dignity of Kimathi" (Dedan Kimathi 62). In response 

to Wahu's poignant statement regarding the possibility of Kimathi's tragic fall, Rhino continues: 

That is why it is our duty 

To keep our mouths tight. 

For there will be those 

Who will he out to besmirch 

All the good and fruitful 

Motives of our struggle. 

They'll print books and stories 

Ill-conceived and defamatory, 
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All their efforts contrived 

To publicize the worst in us. (Dedan Kimathi 64) 

The powerful irony of these lines seems all but completely lost on latter-day critics who accuse 

Watenc of recklessly besmirching Kimathi. The passage dramatizes the crisis of memory in the 

context of a morally defensible struggle that nevertheless must confront its own atrocities and 

failures. Rhino insists that one is constrained to keep silent in order to defeat those already 

inclined to besmirch the Mau Mau. Watene rejects that approach. Even at the risk of reproducing 

colonial stereotypes, his play suggests that it remains critically and unavoidably important to 

discuss the failures of the Mau Mau alongside their successes and heroism. In short, he 

specifically anticipates and rejects the emergence of a nonnative Mau Mau discourse that would 

stifle debate in the name of protecting a romantic image of Kimathi for a national posterity. 

In his angry review of the play, wa Manje accuses Watene of publicizing, exactly as 

Rhino feared, the worst in the Mau Mau. It amounts to no small irony that W atene specificaJly 

anticipates and seeks to preempt the criticism of those who would police the "positive" image of 

Kimathi. Through Rhino, he includes in the play a powerful argument for censoring troubling 

aspects of Mau Mau violence. The play repudiates that kind of self-censorship and calls, instead, 

for an engagement with the war of independence in all its complexity. Such an engagement does 

not amount to colonial apologia even, or especially, when some of what emerges makes 

supporters of the independence struggle uncomfortable. Insistence on an unrelentingly positive 

image of Kimathi closes inquiry and creates for present-day Kenyans a past tailored to paper over 

the anxieties of the present, a past with a heavily racialized emotionaJ appeal but scant political 

and intellectual value, a past geared to create undifferentiated unanimity. 

Watene's play is not very different from Ngugi's early novels, e:-pecially Weep Not, 

Child, a text characterized by a profound ambivalence towards the Mau Mau even as it is driven 

by unambiguous nationalist desires. Like Weep Not, Child, Dedan Kimathi is unambiguous in its 
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portrayal of the colonial situation in Kenya as fundamentally unjust. Kimathi says to his 

followers: "To live in freedom and dignity / Is a right for every man" (Dedan Kimathi 65). The 

play is also umunbiguous in its portrayal of the brutality of the colonial regime during the state of 

emergency. It carefully catalogues the difficult circumstances of village life during this period. In 

the opening scene Wahu contends that the British are punishing villagers harshly for real or 

imagined support of the Mau Mau. At one level, Watene appears to endorse the idea of violently 

staking the claim for one's freedom: 

To die in freedom and dignity 

Is a blessing entitled to the brave 

Who carry their spiritual being 

Beyond the prisonyards of life. 

But to strive for these in the face 

Of armed and vicious oppression 

Ts a test for the advocate of both. 

To overcome and install the two 

ls a victory for the greatness of man. (Dedan Kimathi 65) 

Against the background of the justness of anticolonial struggle. Watene dramatizes Kimathi's 

tragic failure to live up to the grand ideals of freedom and dignity. He suggests that this failure 

resulted from circumstances both internal and external to the Mau Mau. The external 

circumstances include, above all, the facl that the Gikuyu response to colonialism was hopelessly 

fractured: there were Mau Mau supporters, the loyalists who fought with the British against the 

Mau Mau, the Christians who were either polilically aloof or anti-Mau Mau, and the political 

leaders who opted ultimately for compromise. These divisions undermined the violent revolution. 

As Watene depicts it, the internal circumstances that caused the failure of the Mau Mau include 

the terrible toll exacted on inevitably frail individuals by a life of isolation and deprivation as well 

as the limilations ofKimathi's leadership. 
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Early in the play, Kimathi makes the case for Kenya's political and economic liberation. 

The st:1.tements come in the wake of a successful Mau Mau raid, during which a colonial settler 

and his family, as well as a loyalist Christian family, were all killed. A triumphant Kimathi 

proclaims: 

The days cannot be very far 

When our people shall walk upright 

In light and in pride 

The tree we have planted and watered 

With the blood of our people 

Will soon be fully abloom. 

Our children will feed on its fruit. 

We must not surrender to our frailties. (Dedan Kimathi 32) 

Kimathi seems convinced of the imminence of victory: "The thoughl of an independent nation/ 

Ruled and run our people, The black citizens of our land, / Moves me tremendous I y. Perhaps / 

We might yet march out of the forest/ In victory, crowned and installed" (Dedan Kimathi 32). 

But a foreboding of failure mars even this moment of high revolutionary optimism. Kimathi 

exhorts his followers not to surrender to human frailties, but he himself is about to surrender 

tragically to precisely such frailties. Buoyed by news of a victory in battle, he states in apparent 

self-confidence but actual self-doubt: "Perhaps the clouds might yet shift/ And we'll view the 

dear vault of the sky/ But why do I feel so disturbed?" (Dedan Kimathi 32)? Even during this 

moment of apparent triumph, Kimathi's heart, foreshadowing the tragedy that is about to unfold, 

is "heavy with melancholy" (Dedan Kimathi 32). Watene suggests that the failure of the Mau 

Mau war was rooted not in the grand ideals it aspired lowards, but rather, in the inevitable 

frailties of its human agents. 

The conflict between grand ideals and human frailty emerges in one of the opening 

scenes of Dedan Kimathi. The scene depicts a Mau Mau fighter's decline into dementia. A 
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veteran of many battles, the increasingly delusional soldier becomes convinced that his death is 

imminent: "So we'll strike again tomorrow! / This time I won't come back. / I know it. I can feel 

it. I I' Il die" (Dedan Kimathi 13). The two scouts who witness the soldier's delusional 

performances respond with knowing resignation. In a poignant understatement, one scout says to 

the other: "He'll go mad soon. I've seen/ So many of them crack" (Dedan Kimathi 15). In the 

face of romantic narratives about the dignity of the struggle for national freedom, the harshness of 

life in the forest and the daily struggle to survive in battle take an inevitable toll on the mental 

health of Mau Mau fighters. The unnamed soldier is but one of many fighters to have cracked 

under the intolerable strain. The two scouts indicate that their lives in the forest are not very 

different from the lives of animals. Indeed, they begin to mimic monkey behavior. In contrast to 

Ngugi and Mugo's play, Watene's Dedan Kimathi does not romanticize armed struggle. Instead 

Watene seems driven to humanize the fighters by cataloguing the terrible toll of war. In the later 

play, the romance of revolution overcomes ugly reality. An unfortunate consequence of 

Watene's self-conscious refusal to romanticize war is the hostility that his play provoked among 

intellectual nalionalist critics. 

Watene depicts a Mau Mau leadership too far removed from the fighting force and 

therefore insensitive to its plight. Among the troops, the grand ideals of the struggle and the oath 

of allegiance prove insufficient safeguards for group morale when the fighters are faced with 

harsh reality. Wahu, in many respects the moral conscience of the play, .kills the demented fighter 

in what amounts to an act of mercy. The unnamed fighter's fate prefigures Nyati's downfall, 

which, in turn, triggers Kimathi's tragic fall. Bereft of his entire family Nyati, the senior war 

veteran, grows battle-weary and disillusioned in spite of his deep political convictions. He 

despairs of life itself. Misreading this terrible sufferingfor a symptom of impending treachery by 

an important ally, Kimathi kills Nyati thereby setting in motion the chain of events that ensures 

Kimathi's own defeat and demise. Killing Nyati causes Kimathi to lose respect and authority. 
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lronically, colonial soldiers capture Kimathi on his way to see his diseased mother, precisely the 

same kind of behavior on account of which he come to despise Nyati. 

In addition to the reality of life under fire in the forest, the ideals of the Mau Mau are also 

tested by the traumas of civil war. Very early in the play, Rhino and Kimbo debate the ethics of 

armed anticolonial strnggle. The two Mau Mau leaders are bewildered and distressed by the 

divisions within the African society. Rhino asserts that an already biller struggle has been 

rendered all but impossible by the fact that it pits kin against kin. Even though local traditions 

expressly prohibit the shedding of kin blood during war, both Ki mbo and Rhino recognize that 

when it comes to fighting the procolonial loyalists, they have no choice but to kill their own 

brothers and sisters. However, they are still traumatized by the fact that, as Rhino puts it, "We 

fight ourselves instead / Of fighting our enemy, the ~ettler" ( Dedan Kimathi l 0). The two leaders 

are abo troubled by the ethics of some Mau Mau war tactics. Rhino's distress arises from the fact 

that they have in some instances killed women and children. He wonders if a fundamentally 

ethical struggle has to employ military tactics that undermine its legitimacy? Kimbo's distress is 

further compounded by the fact that Mau Mau violence is directed not simply at specific 

procolonial loyalists but also at Christians converts more generally. Rhino justifies the attacks on 

the Christians, since "they tum the hearts of the people/ Against our struggle" (Dedan Kimathi 

11). Watenc suggests that the ethical dilemmas imposed by civil strife exacerbate the suffering of 

the fighters in the forest. This depiction is quite different from Henderson's. These men are no 

thoughtless and murderous brutes. We have here men striving, in an unresolved debate, to be 

ethical in particularly trying circumstances. 

Among the Mau Mau leaders in the play, Nyati is even more troubled by the conduct of 

the war than Rhino and Kimbo. He listens, for the most part silently, to the debate between the 

two men. The two even claim that Nyati's silence betrays an insufficient commitment to the 

cause. He replies: 

That is how it seems to you, my son. 
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But if you could peep into my soul 

And read out the markings of my suffering 

You'd wish you could expand my capacily 

To bear pain, and bitterness and sorrow. (Dedan Kimathi 11- 12) 

Nyati's hesistation does not derive from a lack of conviction or courage. Much like the unnamed 

fighter whose dementia and death foretell Nyati's own end, Nyati is simply at the limit of his 

capacity to bear pain and sorrow. Awaiting death, he remains in Lhe forest out of a sense of 

personal loyalty to Kimathi. Kimathi is aware of Nyati's suffering. The solution he proposes

thal Wahu become Nyati's lover-indicates the limits of his leadership. The play depicts Kimath 

as a leader who relies for control on the oath of allegiance and the cult of personality. But he also 

raked by paranoia, imagining a conspiracy against him every time he walks in on a conversation 

among his deputies. 

One of the troubling aspects of the play is its representation of female sexual agency. 

KimaLhi seem<; to hold a hypnotic sexual power over virtually all the women in the play, 

particularly Wahu and Lucia, who appear to be in the forest as much for the prospect of sex with 

Kimathi as for freedom fighting. Kimathi's order that Wahu sleep with Nyati to restore his 

fighting spirit offers a foolish remedy for what today we would call acute posttraurnatic stress 

disorder. But even more troubling, the order entails a profound degradation of the woman 

involved. Watene's women characters possess no autonomy. Wahu protests feebly, "I must have 

the privilege/ Of sleeping with whom I please," but she complies, in the words of the stage 

directions, "as if hypnotized" (Dedan Kimathi 33). Earlier, Lucia similarly obeys Kimathi's 

orders in spite of herself, that is, as if hypnotized. W atene' s play incorporates reactionary gender 

politics with women serving as the sexualized tools of the revolution. In a sense, however, 

Kimathi's sexual politics represent but an extreme example of his general politics. The way he 

relates to the women in the play is but an intensified and sexualized version of the way he relates 

to people in general. If he depends on hypnotic power to direct the sexual labor of both W ahu and 
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Lucia, the play suggests that he similarly depends on hypnotic power to direct the political or 

military labor of all his followers. 

Confronted by the human frailties of its cult leader in the play, the Mau Mau Rebellion 

implodes. Much like Chege in The River Between, Kimathi in Dedan Kimathi remains self

assured about his own prophetic authority and operates by keeping his followers largely in the 

dark. The combination of arrogant self-assurance, on the one hand, and paranoia on the other, are 

presented as the key ingredients of Kimathi's tragic fall. Watene's depiction of Kimathi, in short, 

reflects the aesthetics of tragic drama: the story of the fall from grace of a noble but fatally flawed 

man. The play may well serve as a crilique of the cult of personality, that is, as an instance of 

fictional speculation that the Mau Mau may have failed because of its dependence on the 

personalities of charismatic leaders such as Kimathi. But this critical assessment is presented less 

as an offensive historical truth than as an intellectually provocative aesthetic proposition. 

