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; . ABSTRACT |
. - . &‘ L.

An assessment of. the avallable literary cr1€1c1sm on the

vwork of Ngug1 wa Thlong o reveals that the theme of land whlch

"jforms the ukderlylng current in the- cultural polltlcal and

'armed confllcts whlch characterlze hls wr1t1ngs, especially

Y v o ..

.the f1rst three novels, has enjoyed very 11ttle, 1f any,

.llterary studles on Ngugl s- wr1t1ngs. gg,' 'i[“f

s

association bethengland,'as_the;m@ther'of”the tribeé'and theam

1

‘crltlcal attentlon.' The pauc1ty of llterary crltlclsm on- thls

‘

'aspect of the wrlter S work constltutes a glarlng om1531on in

e

J
k

/

: A careful analy31s of Ngug1 s flrst three ndvels o

f1nd1cates that the novellst has closely related the moods and

_sentlments that 1nform the essays of Homecomlng to his

!

‘%

, first’book.of essays, has argued that the essays belong to

the 'fictional,world“;of'hls fiFst three novelsuj“”"

Cg

‘Consequently, Ngugifs conv1ct10n, so persua51vely argued in

I3

. PR N
the'eSSaYS,“manifests 1ts€1f in hls 1mag1nat1ve work
N - + N
The theme of 1and expropr1at10n cuts across the whole

corpus of Ngugl ‘s wr1t1ng Investlng land w1th femlnlne
W a 1

'qualities,vthe noVelmst has skllfully brought out the close

,feﬁinine ¢haracters of his fictional world. By'creatlng

noo

strong female charatters, in many respects stronger than

~their male counterparts, the author dramatlcally reallzes the

Gikuyu idea'ofjthe supremacy~of the\mothé&. »

. ) ‘!
. ' N EIN -
iv L : .
N L. - ‘. . . .
.. : : .

'ucreaeive-work.” The author hlmself in the foreword to that',wyf"



\

Another 51gn1f1cant feature of Ngugl s_work is the

lspirltual 31gn1f1cance of 1and. Land, as the ‘storehouse of

T

.'the ancestors of the tr1be, prov1des a Sp1r1tua1 anchor for
uhthe tribe, constltutlné'a link between the dead, thev11v1ng
.and the unborn. By remov1ng the G1kUyu ﬁrom thelr ancestral
land .the Europeans severed the sacred bond between the tr1be
lwand its’ ancestors. Thls meant that the tribe could no/ 1onger
pray and offer sacrlflces to the1r ancestors as»well as to

i

‘Murungu (God of the leuyu) under the sacred tree.~ The only -

; alternatlve open to the tr1be was to recapture the1r 1and by

hwaglng an armed struggle wh1ch became known as the Mau Mauj
\

war; thls guerrllla struggle culmln,tﬁds;n.the’ce%ebrafion of
8 Strugg-e cuimis

\

1ndependence wh1ch concludeSLA Graln of Wheat .

" The” present study w1ll closely examlne the 1nterre1ated—

“ <

'ness of these themes in¢ Ngugl s flrst three novels -

' The River: Betweenl Weep Not Child and A Graln of Wheat ;_and

\ i
e /

h}the art1st1c purposes to wh1ch they rare put 1n the course of

v ¢

‘}thelr evolutlon from the: 31mple narratlve of The R1ver BetWeen

.

. to the more complex work of art that A Graln of Wheat is. T




A Note.on the Text:

*The form 'Kikuyu is theusual spelllng used by European

writers, which aCCordlng to Jomo Kenyatta, 1is incorrect (see

Preface to Fac1ng Mount Kenla, p. xv) The correct form is
”Gikuyu.' For the'purpose‘of thls theeis:the form ]Cikuyu‘
wlll be used con51stent1y throughout eucept ﬁhereuthe form
'KikUyu appears 1n a quotation, ln whlch case’ the spelllng

— T t’**‘

oftheauthor belng quoted w111 be malntalned SR

uged;Ln‘theTteXt'

[

'11¢R.B} =”The ‘River Between

X!

f‘w.N§cf>= Weep Not, Child

'

“: A.G.W. = A Gra1n of Wheat

:'P.B.h='Petals of Blood

o
(@]
[

—.Devll on the Cross

‘u.