Ironically, many latter literary and intellectual nationalists seem inclined uncritically to cultivate a 

new cult heroic personality around the figure of Kimathi. 

At one level, the play depicts Kimalhi as a rational freedom fighter, a man driven by high 

ideals, in his own words, "a soldier, not a misguided terrorist" (Dedan Kimathi 67). His 

arguments regarding the necessity of the armed struggle against colonialism are rational and 

compelling. We see Kimalhi at his best when he confronts the representatives of the political 

leaders who have been sent to the forest to persuade the Mau Mau to surrender and opt for a 

political compromise. In many respects, this scene is virtually identical to lhe temptations that 

Ngugi and Mugo's Kimathi undergoes in The Trial of Dedan Kimathi when delegations of 

conservative African leaders plead with a jailed Kirnalhi to denounce the Mau Mau. The 

representatives inform Kimathi that the colonial government has promised to listen to the 

people's petitions and has pennitted the formation of political parties. For the African politicians 

these reforms constitute a sufficient response to the suffering of the people, eliminating the 

justification for continued armed struggle. Kimathi offers a withering critique of these measures 
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by which legitimate rights would transformed through tardy humanitarianism into privileges to be 

conferred (or denied) by the colonial regime. Needless to say, the sexual regime that he upholds 

in the forest seems susceptible to precisely the same criticism. 

In a powerful rhetorical performance, Kimathi tells Lhe politicians that the colonial 

regime has no moral authority to call for talks. He contends as well that the moment for 

negotiation is over. He asserts: 

Did we not have a party 

When we first demanded independence? 

Did they not call us agitators 

When we chose peaceful means, 

When we asked to be treated 

With justice as human beings? 

We spoke through a party 

Which, as far as we were concerned, 

Was perfectly legitimate. 

And did they not ban that paity, 

Arrest its leaders, and force us to this bloodshed? (Dedan Kimathi 34-5) 

Watene's Kimathi remains a world apart from Henderson's Kimathi. He argues lucidly and 

logically. He explains in a calm, systematic, and elaborate way that the war was caused not by 

African degeneration into atavistic violence but rather by colonial intransigence. People resorted 

to violence when all other avenues for redress were closed to them. The violence was driven by 

very specific and rational political goals. Above all, at this late stage, the colonial regime has no 

moral authority to call for negotiation. Against the backdrop of these arguments, the 

characterization of Dedan Kimathi as a pro-imperialist play seems highly questionable. Watene's 

Kimathi refutes and radically revises Henderson's. 
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The encounter with the political representatives depicted in Watene's play shows Kimathi 

at the height of his moral clarity but, in aesthetic terms, it also sows the seeds for his tragic fall. 

As the play makes clear, by the time of this encounter, the movement had already lost the support 

of a substantial proportion of the black citizenry-the indifferent or hostile Christians, the 

loyalists who fought alongside the British, and even the increasingly isolated and heavily policed 

villagers. Although motivated, as Kimathi correctly remarks, by less than noble intentions, the 

British reformist agenda for a negotiated settlement has further eroded the Mau Mau's dwindling 

constituency. Without the support of the politicians or the villagers, there could be no chance for 

Mau Mau success. Kimathi pleads emotionally, but in vain, against "the spongy hand of 

compromise" (Dedan Kimathi 37). He exhorts the Gikuyu political leaders not to betray the 

sacrifices of those who died in the war. The politicians' response is deadly for the cause: 

We've already shed our blood 

To make our liberty precious, 

But now we must face the truth. 

It's bitter but we have to accept it. 

We haven't got enough guns to fight 

The ever increasing oppression. 

We should sit down at the table and talk. (Dedan Kimathi 36- 37) 

Confronted by the overwhelming military might of the British, the politicians advocate 

compromise and surrender, while Kimathi exhorts defiance and determination. Kimathi's 

exhortations derive from an idealistic moralism, a romantic longing for postcolonial revolution; 

the politicians advocate compromise from the standpoint of unavoidable, if undesirable, objective 

reality. No compromise appears possible between the two positions. The politicians withdraw 

their support for the movement, a decision that ensures the defeat of the Mau Mau. Kimathi's 

tragedy is, at least in part, determined from without. From this perspective, Dedan Kimathi 
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represents an indictment of the cowardice and timidity of the political class in colonial Kenya, a 

reading that would be quite contrary to the play' s pro-imperialist reputation among its nationalist 

critics. 

Although Kimathi vigorously denounces the prospect of political compromise or 

"untriumphant victory," as he clumsily terms it, in moments of self-doubt he seems to recognize 

the futility of continuing to fight under present circumstances. In one conversation, both Kimathi 

and Rhino ponder what the future holds. Ever the optimist, Rhino nan-ates a fantasy of Mau Mau 

triumph and political independence. However, even this triumphal narrative is haunted by the 

prospect of failure. In an oblique recognition of their dire present circumstances, one of the things 

that Rhino yearns for at independence is a well-trained and wcll-anncd army able to uphold 

liberty of the country. The vision of future plentitude underscores the nightmare of present lack. 

Kimathi's response to Rhino's triumph fantasy is muted: "l wish it could end that well./ I wish I 

could feel myself/ Rising to such heights" (Dedan Kimathi 48). Sensing his leader's pessimism, 

Rhino tries lo lift Kimathi's spirits: "You'd do so well./ With your vision and knowledge,/ With 

your supernatural aides,/ You could set up an army/ Unequalled in this continent" (Dedan 

Kimathi 48). Kimathi demurs. In resigned terms, he points lo the pragmatic difficulties of 

building a good army: "A good army needs weapons./ Good weapons need money./ It's hard to 

build a good army/ Even if we have a chance" (Dedan Kimathi 48). We confront here the 

poignant spectacle of a man "de-mythified," a man confronting the reality that the nobility of 

one's cause is insufficient to ensure victory, that battles are at a very basic level determined by 

which side possesses the superior fighting force. We confront here the poignant spectacle of a 

man confronting the tragedy of his life. Bearing in mind the historical defeat of the Mau Mau as 

the questions that Watene's play poses regarding the price and prospects of freedom and 

democracy would have seemed pressing for Kenyan audiences in the 1970s. The reality of 

political repression and ncocolonial exploitation in postcolonial Kenya would have made these 

questions all the more relevant. Watene's play provides a probing and disturbing fictional account 
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of the internal and external circumstances of the defeat of the Mau Mau. Driven by the discourse 

of nationalism and by adherence to a narrow political norm, critics who seem never to have 

seriously engaged with this play, have been inclined to dismiss it out of hand. Such critics would 

do well to pull this probing text out of the shadows of casual and pathologizing dismissal. 

The Myth of a Revolutionary Kenyan National Identity: Reading The Trial of Dedan 

Kimathi. 

In an important passage in The Wretched of the Earth Frantz Fanon addresses the question 

of "national culture": 

The artist who has decided to illustrate the truths of the nation turns 

paradoxically toward the past and away from actual events. What he ultimately 

intends to embrace arc in fact the castoffs of thought, its shells and corpses, a 

knowledge which has been stabilized once and for all. But the native intellectual 

who wishes to create an authentic work of art must realize that the truths of a 

nation are in the first place its realities. He must go on until he has found the 

seething pot out of which the learning of the future will emerge.66 

In writing The Trial of Dedan Kimathi, Ngugi and Mugo insist on the literal truthfulness of a 

heroic national past. In reviving the Mau Mau and Dcdan Kimathi as the revolutionary ideal for 

postcolonial Kenyan society did they embrace the castsoffs of thought"? Does the complexity of 

the present-day struggle for justice in postcolonial Kenya not require that the ghost of Kimathi be 

buried rather than revivified and reified? 

Ngugi and Mugo's myth of Kenyan national unity hinges on a temporal trinity. The play 

turns on three disjunctive but crisscrossing periods of time. The action of the play revolves 

around a dramatic past-the long narrative of black exploitation (slavery and colonialism) 

throughout the globe; a dramatic present-the trial and conviction of Dedan Kimathi, the leader 
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of the Mau Mau; and a dramatic future-----the betrayal of the ideals of the Mau Mau by an African 

regime in neocolonial Kenya. The three periods find unity in the messianic figure of Dedan 

Kimathi, the revolutionary leader of the war of independence in Kenya, who transcends the limits 

of his own time and place. The entire history of black resistance to centuries of imperial 

domination culminates in success in Kimathi's militant stand against the British in colonial 

Kenya. At the same time, however, Kimathi anticipates the future defeat of the revolution and 

condemns the reactionary turn of events in postcolonial Kenya. The specific betrayal of the Mau 

Mau by the political elite in postcolonial Kenya stands prefigured according to the play in the 

general history of black peoples. Despite its surface triumphalism, the racialized world history the 

play presents is more a catalogue of such elite betrayals than a document of peasant and worker 

heroism. 

The dramatic present of The Trial of Dedan Kimathi tells two seemingly distinct but 

ultimately entwined stories. The first of these, dramatically enacted in the opening and repeated 

several times during the course of the play, tells the story of the trial and conviction of Kimathi 

for being "in the possession of a firearm, namely a revolver, without a licence, contrary to section 

89 of the penal code, which under Special Emergency Regulations constitutes a criminal 

offoncc."67 Even though he charged with a capital offence, he is charged as common criminal and 

not as revolutionary leader. At its most basic level, the unfolding of a routine criminal case 

against Kimathi prefigures and structures the play. The specific event of Kimathi' s trial is situated 

both inside and outside the temporal world of the play. The play's "opening" does not constitute a 

scene in a conventional sense. Titled "Opening," it consists of a brief court appearance by 

Kimathi. The play opens to a racially segregated, overcrowded courtroom in colonial Kenya 

where "Africans squeeze around one side seated on rough benches. Whites occupy more 

comfortable seats on the opposite side" (The Trial of Dedan Kimathi 3). The accused, heavily 

chained and heavily guarded (by a European officer and two Africans), seats on the dock. The 

presiding white judge reads the gun possession charges against the accused. He refuses to enter a 
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plea. After the charge is read a second time, there is, in the words of the stage directions, 

"[s)ilence for some seconds. Sudden darkness" (The Trial of Dedan Kimathi 3) As abruptly as it 

began, the "opening" comes to a close. 

Through this opening scene, the play establishes its temporal prioritics-Kimathi comes 

to embody messianic time. Abstracted from its 1957 specificity, his trial is transformed into a 

transcendental moment in global black history. The formal beginning of the play, what Ngugi and 

Mugo call the "First Movement," returns not to the prefatoiy scene of the trial but to a different 

temporal order altogether, that is, a mimed enactment of what the stage direction terms "lhe Black 

man's history." This histoty constitutes the pedagogical address of the play: events that unfold 

subsequently in the play are to be interpreted against the backdrop of the foregrounded history. It 

features a dramatization of the black aesthetic ideology of the Literature Department of the 

University of Nairobi; it also affirms the black nationalist ideology of Festac. Kimathi's story 

culminates and fulfills black people's long history of anticolonial struggle. 

The mimed reenactment of black history concludes with an "angry procession of defiant 

blacks, chanting anti-imperialist slogans through songs and thunderous shouts" (The Trial of 

Dedan Kimathi 5). The procession is not identified spatially or temporally-they could be blacks 

anywhere in a generalized African continent or indeed the black diaspora. They chant: 

"Tutanyakua mashamba yetu! / Tutakomboa Afrika yetu. / Tutanyakua viwanda vyetu !" (Trial of 

Dedan Kimathi 5). ("We will seize back our farms! We will liberate Africa! We will seize back 

our industries!") Despite its Swahili specificity, the chant claims universal application throughout 

(neo)colonial Africa and the African disapora. [n fact, it serves as a generalized exhortation to 

colonized African subjects to "rally around the gun [to break the] exploiters' chains!" (The Trial 

of Dedan Kimathi 5). The chant prefigures the "People's Song and Dance" that closes the play at 

the conclusion of Kimathi's trial. There is a seamless transition from the address to a generalized 

black polity (at an undisclosed place and time) at the beginning of the play, to the specificity of 

the Mau Mau Rebellion in late colonial Kenya, to the postcolonial rebellion ( viewed from the 
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perspective of the seventies) at the close of the play. The crowd concludes its anti-imperialist 

chant with a chorus that applies specifically to the state of emergency in Kenya in the 1950s: 

"Kupigwa na kufungwajela / Hakutatuzuia sisi wanainchi / Kunyakua uhuru I Na mashamba 

yetu" (The Trial ofDedan Kimathi 6). "Beatings and jail sentences," they sing defiantly, "will not 

prevent citizens from claiming their independence and seizing back their fanns." In a haunting 

final image, the song of defiance is cut short by the burst of gunfire. 

At the outset of the "First Movement," the stage directions inform us that "now a definite 

dawn breaks out over the stage," suggesting a break from the sernidarkness of the mythic time 

into real time. The action now unfolds in a specific time and place. The dramatic present unfolds 

the trial and conviction of Kimathi on a gun possession charge. Alongside that story, the play 

enacts the terror of everyday life in Kenya under the state of emergency. The court proceedings 

bring to the fore the extreme racial tensions in the Kenyan colony, with the settlers unable to 

understand why the civility of a criminal trial extends to a savage like Kimathi, and militant 

blacks, led by Woman and the fruit seller, plotting rescue missions. Outside the courtroom, 

several attempts are made by the colonial regime using delegations of businessmen, politicians, 

and a priest to secure Kimathi's cooperation with and legitimation of the criminal proceedings in 

exchange for not being condemned to death. A defiant Kimathi demurs, opting instead to use the 

occasion of the court case as a forum for pronouncing his radical anticolonia1, anticapitalist 

politics. 

Tied to the story of Kimathi in the dramatic present is the story of Boy and Girl and 

Woman. The three unnamed characters transparently denote allegorical national figures, the 

revolulionary family ideal for the new emerging neo-colonial nation. The Woman stands for the 

mother of the nation, and the two youths embody the gendered national future. Kimathi plays the 

role of the absent but all-too-present father in this new national family, the father who sacrifices 

everything for the future freedom and prosperity of his family. Like the Kenyan nation for which 

they are allegories, the contingencies of history and not consanguinity hold this ideal family 

216 



together. At first, there appears to be a striking contrast between the apparently momentous-the 

trial of the leader of the fre.edom movement-and the seemingly mundane-the petty eve1yday 

life of the apolitical Boy and Girl. With Kimathi's fate and that of the Kenyan nation hanging in 

the balance, Boy and Girl fight over the petty spoils of their begging missions in Nairobi. But, 

through Woman, the play establishes a fundamental connection between the two stories. The 

Trial of Dedan Kimathi enacts a drama of political education. Under the tutelage of Woman, Boy 

and Girl are schooled on the political, economic, and military struggles confronting Kenya. By 

the end of the play, Boy and Girl, politicized and united, take up the mantle of the struggle from 

the fallen (or risen) Kimathi. The play aims to offer political education to its Kenyan audience 

and readers. It holds oul Boy and Girl, characters singled out for their ordinariness and 

anonymity, as examples of the revolutionary ideal. 

Early in the play, Boy tells the story of his life, a story of extreme deprivation and 

suffering. It is the story of past and present exploitation in colonial Kenya and the coming 

exploitation in postcolonial Kenya. Though apparently unconnected to the trial, the story of his 

deprived life justifies Kimathi's violent struggle. We learn that Boy's father had been reduced to 

poverty when his land was taken away by "one of his relatives who worked as a court interpreter" 

(The Trial of Dedan Kimathi 18). The play implies that the man in question was an interpreter for 

the colonial court who used that position to acquire property corruptly. "Now," Boy continues, 

"that man is a big government chief and a big landowner" (The Trial of Dedan Kimathi 18). The 

"now" in Boy's narrative rather incongruously refers to the postcolonial realities of Kenya in the 

'70s and not the era of late colonialism (the play's setting). Deprived of his land, Boy's father was 

forced to migrate to Nairobi for work as an unskilled laborer. He dies of neglect after an industrial 

accident, leaving his orphaned child destitute: "l have fought with dogs and cats in the rubbish 

bins, for food. And I also remember this bakery. It belonged to an Indian. Periodically, he would 

throw away the rotten bread. We all ran for it. This pit is mine. This pipa is mine. Dogs, cats, 

girls, boys, all. But we also learnt how to Jive and we became men and women before our time" 
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(The Trial of Dedan Kimathi 19). Boy's story unfolds in the apparent context of colonialism. But 

from the perspective of the production and publication. of The Trial of Dedan Kimathi, it seems to 

recount the story of life in postcolonial Kenya, a polity in which political and legal powers are 

still routinely used to dispossess the disadvantaged and whose capital plays host to thousands of 

starving, begging children. 

Boy's story moves Woman to hint at the story of her own downfall and redemption in 

colonial Kenya: "I too have lived in the city. l know the life you have described. Fighting ... 

Drinking ... Kangari, karubu, busaa, chang'aa ... Mathare Valley ... Pumwani ... all that and 

more. I was a bad woman ... a lost stinking life ... until I heard the call" (The Trial of Dedan 

Kimathi 19). She talks of drinking homemade liquor in working class and poor neighborhoods. 

The "call" she talks about is a call to arms, that is, to mobilization in the face of oppression, "[t]he 

call of our people. The humiliated, the injured, the insulted, the exploited, the submerged millions 

of labouring men and women of Kenya" (The Trial of Dedan Kimathi 19). Boy. whose energies 

are still devoted to getting hack from Girl the money she allegedly stole from him, does not 

understand Woman's exhortation. He thinks that the call refers to Christian conversion. Boy's 

humorous lack of understanding sets in motion a central conflict in this pedagogical drama. Will 

he. during the course of the play, come to understand the root cause of his misery? Will he, 

having learned the right political lessons, be moved to action? 

Woman leaves him with an urgent challenge that is ideally addressed to the peasants and 

workers of postcolonial Kenya: 

And you call yourself am.an! What is it you don't understand? The things I talk 

about are written all over, written like large signs everywhere. {pause]: The day 

you understand why your father died: the day you ask yourself whether it was 

right for him to die; the day you ask yourself, "What can I do so that another 

shall not be made to die under such grisly circumstances?" that day, my son, 
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you'll become a man. Just now you are a beast and the girl was right to call you a 

brute. (The Trial of Dedan Kimathi l 9) 

The play hinges on Boy's tortured ascent to manhood as Woman defines it, that is, to muscular 

political self-knowledge. At the end of the play, he emerges as the new leader, replacing Kimathi, 

his nonbiological father, in the struggle against oppression and exploitation. 

Boy's political education and his radical transformation from an apolitical street urchin to 

a militant political leader begins somewhat inauspiciously when Woman recruits him, without his 

knowledge or consent, for a mission to re:-cue Kimathi. Without much of an explanation, she asks 

him to deliver a parcel to the fruit seller. Grateful for the money that Woman provided him 

earlier, Boy accepts the mission, not knowing that the parcel includes a gun. In the course of 

running the errand for Woman, Boy encounters Girl, his erstwhile nemesis. Even though he is at 

first inclined to continue pestering her over the money he f ccls that she stole from him, the voice 

of Woman admonishes him. He makes peace with Girl. Woman's message prevails: the country 

should unite across the sexual and class differences that divide it and fight its common enemy, 

imperialist oppression. 

Girl's story complements Boy's, even though the two characters think of themselves as 

adversaries at the beginning of the play. By the end of the play, they become brother and sister in 

struggle, a perfect union. Like Boy's, Girl's story recounts a life of deprivation. Unlike Boy's, 

hers includes sexual abuse: 

I'm ... tired . . . of ... running. All my life I have been running. On the run. On 

the road. Men molesting me. I was once a dutiful daughter. A nice Christian 

home. It was in the settled area. CHRIST IS THE HEAD OF THIS HOUSE THE 

UNSEEN GUEST AT EVERY MEAL THE SILENT LISTENER TO EVERY 

CONVERSA TTON. l ran away from school because the headmaster wanted to do 

wicked things with me. (The Trial of Dedan Kimathi 41) 
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Ngugi and Mugo strive to establish a colonial context for this story of sexual abuse and economic 

deprivation. One of Girl's principal tormentors is a white settler. But even more than Boy's story, 

Girl's suffering lacks specific ties to the period of colonialism. Her experiences typify the lives of 

many young girls and women in postcolonial Kenya. The deprivations of the colonial era have 

persisted in the postcolonial era. The ideals of freedom, and the ideals for which Kimathi 

sacrificed his life have yet to be realized. The play hinges more on a lamentation and call arms 

than a celebration and remembrance of things past. After a life on the run, Girl resolves to stand 

and fight for her dignity and personal freedom. A "fallen woman," she seeks to redeem herself 

and the nation with her. If Boy resolves to claim his manhood, she resolves to claim her 

womanhood. Together they proclaim a new myth of national unity predicated on equality and 

complementarity between the sexes. Read strictly in terms of Boy's and Girl's education, the play 

can be understood as a call to political struggle not predicated on claims to historical truth. 

The Trial of Dedan Kimathi consists of two parallel stories loosely held together by 

temporal coincidence. The play dramatizes the story of Ki mathi resisting temptation to renounce 

the freedom struggle and save his life. The temptations are proffered variously by the priest, the 

African and Indian businessmen, the banker and the politician. Kimathi's story, though set in 

colonial Kenya in the late '50s, consists of an indictment of the economic, religious, and political 

elite who governed ostensibly independent Kenya in the 1970s. Concurrent with the narrative of 

Kimathi's heroism in the face of temptation (and ultimately torture) is the story of Boy's and 

Girl's politicization. Even as Kimathi is tempted unsuccessfully by a number of historical actors 

to betray the freedom struggle, Boy and Girl are recruited by Woman to join the struggle in 

Kimathi's name, in Kimathi's stead. When together they discover that the innocuous looking 

parcel that Woman gave Boy conceals a gun, Boy's first impulse is to surrender it to the police. 

Girl informs him, not at all unreasonably, that were he to do so he would surely be executed as a 

220 



Mau Mau terrorist. At this point, paralyzed by indecision and inaction, Boy is visited by 

Woman's admonishment lo remember the grisly circumstances of his father's death. This marks 

the moment of Boy's and Girl's political conversions. In the words of playwright Berthold 

Brecht, this is the moment of gestus when social contradictions are exposed and resolved. 

Boy and Girl resolve to rescue Kimathi. While certainly not complete, their political 

education has begun. It remains only for Woman to redirect their energies away from the singular 

focus of rescuing Kimathi (a specific individual) to the more general task of redeeming the nation 

as a whole. At the moment of political conversion, the stage directions call for a poignant scene: 

"Girl and Boy sit at the feet of the woman. It should be symbolic: the woman now represents all 

the working mothers talking to their children" (The Trial of Dedan Kimathi 59). Early in the play, 

Woman appears inclined to rescue Kimathi "the genius in this struggle" (The Trial of Dedan 

Kimathi 61). She believes it important that Kimathi be rescued "even at the cost of a few lives" 

(The Trial ofDedan Kimathi 61). However, by the end of the play, when Woman is herself 

arrested and Boy and Girl vow to continue the struggle, the symbolism of Kimathi's heroism 

comes to supersede the need for his individual rescue. His death, as the People's Song and Dance 

makes clear, ignites the fire of revolution from east to west and north to south. 

The temporal trinity of the play has certai.n conceptual consequences. Nicholas Brown 

notes an instructive contradiction in the logic of The Trial of Dedan Kimathi. On the one hand, 

the text appears lo celebrate a successful anticolonial revolution condensed in the image of Dedan 

Kimathi, the Mau Mau guerilla leader. On the other hand, it portrays independent Kenya as the 

continuation of imperialism by other means and calls for a peasant and worker revolution. Is the 

play a belated celebration of a revolutionary past or a utopian call for revolution in the future? Ts 

the central argument in the play that Kimathi's martyrdom "ultimately led to real independence" 

or that Kimathi' s betrayed and defeated revolutionary spirit mu st be revived in order to ensure "a 

future victory, again st a 'new enemy' ?"68 Brown suggests that the contradictory impulses of the 

play undercut its radical political message: "In The Trial of Dedan Kimathi, the allegorical 
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representations of revolutionary consciousness subverted itself by celebrating as heroic victory

the future peasant revolution-what it must simultaneously show to be defeat-the failure of the 

1 , ,,69 past peasant revo ut1on. 