Secret Lives~ and Other Storles : et

7
s rl'
"

.T.D.Kgf The Trlai of Dedan Klmathl

2

ﬁ.H. =1The Black Hermlt

T.T.T. = Th1§ Tlme Tomorrow

= ﬁ.WJP.D; é_Detalned:.The;Wr;ter,s Prison-Diaries,

-

Gloséary:
Ahoi: squatters ‘ '.ti_ : L '7'

- Gichandi: musical instrument ..- ° < oL T

»

S

'irua: circumcision or initiation S B

. ¥



.jembe: hoe".
. kenda muiyurus - "the mine- that fills.' (In real ‘count this
\wordaheans ten).

Kiama: Council of elders

Lo ' T )
Mugumo: Sacred tree

Al ~

hmhrunéu: .The‘sacred or.holy“oﬂe (God Of'the~GikQYUj
Ngai;: Cod of the Cikuyd- a j » ' ‘
VNjyka;\ new-comer ‘

. uhuru: freedom or independence -
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CHAPTER I

"INTRODUCTION: NGUGI AND COMMITMENT S -

1
\

Ngugi wa Thiong'o's litgrary’achigvement, it has ofte;
ba?n argued, hésqbeep overshadoheé by his socio-economic and
" political conéerhs. A survey of his writings revealsyghat
this line of argument is not wit?qht substance. - It therefore
becomes incumbént on any studeﬂ£~of Ngugi's writings to look
.at his-work against the background of the forces that weré
brought to bearjon the author's personal development, fpr
these.form;five influences are important %in shaping the _
individual's éersonality'and world view. A Study of-Ng@é?‘s
wri;ingé‘will do well to start with a biograpﬁical note
which, it is hopéd; sheds'liéht on his works and leads to-a
better understanding of how the author came to hoid-;he'views
reflected in his works, pa;ticularly the novels, the fi}st
three of which constitute the primary conéérg-of this s;ﬁdy.

Ngugi was born on January 5, 19381'in‘fkamiriithu
. Villagei'neép‘ﬁimuru in the Kiambu Dis;rict'of Ken}a, 12;
miles norfhfeaétVof'Nairobi,'zjust over a ye;r before the ™
outbreak of World War II. This war later became one oﬁ\the
‘major influences on the novelist's.developﬁgnt as reflected
in some of hi's novels. It is significant tﬁat most of éhe
partibipants in the Mau Mau_ubrisings were ex-servicemen of
World'War.II, who had gained'ekperience in fighting in this
war asvweli as exposure to_internatiqhal views and att{tudes.

Al
1 \ S



Another important outcome of World War II was the post-war
settlement of Kenya by some of the British soldiers. a number
of tﬁe settler-farmers that Ngugi wtites about are ex-
QerviCemen of the Second World War.

Anothervimpo:tant developmént which had a profounq impact
on the life of the Gikuyu people took place before the novellst

was born ' this was the: exproprlation of Gikuyu land for white

settlement, mainly durlng the- perlod 1902 O7~3< Such disposses-
-~

sion of land which the Gikuyu held tQ‘bewSacred constitutes the
focus of this study; it is tﬁe basis of the conflict that

characterizes Ngugi's writingqica confllct that assumes various
forms ranging over gultural issuéé such as religion, educatiénA
and- circumcision, ana éncomp;ssing thé‘hilitary struggle of‘the
Mau Mat against the British Erownﬂfo;tes. | | ‘

Ngugi, like most of the cHafacters in’his’ novels,

Q *

attended a variety of mission Sdhtdls and Gikuyu Iﬁdepéndent

Schools. The 11fe that Ngugi's famlly led dur1ng the time.

+

under review was 31m11ar in many respects to that of the,'

characters in his novels; the novelist himself has written
) ~ﬁ. ¢ . -

that: ) o

1

I grew up in a small village.# My father with
his four wives had no land. They lived as
tenants-at-will on somebody else's Iand.
Harvests were often poor. .Sweetened tea with
milk at any time of day was a luxury. We had
one meal a day -- late in the evening. Every
day the vomen‘wou}d go-to their scruffy little
strips of shamba. ' ; ;

Striking similarities between the novelist's childhood lifée

“and that of Njoroge's 1in !ggp'NotL_Child'have‘prqmpted



I

'R. JanMohamed, one of the cr1t1cs who holds this view, has

%yitics to:claim;that his aoLelS-are aﬂtobiographiCal.“ Abdul

argued that:

-+ Weéep Not, Child is set in the Kenya of the
- 1930s and 1950s, and it ends amidst -the
i “violence of the Mau Mau War. It is thus the
Lo most autobiographical. of Ngugi's novelsj; _
Njoroge, its child protagonist, is about the
same age aS" Ngugi would ‘have been at that
“time.