Jn "Melodrama and the 'Political Unconscious,"' Brian Crow perceptively interprets The 

Trial of Dedan Kimathi as a political melodrama. The play confronts its Kenyan audiences and 

readers "with the characteristic conjunction ofmoralism and emotionalism."70 As Crow explains, 

melodrama "is marked by rhetorical extravagance or excess, the characters giving uninhibited 

utterance, whenever and wherever possible, to their innermost thoughts."71 ln its classic form, 

melodrama depicts the battle between good and evil: "The action is usually sensational, 

frequently involving the apparently irresistible threat to innocence posed by evil and the eventual 

triumph, against all odds, of the former. A conflict between good and evil, presented in clear-cut 

and absolute terms, is at the heart of melodramatic vision and its dramatic form.',n "Melodrama," 

Crow concludes, consists of "not only a drama of morality, in which the immanence of moral 

forces is insisted upon, it is also a moralistic drama in the sense that the ethical agon typically 

culminates in the triumph of good over its antagonist."73 

Read in terms of its own nationalist intentions, The Trial of Dedan Kimathi appears 

melodramatic in Crow's sense of the term. Ngugi and Mugo's play turns on its emotional 

nationalist appeal. "The emotional appeal of [The Trial of] Dedan Kimathi," Crow argues, 

"consists in the spectacle of the suffering of a blameless victim whom the audience is invited to 

identify with.''74 This audience-identification is solicited and obtained in racialized national terms. 

In characteristically melodramatic mode, Kimathi, the blameless victim of imperialism, struggles 

heroically but is finally destroyed. However, his demise represents a profound moral and political 

victory: "He refuses to be influenced by attempts to seduce him away from the cause he leads ... 

he addresses his captors and accusers, indicting them for their crimes and exhorting the masses to 

continue the struggle."75 He becomes a national martyr. 
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In typical melodramatic mode, Kimathi's antagonists in the play are characterized in such 

a way as to "reinforce empathy for the heroic protagonist."76 The imperialists-such characters as 

Shaw Henderson and the white settler who brandishes a gun during one of Kimathi's court 

appearances-are deliberately caricatured. They are portrayed, Crow contends, as "hysterical 

racists." He cites the example the outburst of a white settler during Kimathi, whom the stage 

direction describes as "foaming with rage like a madman."77 For readers of Ngugi's novels, the 

obvious comparison to be drawn here is to the drastically different character realization of the 

white settlers in A Grain of Wheat. Although the novel is motivated by unambiguous nationalist 

sentiments, it makes every effort to humanize the outgoing colonial authorities so that the 

departing colonial administrator, Thompson, emerges as a sympathetic character. The play, in 

contrast, hinges, at a fundamental level, on a simple and unambiguous anti-imperialist moral 

clarity. Ngugi and Mugo's drama makes an emotional appeal to the citizens of Kenya to live up to 

the ideals embodied by the figure of Kimathi, to complete the revolution that he began. 

Like Brown, Crow asserts that the play's simple moralism risks subverting its 

revolutionary agenda. The play' s racialized emotionalism appears reassuring to the Kenyan 

political, economic, and cultural elite, even though the "purpose of [The Trial of Dedan] Kimathi 

is very far from providing ideological consolation to this group, which is portrayed as the enemy 

of Kimathi and the willing collaborator with colonialism."78 By creating a monstrous white 

enemy and resorting to an emotional appeal for black racial solidarity throughout history, the play 

risks letting privileged black classes off the hook for their complicity in exploitation in 

postcolonial Kenya. A dubious narrative of black racial solidarity serves to obscure actually 

existing class divisions in postcolonial Kenya. It is instructive that afler the play' s inaugural 

performance at the Kenya National Theater, a large bourgeois black audience felt empowered to 

march in protest to the nearly Norfolk Hotel, a five star establishment with a disproportionately 

white audience. In his writing, Ngugi celebrates this fact, ignoring the fact that the play hinges on 

a forceful repudiation of contemporary black bourgeoisie and not just white settlers. Why would a 
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text driven by a Marxist social critique simultaneously project an emotional, racial, and national 

identification equally available to all Kenyans of all classes? What accounts for the melodramatic 

rhetorical and charactological extravagances of The Trial of Dedan Kimathi? In a powerful 

illustration of the license and limits of imaginary politics, Crow insightfully suggests that the 

"rhetorical excess of [The Trial of] Dedan Kimathi is in direct proportion to the absence of any 

mass-based political engagements in Kenya capable of realizing successfully the political 

objectives called for by the play."79 He argues: 

Unable to make an appeal to any really existing oppositional force in Kenya, 

unable to delineate or assume the existence of any mass movement dedicated to 

the overthrow of neo-colonialism, the dramatists resort to an over compensatory 

rhetorical mode, in which the affective force generated by the drama breaks 

through, so to speak, an unpropitious reality to celebrate an emotive but 

imaginary liberation.80 

Crow's contention that the political in The Trial of Dedan Kimathi confines itself to the realm of 

the imaginary (in the narrow and negative sense of that tenn) seems irrefutable. This suggests that 

the play is usefully read as an index of the authors' anxiety, if not despair, regarding the actual 

prospects for radical democratic politics in Kenya. Notwithstanding Ngugi and Mugo's repeated 

assertions of faith in the peasants and workers of Kenya, the play overcompensates for its lack of 

constituency by pr~jecting as normative truth a myth of national unity. This is less a play with a 

passion for social change that has yet to find its agents than a text haunted by the thought that 

such agents may never come to be. 

Despile lhe authors strained insistence in the preface that their play represents the Kenyan 

masses for the first time in Kenyan letters, in light of the political realities surrounding the play's 

production we can conclude that The Trial ofDedan Kimathi is an elaborate fantasy embracing a 

radical politics never actually realized or anywhere in prospect. There is nothing illegitimate 
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about such literary fantasies as long as they do not claim historical or political truth. Such 

fantasies may in fact be justified as "necessary fictions" in the face of an unlivable present. In 

their effort to inaugurate a national culture and shift the arena of struggle from the field of politics 

to the field of culture, Ngugi and Mugo verge on mistaking the provisional necessity of their 

fiction for truths about the radical nature of the black nation and the black race. In so doing they 

blunt, rather than sharpen, the message of their radical social critique. They also contract the 

space of both the literary and historical imagination. Works such as W atene' s much despised 

Declan Kimathi are invaluable as aesthetic projects even though, or perhaps precisely because, 

they dramatize different cultural fictions regarding Kenya's colonial past and future prospects 

from those in Ngugi and Mugo's play. 

Remembering Kamiriithu: 1 Will Marry When l Want. 

The Text of Ngugi wa Thiong'o and Ngugi wa Mirii's of 1 Will Marry When I Want 

revolves around two distinct discourses. On the one hand, the play presents a nationalist discourse 

of cultural authenticity. It embodies the "real" national culture because it was written in Gikuyu, 

was produced in a rural polity by untrained local actors. and was about the everyday life of 

peasants and workers. On the other hand, the play unfolds self-consciously as a kind of agitation 

propaganda. It valorizes peasant and worker culture to such an extent that every important 

episode in the play is includes a traditional Gikuyu dance to show how authentically African this 

culture is. Typically, the dance comes after the episode has been elaborated and/or resolved. In 

other words, the dances arc extradiegetic, merely illustrating or demonstraling a point that has 

already been sufficiently explained in the action of the play. A good example occurs early in the 

drama when Kiguunda and Wangeci, the dispossessed and deprived couple in the play, reminisce 

about their courtship and. marriage. Encouraged by his wife's affectionate teasing, Kiguunda 

nostalgically remembers the Mucung'wa dance of their courtship. As he remembers, he begins to 

perform the dance, and the stage directions call for actual dancers to materialize on stage as if 

from his imagination: "In his head he begins to see the vision of how they used to dance the 
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Mucung'wa. Actual dancers now appear on the stage led by Kiguunda and his wife."81 Though 

powerful in terms of stagecraft, the dance that follows seems to have little function in the drama: 

no new information is conveyed by means of this flashback. It is as if the play, by means of an 

elaborate dance spectacle, legitimates the cultural practices of its audiences and, at the same time, 

proves its own authenticity. 

Concurrent with the discourse of cultural authenticity, however, the two Ngugis seem 

driven by a strong desire to radically change the postcolonial polis. In other words, inscribed 

within a discourse of its cultural authenticity is a harsh political critique of fundamental aspects of 

peasant and worker culture-specifically, empty materialism and political passivity. The two 

Ngugis take advantage of an invitation to participate in cultural production and consumption 

outside the restrictions of formal school culture to attempt to intervene in the politics of everyday 

village life. The traditional courtship dance, for example, concludes with an abruptly introduced 

but quite explicit political exhortation: "The crown of victory should be taken away from traitors/ 

And be handed back to patriots/ Like Kimaathi's patriotic heroes" (/ Will Marry "When I Want 

13). What began as one couple's rather pathetic remembrance of things past from the perspective 

of present poverty concludes with an explicit condemnation of the prevailing social order and a 

charged evocation of K.imaathi, for Ngugi' s audience, the unquestioned hero of the war of 

independence. The margins of the English text published in 1982 arc littered with explanations of 

the historical context of the play-what the Emergecy was and who Kamathi was. As the 

deprived residents of a village that, in living memory, endured the brunt of colonial era 

emergency regulations, the peasants an<l workers in Ngugi' s audience require none of these. 

Consigned to poverty by an exploitative and repressive postcolonial regime, they require no 

persuading that the cause of the war of independence had been betrayed. 

Set in a village, Will Marry "When I Want unfolds as a contest between the ''haves" and 

"have nots" in postcolonial Kenya. The play dramatizes a conflict between two patriarchal 

families, the one-Kiguunda's----characterized by appalling material lack, the other-Ahab K.ioi 
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W a Kanoru' s-by conspicuous material excess. Act One presents a vivid physical display of the 

poverty of the peasant family: "Kiguunda's home. A square, mud-walled, white-ochred, 

one-roomed house. The white ochre is fading. In one corner can be seen Kiguunda and Wangeci's 

bed. In another can be seen a pile of rags on the t1oor" (/ Will Marry When I Want 3). The play 

opens, in other words, with a graphic depiction for its Kamiriithu audiences of their own deprived 

material circumstances. K.iguW1da, the head of the house, holds onto the title deed to his one acre 

plot of land, a pathetic symbol of his diminished manhood in a masculinized economy: "A man 

brags about his own penis," Kiguunda says, "However tiny"(/ Will Marry When I Want 4). 

The deprivation of the Kiguunda' s household stands conlrasted to the ostentation of the 

Kioi household: 

Kioi's home, in the evening. A big well-furnished house. Sofa seats, TV, 

radiogram, plastic t1owers on the table, and so on. Electric lights. On the walls 

are several photographs. On one wall can be seen a board with the words: 

"CHRIST IS THE HEAD OF THIS HOUSE, THE UNSEEN GUEST AT 

EVERY MEAL, THE SILENT LISTENER TO EVERY CONVERSATION." 

There is also a picture of a hairy Nebuchadnezzar turned into an animal. 

JEZEBEL, NDUGIRE and HELEN are at table. The table has all sorts of dishes. 

There is also water on the table in a huge glass container. AW AITER stands by. 

(I Will Marry When I Want 74-5) 

This image of plenitude also contrasts sharply with the scarcity experienced every day by 

Kamiriithu peasants and workers. 

The play strives to put the existence of poverty and wealth in lhe postcolony in historical 

perspective, that is, to account for both Kiguunda and Kioi. The two families are entwined at 

multiple levels. Their actions during the state of emergency in late colonial Kenya provide the 

historical basis for the events of the drama. Confronted with the inequities of colonial rule, 

227 



Kiguunda, the patriarchal head of one household, opted to resist or, at any rate, not to capitulate. 

The play suggests that his current poverty-and that of the family that he heads-is the direct 

consequence of that choice. Kioi and his family would have us believe that their material 

privilege is the harvest of their Christian civility. The play suggests, however, that Kioi profited 

from collaboration with colonialism as well as the corrupt practices of the postcolonial regime. 

The play suggests that, in the perverted moral economy of colonialism, those who collaborate 

with the government invariably benefit. Embittered by years of material deprivation, Wangeci 

asks her heroic husband: "Who prevented you from selling out?/ Today we would be seeing you 

/Indifferent models of Mercedes Benzes, I With stolen herds of cows and sheep,/ With huge 

plantations,/ With servants to look after your massive properties" (/ Will Marry When T Want 13). 

Wangeci's rebuke has to be understood in the context of her extreme material deprivation. Rather 

like Nyokabi in Weep Not, Child, Wangeci has been driven to embrace materialism by years of 

abject poverty-she wants for herself and her family the material comfons enjoyed by the Kioi 

family. While in the language of the Marxist critique that undergirds the play, she suffers from 

false consciousness, she is by no means an unsympathetic character. 

The connections that bind the Kioi and Kiguunda families are more intimate than the 

general conditions of their respective class positions. Kiguunda, a farm laborer, is one of Kioi's 

most faithful and docile employees. As well, their children are dating. Kiguunda and Wangeci 

mistakenly believe that Kioi'~ son, John Muhuuni, intends to marry their daughter Gathoni. They 

imagine that this marriage will ensure their upward mobility to both Christian civility and 

material privilege. In anticipation of their conversion from rags to riches, they obtain credit to 

rebuild their modest dwelling into a poor imitation of Kioi's house. This pathetic bid for material 

success sows the seeds for their further ruination when a pregnant Gathoni is abandoned by her 

lover, and they are saddled with a debt that they cannot hope to pay. They lose the small piece of 

land that was still in their posse~sion. In crudely didactic terms, the play intends to warn the 
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peasants and workers of Kamiriithu of the dangers of materialism even in the face of their squalid 

existence. 

As the play unfolds, the authors introduce a third patriarchal family headed by Gicaamba, 

a factory worker to disturb the binary opposition motivating the play. Though seemingly 

marginal, Gicaamba is, in fact, as Gikandi suggests, the "hero of the play," standing as he docs, 

astride the two entwined families.82 Introduced at pivotal moments in the drama, Gicaamba is the 

thinly disguised voice of the intellectual authors. The two Ngugis deploy Gicaamba, whose views 

of the world are determined by the concrete reality of exploited labor, to present a powerful 

critique of Kamiriithu society on the basis of historical and dialectical materialism. His speeches 

are directed as much at the workers and peasants in the audience as they are they are at Kiguunda 

and Wangeci. If the two peasants embody false consciousness, Gicaamba provides the alternative, 

true historical consciousness. He cautions Kiguunda and Wangeci against being seduced by 

empty materialism. At the conclusion of the play, when things have turned out disastrously for 

Kiguunda and Wangcci, Gicaamba exhorts the audience directly not to follow their example, but 

instead to identify their enemy and organize. His goal can be summarized quite simply: "What 

would we not have in our village?/ Good public schools,/ Good house& for the workers,/ Good 

houses for the peasants,/ And several other industries/ In which the unemployed can be 

absorbed"(/ Will Marry When T Want 37). He voices Ngugi's desire for social change, a desire 

that insinuates itself into the body of a text driven by a discourse of cultural authenticity. 

There exists another, less complimentary, way of looking at Gicaamba, a character, who 

rather like Karega in Petals of Blood, speaks to the world in a peculiarly intellectual tone out of 

keeping with his life circumstances. Beyond his incongruous critical vocabulary and the 

conceptual categories he employs, Gicaamba seems unrealistic at a rather basic charactological 

level. We may remark in an analogous way about the fanaticism of Gicaamba's Marxist 

convictions in I WilL Marry When T Want: "Gicaamba does not live, he politicks !" The stage 

directions describe Gicaamba as a man "who speaks with a conviction that shows that he has 
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thought deeply about these matters [the oppression of workers and peasants]. He uses a lot 

movement, gestures, mimicry, miming, imitation, impersonation any and every dramatic device 

to convey his message"(/ Will Marry When I Want 33). Tt is all but impossible to imagine how 

these stage directions may be realized in performance. Gicaamba is depicted as an extremely 

somber and serious man with such substantial and consequential thoughts that the other 

characters appear lowly and ignorant by comparison. Gicaamba seems so fanatical about 

articulating his particular political vision that he regards the comments of his interlocutors as 

interruptions to be rather impatiently tolerated before resuming his serious discourse. In short, 

Gicaamba emerges as a rather unrealistic and unsympathetic character. His political message 

seems overwrought and unpersuasive. 

A symptomatic reading of Gicaamba may be suggestive: what does his unlikely 

characterization disclose about his intellectual creators? In my study of Petals of Blood, I sought 

to understand N gugi' s tum to an antique nationalism in terms of the crisis of the native 

intellectual. Fanon understands the embrace of tradition by the native intellectual as a desire to 

shrink away from an overwhelming Western culture. He goes on to examine the phenomenon of 

the native intellectual who, rather like Ngugi at Kamiriithu, goes back to his people by way of 

recognizing and celebrating their cultural achievements. Paradoxically, Fanon contends that such 

an intellectual "behaves in fact Like a foreigner."83 "Sometimes he has no hesitation using a 

dialect in order to show his will to be near as possible to the people," he continues, "but the ideas 

that he expresses and the preoccupations he is taken up with have no common yardstick to 

measure the real situation which the men and the women of his country know."84 Fanon's 

description of the paradigmatic postcolonial intellectual condition is an uncannily apt depiction of 

Ngugi's strategy at Kamiriithu. 

Fanon suggests that native intellectuals risk haranguing the people in whose name they 

purport to speak for not sharing their particular brand of political radicalism. Gicaamba's lengthy 

speeches in 1 Will Marry When I Want are a dramatic instance of such intellectual haranguing. 
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The tightly wound and ilhlisguised intellectual firebrand appears to be so far up in the clouds that 

he has no common yardstick with the other peasants and workers in the play. His doctrinaire 

characterization marks the space of inevitable distance between the discourses of intellectual 

practice and the politics of everyday peasant life. What is the role of the politically committed 

postcolonial intellectual in effecting social change given the politics of day-to-day African life? 

Confronted with the horrors of postcoloniality, is the intellectual condemned to wander between 

nonengagenient and vanguardism? ls the politically committed postcolonial scholar doomed to 

behave, in fact, like a foreigner? Does Ngugi necess,arily remain a foreigner at Kamiriithu his 

belated intentions and best efforts notwithstanding? 
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Conclusion: 

Between Irony and Tragedy: Chiekh Hamidou Kane's Ambiguous Adventure in Ambiguous 

Adventure. 

Throughout this book I have suggested that Ngugi's diverse oeuvre reveals the dilemma 

confronting the postc.;olonial intelledual. These dilemmas are intractable, defying easy resolution. 

Over the course of a long career as an academic, novelist and dramatist, he has struggled to 

formulate an aesthetic fully capable of representing the beleaguered, dispossessed and 

di.sempowered African postcolony. Every choice seems lo yield ambiguous results. Ngugi has 

tried embracing romantic narratives celebrating ancient Afrocentric origin myths, but such myths 

seem dubious historical validity or present-day utility. He has tried to produce epics of national 

possibility but been haunt by the prospect of inevitable postcolonial failure. He has broached the 

possibility of socialist revolution in pessimistic narratives invariably ending in defeat. He has 

constructed elaborate romantic narratives the disastrous outcomes of which seem to contest the 

very idea of romance. Disturbed by the gap between the relatively privileged intellectual and the 

extremely deprived masses, Ngugi has tried writing and producing plays in an African language 

but a limited intellectual imagination seems to survive the linguistic substitution. He has adopted 

a compelling Marxist critique, but a discourse of failure and despair pervades his narratives. I 

have argued throughout that one of the main problems is that, try as he may, Ngugi's work still 

reflects school culture, the idea that the intellectuals can define the culnrre of the country. 

Ngugi's ambiguous adventure may well be paradigmatic. He is hardly alone among the 

founding figures of modern African literature in addressing the di.lemmas of postcolonial 

intellectual formation. I turn, in conclusion, to the example of Chiekh Hamidou Kane, a writer 

whose work, like Ngugi's seems caught belween tragedy and irony, between nationalist romance 

and anti-romanlic critique. I want, above all, to emphasize that the problem I am addressing is 

intractable. As such, my conclusion does not posit a resolution, a way out for the postcolonial 
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intellectual. Tn an important essay, Kane explains his instrumentalist vision of m1 African 

aesthetic, a vision which is both consciously inscribed and unconsciously belied in his fiction. In 

"The African Writer and his Public," Kane discusses the aesthetic ideology of modern African 

literature as it emerged in the 1950s and '60s. The essay attempts to formulate aesthetic practices 

appropriate for the postcolonial African society and, in doing so, revises the nationalist aesthetic 

that produced such texts as Ambiguous Adventure. Let me hasten to point out that in this essay 

Kane does not reject instrumentalist-specifically African nationalist-conceptions of literature. 

He still believes that literature plays a key role in producing a new postcolonial African society 

dedicated to the well being of its citizens. What Kane does reject is the alienated instrumcntalism 

that, in his view, African literature unwittingly fell victim to during the age of decolonization. 

According to Kane, the founding texts of m<)dern African literature emerged in the 

context of anticolonialist nationalism when African writers well understood that "it was their duty 

to take part in this fight by putting their art at the service of their people."1 But as we shall sec 

presently, Kane's fiction seems more equivocal than the author's categorical pronouncements 

would suggest. In their desire to become politically engaged, African writers avoided "all 

gratuitousness in art and were ready to fight colonialism in all its forms until it would be wiped 

out for good a!S far as their country was concerned."2 The serious tone that dominates Ambiguous 

Adventure's anticolonial critique, however, is called into question by a competing humorous, if 

not irreverent, tone. Kane's conception of literature as a tool for fighting colonialism and 

restoring Africa arises out of what David Scott would term a romantic understanding of culture. 

ln the name of fighting colonialism, African writers felt impelled, Kane says, to give hope to the 

great mass of African people by "producing proof of the specific nature of Negro culture and 

traditions and showing that Africans can he proud of these, as of their history and cultural past."3 

Ambiguous Adventure b in part a romance that seeks through the heroism of its protagonist to 

transcend the unnaturalness of colonialism and return to the continent to wholeness. But like 
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Ngugi's early novels, Ambiguous Adventure ambiguously deploys an ironic counter-discourse 

that works to undermine the nationalist romance. 

Tn Kane's revised view, the problem with the nationalist literary mandate was that the 

African writer was called upon to address two ultimately incompatible audiences: a real world 

Western audience that was historically the primary reading public for these texts and an 

imaginary African public that provided the text's ideal audience as well as its ostensible subjects 

--or rather the subjects the author sought to establish. This observation captures one of the 

enduring problems in the creation of and the study of African literature in both the metropolitan 

and postcolonial academics. The colonial school played a decisive material and discursive role in 

resolving the tensions between these two conflicting audiences. Kane writes: "The colonial 

situation, the Western education of the writers, the extent and depth of receptivity of a European 

public, the language the writer has in common with his public, all determined the orientation of 

this writing."4 Despite authors' Afrocentric intentions, he concludes, all these factors conspired to 

produce an exotic body of putatively African writing that was actually authorized by the colonial 

school and effectively addressed to a European public. This contention makes clear that a 

particular institution and discourse of criticism preceded and constrained the emergence of what 

came to be known as African literature. Kane concludes his essay by calling on African writers to 

adopt traditional forms and aesthetic practices in order to create a truly posicolonial and authentic 

African literature. Kane's essay supports my argument that the proper context for the founding 

texts of African literatures is school culture and not national or continental or racial culture. 

In important respects Kane's early essay anticipates K wame Anthony Appiah' s 

exploration of the relationship between the "post" in postcolonial and the "post" in postmodern. 

Instead of the term "postcolonial," Appiah proposes "neotraditional" as a more appropriate 

description of the politics of everyday life in contemporary Africa. He is quite rightly troubled by 

the way in which the ostensible postcoloniality of African cultures has come to be looked at in 

both the metropolitan and African academy almost exclusively on the basis of readings of high 
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canonical literary works. He contends that artistic expression in Africa includes a range of 

neotraditional artworks in addition to the modem novel. He asserts that "to focus exclusively on 

the novel ( as theorists of contemporary African cultures have been inclined to do) is to distort the 

cultural situation and the significance within it of postcoloniality. "5 There would seem to be an 

unfortunate misstatement in the formulation of Appiah's argument. Although he uses the term 

"novel," it is quite clear from that he is referring to high cultural literary works of all genres 

(including poetry and drama). 