Ngugl came close to conflrmlng thls v1ew when he stated in
1973 that the novels, st0r1es‘and plays 'form my creatlve
autoblography over. the last twelve years and touchfon ideas
‘and moods affect1ng me over the same perlod | hy”writing is
really an attempt to understand my situation in society anﬁiin‘
history- ' 8 W1th the novel1st hlmself hav1ng made thls,pro—
nouncement the reader can, comfortably draw parallels between
the novel1st and some of h1s characters wlthout fearlng to-
read too much into'the author s works. ‘lee.most of -the
charaCters,ia*hls ;ovels, ﬁgugi'grew.ap ih a situationlwhere
his famllvaas‘pa?t»o} the d;spossessed masses, who were

N
forced to llve at the mercy of the’ whlms of the wealthy

.landlords, these c1rcumstances helped to br1ng about the Mau

Mau CrlSlS,.Wthh is-the central subJect of at least three of

Ngdgi s books, Weep Not, Chlldy A Grain of Wheat and .

The Trial of Dedan Kimathi.

3

lt'is‘hot‘clear what the word MaJ‘Mau means, but L.S.B.

Leakey, in his book Mau Mau and the Kikuyu, has gone'so far as

to say that, most of the Kikuyu that I have asked say it is
: . i , 5 :



o

‘ i - _ .
just a 'name without meanlng " Webster's New World !

‘ E

Dictionary, Second College Edltlon, defines, a Mau Mau as '

a .
member of a secret soc1ety of Klkuyu trlbesmen in Kenya,
_orgenized c.1951 to fight against white rule: igoth the move-

ment and its suppression wereHmarked’by terrorism and

violence. Wr1t1ng in his. book,entltled Pan- Afrlcanlsm or
Communlsm George Padmore sald of the Mau Mau: x

*, Although the 2§me has never been satlsfactorlly
defined, as né such word as 'Mau Mau' exists
in the leuyu ‘language, its socio-economic
causes are” easier to explain. Mau Mau is not
an organized movement with a regular
membership, officers-and constitution ¢ike the
* ¥enya African Union. It is a spontaneous
"~ revolt of a ‘declassed section of the African
rural population, uprooted from its tribal
lands and driven into urban slum llfe without
any hope of gainful employment, due to the
- absence of an Industrial Revolution able to
“absorb them as proletarians. All the e
pseudoanthropologlcal assertion about Mau Mau
being a 'religion', is sheer nonsense.. Mau .
: Mau hymn singing and oath taking are merely / )
. * psychological devices borrowed by desperate Y
" young men from free masonry and missionary S
source% to b1nd the1r adherents to their /
cause. " . .

¢

Members of thls movement fled to the forests and" wageg a

guerrllla war agalnst the Government thelr motlvatLon belng
/

repOssession of»land as well as the-regaining of po1itical

freedom.

~

" s o % , . 4 .
With Mau Mau came the State\of Emergency‘from 1952 to
1962. Ngugl was attendlng school during this time;

unfortunately, emergency regulatlons forced the clé%ure of

v N

many schools and left any students 1nclud1ng Ngugi out of

- .school. Some critics, amgng them Jahn Janheinz, claim that



bNgugl left school 'for the period from 1948 to 1950 when

19

there were .no 1essons because of Mau Mau This 1nformation

seems somewhat 1naccurate, to put it mlldly, because the
~Emergency was not declared until 1952. As L.S.B.‘Leekey has
1nd1cated, 'In September, 1952 it became necessary for the
Kenya Government to declare a. State of Emergency, as a result‘
of»the activities of an organization known as Mau Mau.'10
While the Emergency.came in 1952 there is a certain amount oﬁ
'reason to believe. that, ‘as Leakey has continued to argue

it wasjin the latter part of 1948 or early’ 1n o
1949 that Mdu Mau really got under way, and?

that this was linked with the news that the\

Duke of Gloucester was coming out to Kenya,‘as

« . His Majesty's.representative, to confer c1ty
status upon Nairobi.ll ‘ :

" Ngugi left:school for the period from 1948 to 1950 mayfvery“‘
well be confu31ng the closure of Independent Schools,iwhich‘
_resulted from the State of Emergency, with the beginnlngvofc

" Mau Mau. Logically;-the War must hawve broken out first and
the Emergency occurred 1ater as part of the British
Government s attempts to contain it. The State of Emergency?%
was»formally declared by the Government, so the dates on

which it wes declared and lifted can be documented es from

S

1952 to 1962.E'It&therefore seems logical to conclude that

| Ngugi'could’not have left school before 1952. Whatever the

- date, this particular turn of events had a remarkable impact

~upon Ngugi's mind. His novels are teeming with school

closures and expulsion of students, a further reason which



has prompted some cr1t1cs to.argue that his_novels are
thoroughly autoblographlcal L

A later.incident ‘which has influenCed Ngugi's subject

L

matter took place whlle he was a student at Makere Unlvers1ty
in '1962. . Here a conference on. Afrlcan therature brought

together Afrlcan wr1ters w1th a dlver51ty of views on what
'w&s made to produce

the wrangllng

,Nfrlcanleterature shou}d be. " An attémpt.

N

; el R
a working definition of African L1teratur»;
! . Co “ .y ) ‘ B

that followed served to underscore the dlfficultles of any

~such definiblont' Other papers read at this conferencef

discussed. a variety.oﬁiissues, ranging over a wide spectrum ,
, _ - S o | e TE .
"of social, economic- and political_subjec%s,aS’well as the

role of literature in that context. These papers must have

captured»the young-Ngugi's attention; Judglng by his

4 K

subsequent prollf;c pronouncements made in varlous

[

1nterv1ews, at conferences, and in his collectlon of. essays,
espec1ally suchjstatements as the follow1ng one on the role
of the wrlter:
I believe that -the African intellectuals must
align themselves w1th the struggle of the |
African masses for a’ meanlngful national
1deal...Perhaps in a small way, the African

writer can help in articulating the feellngs
"behind this struggle 1z Co

At an‘Affican—Scandinavian erters Conference, held at
% _ ' ‘
Hasselby in 1967; Ngugl sa1d he: thought 'it was time that the

African wrlters also started to talk in terms of those

workers and peasants,’13



. ~

Ngugi has discussed his beliefs and commitment fully in
‘his three books of collected~essaYS._'In.the essays; 'freed

from the 11m1tat10ns of flctlon, as Ime Ikiddeh puts it,

-
- s

'Ngugl makes” statements 1nformed and carried éh?ough by a
.passion’and intellect which are only ;A circpmscribed‘ |
evidence'in his best creative work:'IA; The essays appear
to be, for Ngugl, an 1ntegral part of his creatlve work; he

i

' has sa1d of the volume ent1t1ed Homecomlng

.

" The present collection of essays is an
integral part of the fictional world of The
River Between, Weep Not, Child and A Grain of
Wheat. Most “of thenm were.written at about the
same time as the novels; they have been
products of the same moods and touch op™
similar questions and_ problems. ‘
o , 3

Ime Iklddeh has asserted that Ngugl s essays reveal a -

v o
*

- m111tancy not commonly associated w1th “his creative - works.w~
. ) P \ \ . S "
'Yet Ikiddeh, in the same breath, has cdmceded that there ‘are

limitationshto what an author 'can;meaningfully commonicate
thrpugh;fiction,'l6 for in a novet; hawever militant'a WIkLe
~is, he.has 'to bend to .the dictates of art1st1c proprlety.
before he can make his statement effectlvely '17 In thlS
connectlon, therefore, the novelist can seldom be as"direct
dldactlc and polemlcal'la'as an essay1st can be. Even so,

JNgugl s last two novels - Petals'of Blood and ‘

Dev1l on the Cross -~ do reveal a militancy not commonly
- ! | L

assoc1ated w1th his earller creatlve wrltlngs.

The novels of Ngug1 fall w1th1n that ma1n body of

Afrlcan llterature wh1ch concerns itself w1th,Afr1ca S



~

-of land to bulld a church The Afrlcans would grudglngly

L)

1n1t1a1 contact w1th the West and the problems that have‘.