As Appiah defines it, ncotraditionalism refers to the way in which the practices of 

everyday life in contemporary Africa combine elements that are "traditional"-in the sense that 

they hark back to a real or imagined precolonial culture-and "neo"-in the sense that certain 

elements are distinctly colonial and postcolonial in reference. He suggests that, in general, the 

production and consumption of culture in postcolonial Africa is neotraditional rather than 

postcolonial. He gives the example of the general production and consumption of music: "There 

are distinclions of genre and audience in African musics, and for various cultural purposes there 

is something that we call 'traditional' music that we still practice and value. But village and urban 

dwellers alike, bourgeois and nonbourgcois, listen, through discs and, more importantly, on the 

radio, to reggae, to Michael Jackson, and to King Sonny Ade."6 

Appiah contrasts the unself--conscious eclecticism of neotraditional African popular 

cultures to the high agonism of elite African culture. The principal examples of high culture are 

texts of African literature in historically Western languages and aesthelic fonns, the kinds of texts 

that inform Jameson's reading of all Third World literature as necessarily national allegories. 

These texts can be read as national allegories precisely on account of their expressed desire to 

transcend or go beyond coloniality. These texts, and the postcolonial intellectuals who produce 

and/or comment on them, "are almost entirely dependent for their support on two institutions: the 

African university-an institution whose intellectual life is overwhelmingly constituted as 

Western-and the Euro-American publisher and reader."7 This double dependence means that 
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these ostensibly African texts "were written in the context of notions of politics and culture 

dominant in the French and British university and publishing worlds in the fifties and sixties."R 

"[P]art of what was held to be obvious both by these writers and by the high culture of Europe of 

the day," Appiah argues, "was that new literatures in new nations should be both anlicolonial and 

nationalist."9 This argument neatly recapitulates Kane's earlier arguments regarding the 

overdetcrmination of African literature by Euro-American literary institutions and discourses. In a 

remark that provides a crucial framework for discussions of Ngugi's fiction and drama (and also, 

I claim, of Kane's), Appiah concludes: "Even when these writers seek to escape the West-as 

Ngugi wa Thiong'o did in attempting to construct a Kikuyu peasant drama-their theories of their 

situation arc irreducibly informed by their Euro-American formation. Ngugi's conception of the 

writer's potential in politics is essentially that of the avant-garde, of Left modcrnism."10 Appiah's 

insights supports the claim that the founding texts of African literature are texts of colonial school 

cultures and not national cultures. For the high canonical writer, there is no getting outside the 

prisonhouse of colonial school culture. 

At the heart of Appiah's essay is the contention that it is possible to go through the 

experience of colonialism without becoming in any critical sense postcolonial; postcoloniality is 

peculiarly an intellectual disposition. He argues that all aspects of contemporary African cultural 

lifc-"including music and some sculpture and painting, even some writings with which the west 

is largely not familiar"-have been influenced, often powe,folly, by the transition of African 

societies through colonialism, but they are not all in the relevant sense postcolonial."11 Unlike 

postcolonial intellectuals, in their borrowings from a dazzling array of international forms, the 

producers and consumers of African popular culture are "remarkably insensitive to--not so much 

dismissive of as blind to--the issue of neocolonialism or 'cultural imperialism."'12 Appiah's 

contention that African popular literatures are blind to Africa's neocolonial situation may well be 

overly general and categorical. It is not very difficult to find examples of anticolonialism in 

African popular art. But the gap in the conception of culture and politics that he posits between 
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African high and popular cultures seems fundamentally right. Nevertheless, one could argue that 

the internal contradictions in novels such as Ngugi's early texts and Kane's Ambiguous Adventure 

may provide the means for a neotraditionalist critique of the presumptions of anticolonial 

nationalism. 

Kane's Ambiguous Adventure is part (nationalist) romance and part (postcolonial) 

tragedy. At one level, it is a romance exploring the promise of a postcolonial future in which the 

African continent is restored to freedom and greatness. Like Ngugi's early protagonists, Samba 

Diallo, is raised to assume the role of savior for the Diallobe community, a poor Islamic 

community in French West Africa. The community faces profound problems including colonial 

conquest, widespread poverty and starvation. He is the favored son of a beleaguered aristocracy 

consisting of his father, the knight, his uncle, the Chief and his aunt, the powerful Most Royal 

Lady. While men wield great symbolic authority, the Most Royal Lady runs every day 

government with ruthless efficiency. Samba Diallo is at first educated at Glowing Hearth, a local 

Koranic school. Led by Thierno, an aging erstwhile aristocrat, the school underline!'. the primacy 

of faith over reason as well as the danger of material comfort. Despite a privileged background, 

Thicrno deprives himself to the brink of starvation. Students devote each morning to prayer and 

scriptural recitation. They spend their afternoons begging for food. In the opening scene of the 

novel, Smnba Diallo is punished severely for stuttering when reciting verses he does not 

understand. The severity of the punishment seems out of all proportion to the apparent pettiness 

of his offence. But for Thierno, the stutter betrays the unwelcome intrusion of conscious thought. 

The harsh punishment continues as Thierno repeatedly orders Samba Diallo to recite the lines 

correctly. The ability to shut out intense pain while reciting incomprehensible lines would signal 

the loss of conscious thought. The opening scene proves significant when, later in the novel, 

Samba Diallo seems too distracted to pray. 
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A seemingly trivial bul ultimately consequential rivalry quickly develops between Samba 

Diallo and Demba, a peasant boy, also a student at the Glowing Heanh. Demba seems jealous of 

Samba, the more gifted student, but he is really driven by a deep resentment of the ruling 

aristocrats. After much agonizing, the aristocrats remove Samba Diallo the Koranic School and 

sending him instead to pursue French education (including university education in France) in 

order to acquire the knowledge and technology to lead the Diallobe out of the crisis of 

colonialism. The aristocrats worry that, even though it may offer material benefits, secular 

colonial education threatens their fundamental values. During Samba Diallo's absence, Demba 

takes leadership of the Glowing Hearth over from the aging Thierno. He orders that the hours of 

the Koranic school be shortened so that Diallobe children could attend colonial schools. Unlike 

the aristocrats, he does not seem to regard these schools as an existential threat. Though Demba's 

motives are not fully explained, he seems to regard the colonial school as a means for communal 

uplift. After a long stay in France, Samba Diallo comes back home. Ostensibly still a devoled 

Muslim, Samba Diallo returns having mastered Western philosophy. He claims of leadership at 

the Glowing Hearth. Crucially, the novel fails to explain what happened lo Demba. Nor does it 

trace the implications of his order in favor of France education. However, when it emerges that 

Samba Diallo can no longer pray, he is killed by a mentally unstable character, The Fool. 

The novel ends with Samba's tragic death, suggesting the impossibility of the 

postcolonial restoration on which he was embarked. But Demba emerges from the margins of the 

text and of society, (a boy whose poverty contrasts sharply with Samba's aristocratic heritage) to 

contest and mock Samba Diallo's authority. Tn contrast to Samba's elevated philosophical 

discourse, Demba's weapons of choice are irreverent humor and biting irony. Both consciously 

and unconsciously, the novel portrays the intractable paradoxes and contradictions of postcolonial 

African intellectual life. Kane introduces Demba at the beginning of the novel, providing him a 

vital critical role. But he seems to forget about him as the story unfolds, in a way that encourages 
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readers to forget him as well. Nevertheless, Demba compellingly challenges Samba Diallo' s 

vision. Demba renders ironic Samba Diallo's apparent tragedy. 

It is perhaps instructive to examine Kane's changing and contradictory accounts of the 

aesthetic of this novel. As we have seen, in 1960s, Kane explained the novel .in terms of a 

triumphant discourse of anticolonial nationalism. However, in a later interview in the late 1990s, 

Kane discusses the novel in terms of a Jamesonian national allegory in which the story of private 

individual destiny presents a powe1fol allegory for the embattled public culture: 

If the madman had not assassinated him, Samba would still have been 

alive, and he would have undertaken to train the people, to open them ... 

in matters of agronomy, in technical matters. 1f he had survived, he 

would have explained to the Diallobe that you can be a good Muslim, or 

not a Muslim, while being a good Diallobe. He would have explained to 

them that you could be a Muslim without following the most extremist, 

the most exacting tendencies of the fanatics and fundamentalists. He 

could have explained that. That's what he would have done. But he 

didn't have the time to do that, and therefore society hadn't yet had the 

possibility of perceiving the message. He had been told to go and learn 

elsewhere to 'join wood to wood' to 'conquer without being in the right,' 

to acquire arms and Lools to make society go forward and he had learned 

the lesson well. But he wasn't given time to explain what he had 

learned.13 

This passage features the author's belated attempted to reconcile the contradictory narratives of 

romance and lragedy in the novel. Kane suggests that Samba's tragic failure at the close of the 

novel was not the result of any personal weaknesses or failure. On the contrary, Samba had 
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triumphantly fulfilled his mission in the West. On the verge of modernizing his traditional 

society, he is murdered by a religious fanatic. Significantly, blame for the failure of 

modernization resides not with the heroic protagonist, but rather, with the force of irrational 

religious reaction. His death serves as a warning on the dangers of fundamentalism-or so the 

author belatedly claims. 

Kane presents a questionable, if not dubious, reading of his own novel in order to 

underscore its nationalist anticolonial mandate. Little in the novel indicates that its putative hero 

ever re!Solves the contradictions between tradition and modernity, much less that he is on the 

verge of decisive action at the time of his murder. On the conlrary, as the novel unfolds, he 

becomes more confused and paralyzed. '"I am not a distinct country of the Diallobe facing a 

distinct Occident, and appreciating with a cool head what l must take from it and what I must 

leave with by way of counterbalance,"' Samba pointedly proclaims towards the end of the novel, 

"'I have become two. There is not a clear mind deciding between the two factors of a choice. 

There is a strange nature in distress over not being two."'14 In fact, the Fool or madman kills 

Samba not because of his pragmatic philosophy and consequential actions, but rather because of 

his protracted inaction and reticence. To the end, Samba refuses to assume leadership of people 

who look to him for guidance. 

Ironically, and significantly, Kane's reflections on his novel echo Samba's and the 

novel's deep ambivalence and contradictions. Jn an interview with J.P. Little Kane resists 

reading the book as an allegory. Restricting himself to much more modest claims, he insists that 

the novel was but a roman-a-clef, a fictional autobiography of postcolonial Africa's intellectual 

elite, and thus an exemplary fiction of school culture: 

Samba Diallo doesn't only reflect the 1 ife of Cheikh Hamidou Kane, but 

... he represents a whole generation, that is to say at least several dozen 

people whom I've known, who found themselves confronted firstly by 

the problems of the Koranic School, then, around the age of ten or 
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twelve, by the problems of entering the Western school system, and who 

then found themselves at university in Senegal or Europe. Therefore, as 

it were, Samba Diallo is more representative of a whole group and a 

whole generation than of my own personal story. 15 

It is not just his own story that Samba embodies, Kane insisLc;, but that of his generational cohort, 

Senegal's, indeed Africa's, educated elite at the moment of independence. Read from this 

perspective, it would seem that the story of Samba's tragic life tells the story of the fraught 

process of postcolonial intellectual formation as experienced by Kane and many other elite 

intellectuals. 

There can be no denying the fact that Ambiguous Adventure has anti--colonial nationalist 

intentions. But the ambiguous adventure referred to in the title may well reside in the unce1tain 

effects of these nationalist intentions. In other words, it may well be Kane much more than Samba 

Diallo who has embarked upon an ambiguous adventure in Ambiguous Adventure. My book 

suggests that Ngugi's oeuvre comprises the ambiguous adventure of the postcolonial intellectual. 

Kane presents other contradictory stories. The novel seems to deny any claim to nationalist 

legitimation by suggesting that the order of things that it appears to affinn in the name of tradition 

was both unequal and unjust. Its apparent affirmation of a romanticized tradition becomes, at 

best, equivocal. The central characters in Kane's fiction seek to defend, by rearguard action, a 

ruling aristocracy in the name of anticolonial nationalism.16 Yet, even as it seems to normalize 

that aristocracy in romantic nationalist terms, the novel discloses the aristocracy's illegitimacy. 

Thus under the guise of defending traditional African culture, Kane embarks on a pointed critique 

of the ruling aristocracies of precolonial Africa. Condemning French colonialism, he 

simultaneously attacks the traditional African world as unjust and unequal. Calling for an end to 

colonial rule, he also imagines an end to the traditional world and everything it stood for, 

particularly the oppression of women and the poor. While the first critique is quite explicit, the 

246 



second crilique, which may ultimately be of greater importance, is disguised in the form of a 

child's partial cognition and presented in highly romanticized rhetoric. 

Ambiguous Adventure unfolds as a series of philosophical dialogues on the consequences 

of colonial education in colonial Diallobe society. At issue for African subjects in the age of 

colonialism, the novel suggests, is whether it is possible to acquire from the colonial school the 

means of modern production-the ability to "join wood to wood" in the apt metaphor deployed in 

the novel-without undermining an authentic social order predicated on an Islamic sacral 

ontology and the Koranic school. This debate takes place in the context of a society whose social 

organization has been so fundamentally undermined by colonial conquest that, we are informed, 

there is mass suffering and starvation. The debate pits cultural purists such as the Chief, Thierno 

(the teacher), and the knight, on one side, and pragmatic realists such as Demba (significantly, the 

son of a peasant), the Fool, and the Most Royal Lady, on the other. The cultural purists are aware 

of the deprivation and mass suffering imposed on the Diallobe by the colonial order of things but 

do not think that material concerns should ever take precedence over the spirilual realm. The 

realists, on the other hand, believe that the only way to confront and transcend the colonial order 

is to enroll in the colonial school in order to understand and transcend the calamity of conquest 

from within. Samba Diallo becomes the physical embodiment of this high stakes dispute. At the 

insistence of the teacher, the Chief and the knight, he first joins the Glowing Hearth, the Koranic 

school. The Most Royal Lady insists on removing Samba from the Koranic school and placing 

him in the colonial school. Samba's death at the end of the novel, suggests the impossibility of 

reconciling the contending forces that have literally fought over his Jiving body. 

But there quickly emerges a secondary battle in the novel the ultimate significance of 

which seems inversely proportional to its apparent textual marginality. That contest pits Samba, a 

child of the aristocracy and the novel's ostensible hero, against Demba, a child of the peasantry 

who, for all his marginality, establishes himself as the novel's alternate hero and moral center. 

The contest between the two docs not tum on elevated philosophical discourse but is, 
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nevertheless, of critical importance. If the primary battle in this novel is conducted in officious 

and elevated discourse, Demba relies on irreverent and self-deprecating humor. In positing 

Demba's centrality, I am building on an earlier reading of the novel by Samba Gadjigo. He 

contends that the novel, "with its poignant debate of education, is above all a fictional 

reconstruction of the political and ideological palingenesis of Diallobe society (Fouta Tooro ), 

from the Toroobe Islamic revolution to the era <'>f colonial domination ... The problems raised by 

the novel were germane lo Diallobe society before as well as during the French occupation."17 T 

agree with Gadjigo's overall claim but would resist reducing the novel to a narrow rigidly defined 

historical and cultural specificity. As Kane makes explicit at the beginning of Chapter 5, lhe 

novel address itself to the generality of postcolonial Africa. 

Early in Ambiguous Adventure, Samba Diallo and Demba, both students at the Glowing 

Hearth, engage in a physical confrontation. On the surface of things, Dcmba, an inferior student, 

provokes the fight for no reason olher than envy and resentment. Samba responds with cool 

restraint and a sense of spiritual superiority. He has already been designated as a future leader by 

the community, ostensibly on account of his unique abilities, but clearly also because of his 

aristocratic background: "When he begged his food, and, as this morning, went to all the homes 

from the most humble to the most prosperous, everyone, in bringing him the half-spoiled remains 

of the family meals, would show by a sign or a gesture that under his rags the countryside 

recognized and was already saluting one of ils future leaders" (Ambiguous Adventure 16). Samba 

himself feels uncomfortable about his social status: "[h]is noble origin weighed upon him: not as 

a burden he was afraid to carry, but in the manner of a diadem which was too cumbersome, and 

too much in evidence" (Ambiguous Adventure 16). 

Demba undermines lhe unanimist myth that would anoint Samba as leader even as it 

sought to efface his arislocratic privilege. The Diallobe do not speak with one voice. From one 

perspective, Dernba may well be more "representative" of the Diallobe than Samba Diallo can 

claim to be. While the students are on an afternoon mission begging for alms (a religious 
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requirement), he unrelentingly and mercilessly mocks Samba, ostensibly because of the latter's 

noble birth and superior intellectual and religious abilities. Demba is really motivated by 

legitimate outrage against illegitimate aristocratic power. Eventually, he successfully goads a 

very reluctant and incredibly patient Samba into fighting him. What appears to be a minor, if not 

stereotypical, st01y of boys being boys----or more accurately, of one boy dragging the other down 

to his level of immaturity (in spite of the latter's efforts to resist)-conceals a central issue dealt 

with in the novel: social stratification and divisions within a so-called traditional African culture. 

As Gadjigo puts it, "[t]he peasants' awareness of social injustice and political inequality underlies 

the latent conflict that is played out in the fight between Samba Diallo and his former schoolmate 

Demba."18 Tf, romance represents the drama of redemption, then, satire, as Scott explains, "is the 

drama of 'diremption. "'19 Through humor, Demba momentarily interrupts, even if he does not 

completely disrupt, Samba Diallo's romantic quest for postcolonial redemption. 

Kane employs the apparent triviality of child's play to call into question Samba's overall 

allegorical authoriLy. The insertion of the seemingly gratuitous scuffle provides an opportunity for 

rich irony, incisive critique, and the display of fundamental ambiguity. Even as the text seeks to 

project Samba Diallo's quest in the romantic terms of communal regeneration, it also employs 

irony to deflate his forthcoming triumphs. As the two boys are separated, Demba continues 

mocking Samba: "'What magnanimity!" Demba's pointedly mocks Samba, "'[e]ven when he 

dismisses me, he dismisses me nobly"' (Amhiguous Adventure 16). He continues with simulated 

obsequiousness: "'[g]ood, good ... It is understood, great chief. You shall be obeyed"' 

(Ambiguous Adventure 16). Samba resents Demha's calling attention to his "patrician origins." In 

an example of the kind of willful ignorance that queer theorist Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick terms 

"the privilege of unknowing," he thinks that he can erase all differences between him and the 

other students.20 He aspires to nobility to be sure, but only the spiritual kind. Nowhere is the 

privilege of Samba's unknowing more apparent than when, without any sense of irony, the child 

of privilege casts himself as hapless victim. He complains: "Not a day passed that someone did 
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not remark on the nobility of his bearing or the elegance of his deportment, in spite of the rags in 

which he was clothed" (Ambiguous Adventure 17)). Thus even as a child he eschewed the role of 

political leader, choosing rather the part of withdrawn ascetic. 

Underneath all, however, lies the issue of class. In the context of child's play (in which 

universe he ironically plays villain to Samba's hero), Demba establishes that Samba may be 

favored as much on account of his indubitable aristocratic origins as on account of his exemplary 

abilities. He establishes, as well, the irreducible difference between his own deprived economic 

circumstances and Samba's pretend poverty. Instructively, Samba's begging mission is 

interrupted when his aunt, the Most Royal Lady, returns him to a house of high privilege. The 

joke here is clearly on Samba; Demba turns out to have been right about Samba's aristocratic 

origins being the cause of his successes. 

Far from being merely an immature, underachieving and pathologically jealous child, 

Demba is as a highly perceptive counter-hero. As Gadjigo points out, Demba shows how for the 

peasants the new colonial situation presents "an opportunity to shake up the semi-feudal nature of 

Diallobe society and the pen,istent dominance of the aristocracy."21 Significantly, Demba does 

not share Samba Diallo's anxiety about the alienating nature of colonial education. From 

Demba's perspective, Samba Diallo's death, which appears to be a tragedy, may well represent 

new hope, since had Samba Diallo' s quest been successful. it would have represented the 

continuation of the old power structures. But the new hope remains unexplored in the novel. 

Demba disappears abruptly and without explanation from the second half of the narrative and the 

focus shifts to Samba's intellectual biography, revealing Kane's lingering attachment to a 

nationalist romance. It remains for the reader to recognize the enduring relevance of Demba's 

critique even as the novel moves on to address ostensibly weightier issues. 

Except for Demba's dissension, the heart of Ambiguous Adventure features debates about 

the colonial school among a range of characters in colonial Diallobe and metropolitan France. 

However, Kane uses an important moment of narrative interruption, rather like an elaborate stage 
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direction in a play, to inform us that the novel is really about the fate of Africa in the age of 

colonialism. We learn that the struggles of the Diallo be represent the struggles of the entire 

African continent. At the beginning of Chapter S, the narrator, who has up to this point 

unobtrusively been recording the philosophical dialogues among the other characters, explains the 

historical and political stakes of the novel. "The country of the Diallobe," he somewhat abruptly 

tells us, "had been awakened by a great clamor early one day. The entire black continent had had 

its moment of clamor" (Ambiguous Adventure 48). Kane intends his highly localized novel to 

constitute a fictional history of the colonial conquest of Africa as well as a means for 

transcending that conquest. Samba's romantic quest for personal redemption is meant to 

symbolize an entire continent's quest to overcome colonialism. The anti-colonial pedagogy that 

Samba seeks to develop is intended as a model for African nationalism everywhere. The narrator 

informs us that, confronted by the overwhelming military power of the forces of colonialism, 

some African societies, like the Diallobe in the novel, had offered stiff but ultimately futile 

resistance. Other societies were, the novel claims, too shocked to offer any resistance. Yet others 

opted to befriend the conquering forces. In the end these various choices made no difference: 

"Those who had surrendered, those who had come to tenns and those who had been obstinate

they all found themselves, when the day came, checked by census, divided up, classified, labeled, 

conscripted, administrated" (Ambiguous Adventure 49). In spite of its specificity, Kane represents 

the Diallobe response to the colonial order of things as a synecdoche for African anticolonial 

struggle; colonial power, in effect, homogenized the entire continent. 

Continuing his fictional history, the narrator discloses the centrality of the school to the 

colonial project: 

For the newcomers did not know only how to fight. They were strange 

people. If they knew how to kill with effectiveness, they also knew how 

to cure, with the same art. Where they had brought disorder, they 

established a new order. They destroyed and they constructed. On the 
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black conLinent it began to he understood that their true power lay not in 

the cannons of the first morning, but rather in what followed the cannons. 

(Ambiguous Adventure 49) 

Relying on the perceptive gaze of the Most Royal Lady, the narrator opines about the new 

school-the colonial school-in a critical passage: 

The new school shares at the same time the characteristics of cannon and 

of magnet. From the cannon it draws its efficacy as an arm of combat. 

Better than the cannon, it makes conquest permanent. The cannon 

compels the body, the school bewitches the soul. Where the cannon has 

made a pit of ashes and of death, the new school establishes peace. The 

morning of rebirth will be a morning of benedk:tion through the 

appeasing virtue of the new school. (Ambiguous Adventure 49) 

This passage condenses the range of paradoxes apropos of the colonial school in Africa I 

enumerated earlier. The canon embodies colonial conquest at its most deadly because it is more 

insidious and permanent than the cannon; but, Kane tells us, it also provides a condition for any 

possibility of survival, reversal, or resignification. 

The colonial order and its technologies of power present the traditional structure of 

Diallobe power with a serious dilemma whether to modernize and risk their traditional religious 

anchor. Diallobe society, as Kane represents it, is a classic palimpsest. The colonial order of 

things with its new systems of counting, mapping, dividing, classifying, labeling, conscripting, 

administrating, and schooling, has layered itself over an Islamic order of things that had ilself 

been layered over an older traditional order. The precolonial structures of power in this Islamic 

context retained relative autonomy during French colonialism. Religion plays an ambiguous and 

contradictory role in the transition from European to colonial modernity. To put the argument 
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rather schematically, one way to explain European modernity is in terms of the transition from a 

sacral onLology based on a Christian metaphysic to a secularized epistemology predicated on the 

rule of reason. It is not so much that modernity marks the absolute rejection of religion, as it is 

that religion loses its ontological primacy. The modem world no longer predicates the rule of 

reason within the bounds of religion, but rather, religion itself is brought within the bounds of 

reason. Religion, as Ernst Cassirer puts it, "gives up the absolute primacy it had previously 

enjoyed; it no longer sets the standard but submits to certain basic norms derived from another 

source which are furnished it by reason as the epitome of independent intellectual forces."22 

If the putative triumph of reason over religion as the fundamental system of cognition 

characterizes European modernity, then in a dramatic reversal, the presence of monotheistic 

religious appears central to the attainment of colonial modernity-at least from the colonizers' 

perspective. As a result, in Islamic African contexts, Islam enjoyed a wide sphere of influence as 

the "civilizing mission" of colonialism took a conspicuously secular form. Contrasted to 

traditional African religious practices, Muslims presented themselves (as significantly so did 

European Protestants) as people of the book. In areas where traditional African religions practices 

were in force (which religious practices were outside the grid of colonial understanding), the 

"civilizing mission" took the aggressive form of conversion to Christianity. Kane's novel is set in 

an Islamic African context; its central conflict is therefore a contest between the Koranic 

school---or the "Islamic library"-and the colonial library.23 The threat posed to the precolonial 

order of things is presented as "institutional" and inctirect rather than intentional and direct-the 

colonial school deracinates African subjects through a process of alienation rather than 

conversion. Ngugi's early novels, in contrast, are set in tractitional African contexts, a sacral 

ontology not recognized as a religion by the colonial order of things. As a result of this non

recognition, the central conflict in these novels appears to be not so much about lhe colonial 

school as the colonial church (this appearance is misleading since the church in The River 
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Between, for instance, embodies the school). As Ngugi represents it, the threm to the traditional 

order of things is direct-the conversion of African subjects to Christianity. 

In Ambiguous Adventure, there is no attempt to convert the people to Christianity. Rather 

it is within the relatively autonomous sphere of Islamic authority that the question of schooling is 

debated. Prior to colonial conquest, political authority in Diallobe had been produced and 

exercised by means of a tripartite arrangement. Ultimate authority rested in the hands of Thiemo, 

the teacher, the guardian of the Glowing Hearth. Even though Thiemo practices Sufism, a 

mystical brand of Islam, even though he leads an ascetic life devoted to worship, and even though 

he expressly eschews politics, the authority he possesses is, in the end, political. As the Most 

Royal Lady reminds him at a decisive moment in the debate about colonial education, he is the 

conscience of the society. The Most Royal Lady's words deserve highlighting, for they disclose 

with uncanny precision the ostensibly traditional structure of power in precolonial Diallobe 

society as Kane re-imagines it. Refuting the teacher's claims regarding the radical separation 

between the secular and the sacred, the Most Royal Lady contends: 

My brother is the living heart of this country, but you are its conscience. Envelop 

yourself in shadows, retire into your own heart, and nothing, I declare to you, 

will bring good fortune to the Diallo be. Your house is the most scantily furnished 

in the counlryside, your body the most emaciated, your appearance the most 

fragile. But no one has a sovereign authority over this country which equals 

yours" (Ambiguous Adventure 35). 

The Most Royal Lady discloses that, despite all his protestations to the contrary, the 

teacher's sacral authority remains ultimately ideological, a fonn of political power that 

supersedes-and legitimates-the authority of the chief. The Glowing Hearth provides the means 

for the social reproduction of the teacher's absolute authority. Significantly, the school admits 

only boys. Significantly as well, Samba, a child of the ruling aristocracy, is seen by the teacher as 
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his handpicked successor, while Demba, the child of a peasant, is effectively scorned and 

pathologized as jealous. Finally, it is significant that Demba' s first act, when appointed rather by 

default, to be the new teacher is to shorten the hours of the Koranic school in order that all 

Diallobe children should attend the colonial school. Quite simply Demba docs not share the 

aristocrats' fierce attachment to the old order of things. As a forceful but silent participant in the 

debate about schooling, he seems to posit the colonial school as a means to contest the traditional 

inequalities normalized and reproduced by The Glowing Hearth. Though located at the first half 

of the text, Demba remains a most important character. He ex.poses as illegitimate the aristocratic 

order of things that the novel affirms under the legitimating guise of an anticolonial African 

tradition. He enables us to resist reading Samba's agony in Jamesonian nationalist allegorical 

terms. 

The second pan of the tripartite structure of power in Kane's Diallobe is the chief, who 

occupies a hereditary aristocratic post. The chief incarnates the immortal body of the king in all 

its secular majesty and power. Like the teacher, he remains apparently above the political fray. 

"My brother," in the words of the Most Royal Lady, "is not a prince ... he is a sage ... The 

sovereign should never argue in the public light of day, and the people should not see his face in 

the night's darkness" (Ambiguous Adventure 21). If both the teacher and the chief operate in a 

sphere apparently uncontaminated by the politics of everyday life, the Most Royal Lady is the 

embodiment of practical political power. Unlike the two (en)twin(ed) sovereigns (the one sacred, 

the other secular), her political power is contaminated by the politics of everyday life; she is the 

barial face of power in all its naked brutality. The sources of her authority are threefold. First] y, 

she is of royal blood. The novel suggests she embodies the entirety of a pre-Islamic tradition is 

inscribed legibly on her face: "Nothing was to be seen of her except her face ... which ... was 

like a living page from the history of the Diallobe country. Everything that the country treasured 

of epic tradition could be read there. All the features were in long lines" (Ambiguous Adventure 

20-21 ). The Most Royal Lady derives her power from a traditional order that has been almost, but 
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not quite, effaced by Islam. Secondly, she is the chief's elder sister in a society based on both 

patriarchy and gerontocracy. Thirdly, she has managed, under the veil of tradition and Islam, to 

carve out for herself a thoroughly untraditional role. She functions effectively as one of the men 

in society, perhaps even as the most dominant man. There can be no clearer testimony of her 

masculinization than the fact that she convenes and conducts the public meetings in Diallobe 

society, meetings that by tradition are exclusively male affairs. 

The Most Royal Lady invites the women to attend the decisive public meeting during 

which she instructs the people to send their children to the colonial school. She explains her 

actions .in the following manner: 

1 have done something which is not pleasing to us and which is not in 

accordance with our customs. I have asked the women to come to this 

meeting today. We Diallo be hate that, and rightly, for we think that the 

women should remain at home. But more and more we shall have to do 

things which we hate doing, and which do not accord with our customs. 

It is to exhort you to do one of those things that I have asked you to come 

to this meeting today (Ambiguous Adventure 45). 

The statement is important on at least three grounds: One, it establishes that fact that this society, 

as T argued, is organized along strict gender lines, with a privileged and masculine public sphere 

and a degraded and feminine private sphere. Two, it establishes the fact that the Most Royal Lady 

has elevated herself to the status of a man in a way that reinforces the existing gender economy; 

she defines herself as one of the men by repeatedly using the self-including pronoun "we." Three, 

the Most Royal Lady advances the provocative proposition that, in the wake of colonialism, lhe 

Diallobe society (and by extension that of the entire African continent) will have to re

conceptuafoe its gender politics. That proposition remains but a tantalizing hint; il is not further 
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explored in the text. In fact, women remain silent and mostly invisible in the Diallobe world as 

Kane re-imagines it. 

Encroaching colonial power threatens the pre-existing tripartite struclure of power in 

Diallobe. In particular, the secularism of French education risks undermining the central of 

religion even without the threat of conversion. While both the teacher and the chief seem 

dumbfounded, the Most Royal Lady acts to save the traditional order of things. She informs both 

the chief and the teacher that, as a result of the colonial conquest of Diallobe, alternate strategies 

are called for. These strategics hinge, as she informs Samba Diallo on the verge of his educational 

sojourn to France, on "find[ing] out, among them [the colonizers], how one can conquer without 

being in the right" (Ambiguous Adventure 152). Needless to say, in her mind, the old aristocratic 

and patriarchal order had been right. That is clearly not a position shared by Demba. The Most 

Royal Lady recognizes that the colonial school represents the new locus of the struggle between 

the conquered Diallobe and the conquering newcomers. Keen to retain aristocratic privilege 

within the new economy of power, she states in a candid private remark addressed to an 

aristocratic heir: "The foreign school is the new form of war which those who have come here are 

waging, and we must send our elite there, expecting that all the country will follow them ... If 

there is a risk, they are best prepared to cope successfully with it, because they are the most 

firmly attached to what they are. Tf there is good to be drawn from it, they should also be first to 

acquire that" (Ambiguous Adventure 37). These conspiratorial remarks allow the reader to 

validate Demba's anti-aristocratic protestations. They also explain why for him, unlike for 

Samba, the decision to attend the colonial school is not an agonizing one. Marginalized within the 

Koranic school because of poverty, Demba sees western education as a way for the Dallube poor 

to rise and contend for political authority. 

Throughout the novel, Demba and his desires remain marginal; his social criticisms are 

never formally acknowledged. Thus, despite Kane's expressed nationalist intention, he depicts the 

prospect of colonial education as a site for a power struggle among elites, or more specifically, 
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for a rearguard action by a so-called traditional elite to retain its authority in the face of an 

emerging colonial elite. However, the elites worry that the colonial school will erode their 

traditions. At the same time, for characters like Demba, colonial education presents the possibility 

for challenging the traditional aristocracy. Thus, colonial education plays a fundamentally 

ambiguous role. Against the backdrop of The Most Royal Lady's frank remarks, we can 

understand why Demba has little interest in maintaining, in the name of an organic traditional 

culture, an order of things predicated on his marginalization. Addressing the wider Diallobe 

public, The Most Royal Lady proposes a different justification for colonial education. She 

essentially suggests that the old order of things has been defeated and that, as much as they 

detested the colonial school, they must send their children there in recognition of their defeat 

(Ambiguous Adventure 46). Kane demonstrates that the ruling aristocracy was motivated not by a 

desire to retain an authentic tradition but by an instinct for self-preservation. What was being 

defended in the name of tradition and religion was an unequal aristocratic and sexist order of 

things. Beneath a discourse of cultural authenticity and renewal, the contest in Ambiguous 

Adventure is little more than a power struggle among elites. Despite the desire of its author, lhe 

novel is not a nationalist anticolonial allegory. 

Samba's attempts to master the colonial library while retaining his Islamic sacral 

ontology are ultimately unsuccessful. At the end of the novel, he is abruptly recalled from his 

university studies in France and ordered to take the place of the dead teacher. He finds himself 

unable to pray. He seems to have lost his ability to act without rational explanations. To use the 

narrator's vocabulary, his soul has been bewitched, even though his body is intact. The 

conceplual categories and the systems of cognition of the West have claimed him even though he 

rejects their specific conclusions. One is reminded, by contrast, of his father the knight, a man, 

who, though immersed in the colonial philosophical library, retained such a strong sacral 

ontology that Samba says of him at one point, "My father does not Ii ve, he prays" (Ambiguous 

Adventure 94). One is also reminded of the opening scene of the novel when Samba Diallo is 
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punished for his inability to recite scripture without error, without conscious thought. The 

Koranic school, as described by Kane, turns on a sacral ontology that precedes and defies the 

realm of rational explanations. Having embraced the rational order, Samba, unlike his father, can 

no longer recite his prayers: The Fool, seeing this, murders Samba and with him, it would seem, 

the promise of a hybrid transcendence of the colonial order of things. The colonial order seems to 

have triumphed. The old order lies dead and the novel is, in spite of its author's explicit 

intentions, a work of aristocratic mourning rather than nationalist triumph. 

At the conclusion of the novel a set of crucial issues lingers: what alternate stories are 

suppressed in this tale of aristocratic agonism? What would Ambiguous Adventure look like if it 

were rewritten from the perspective of its marginal characters such as Dcmba, the peasant child, 

or the faceless, nameless, and largely silent women of Diallobe? What might their quest for 

redemption and vindication have looked like? What are we to make of the fact that Kane wrote 

this tale of elite power struggle as a supreme gesture of anticolonial nationalism, driven by a 

sense of duty to fight colonialism by "producing proof of the specific nature of Negro culture and 

traditions and showing that Africans can be proud of these, as of their history and cultural past?" 

What is the relationship in this text between the African subjects that were its putative suQjects 

and target readers, and the European subjects that were its institutional producers and primary 

readers? Are we not obliged to conclude that the idea of Africa normalized in Ambiguous 

Adventure in the name of anticolonial black nationalism is constrained by the European 

institutions of culture that produced and affirmed it'? Like much of N gugi' s writing, the novel 

opens up more questions that it answers regarding what it means to be an intellectual in late 

colonial and postcolonial Africa. The dilemmas of the postcolonial intellectual may well be 

intractable. 
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