‘attended adaptatlon to Western values. The flrst pount of

'contact appears to have been rellglon, and the two novels

.

which deal w1th thlS initial contact yery well are Ngug1 s

The R1ver Between and Chinua Achebe s Thlngs Fall Apart. The

1nstantaneous»resu1t of this contact was cultural confllct

It 1s 51gn1f1cant that m1831onar1es ‘always asked for 8 piece.

‘

L

’

allocate ‘them a. plot in an 'Ev11 Forest in the:hope»that their

ancestral sp1r1ts 1n "such. .a place would “bring harm to the

i

invaders.. This token expropr1at1on of land was to be

lexpanded when the m1331onar1es were, afterwards, JOlned by

;administrators, police and settlers. ‘WLth the admlnlstratprs

came laws governing“the use and ownership of the newly

acquired land, laws that were often alien to the customs and
beliefs of the native peoples.

‘Two cultures with.divergent views on the use and

~

~usp1r1tual 31gn1ficance of land were, from the outset bound‘

~indicated, for the Gikuyu:

on a collision course with each other.' The European settlers_
regarded land as an obJect of c0nquest, subjugatlon and then

tamang - often for commerc1al;prof1t - whereas, for the -~

« -

Gikuyu, land had & sp1r1tual value. As Jomo Kenyatta has -

~

Communlon with the ancestral sp1r1ts is

_ perpetuated through contact with the soil 1n
which the ancestors of the tribe were buried.
The»leuyu con31der the earth as the mother C
of the tribe.... ‘19 ~
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kept by way of burial, .the leuyu régard re oval from thelr

customs. It becomes;‘as it were, the'severanc; of the .

1

umblllcal cord that 301ns them to thelr mothe ‘and to'their

i

ancestprs,' Wlth such an 1rrevocable bond betw en the leuyu

and their land,. 'an eVerlastlng oath is to swear'by the

. - 2 )
earth‘.'20 thls is the most’ solumn of oaths, a breach of which

Ps ‘the most sacrlleglous thlng ‘that anybody can’ do.

s

" The” present study intends to 1nvest1gate 'in some deta11

. the\51gn1f1cance of land and its ever recurreht maternal

‘ w,

‘lqualltles, as well as’ exam1n1ng the assoc1ated fem1n1ne

Eﬁpeople.. The novellst Juxtaposes most of the maJor male

P

‘prlnc1ple in the. novels of Ngugl. Throughout his wrltlngs

Ngugi sympathlzes with his female characters, often endowing

,-them with more dec131veness than the1r male ‘counterparts. ‘As

'

.Judlth Cochrane has persu351vely argued the female charac-

ters in Ngugl s works are portrayed as ‘the guardlans of the

tribe. They symbollze the regeneratlon and contlnulty of the

li

4

~

W

L
“characters with strong female charactersi and thlS has the

effect of making their weaknesses stand out- In this regard,

the-reader sees the main characters through the eyes 0% their

¢

female counterparts. .

For the last twenty years Ngugi: has been at the

“forefront of creative writing in East Africa. In all his



‘wrltlngs he has been 1ntense1y 1nvolved in creqtlng a bltlng
A
:commentary Pn the - 1nst1tutlons of power ¥n Kenya. In none of

“ 4 ~

hls writlngs has he been compllmentary to the 1nst1tut10ns of -

"power, be 1t the colonlal or the post colonlal goVernmént‘

\

run by and for the Kenyans themselves.* In “this regard he has
contended,that 1t is not 31mply a questlon of some people,

. 21
be they black yellow or red, belng more wicked _than others.f .

a
"

Ngngl sees . the p051t10n of the artlst in soc1ety as one upon

whlch a heaVy reSpon31b111ty is 1mposed argulng that a.“

i . ;-

wrlter can hever be a neutral or d151nterested observer:

'Whether or mot he 1s aware of 1t he works reflect dne or -

N - A .
more aspects of the ;ntense economxc, political, cultural and

e

ideplogical struggles:in a society,.. What he or-she cannot

:db is-to'remain;nenttalf’22“ Purshant to this conyictioh,
,&gugi;_like éh%nuelhchebe, haeﬂafgued on a nnmher”of
Otcasions that literature.or ért‘muet belin the service}ofﬁ
;men,“that it'must éetve=a hunan phrpose.v By arguing in this

mannér, Ngug1 has reJected the idea ‘of art for art’ s sake,

belng conv1nced that 11terature should not 1gnore the b1g

issues that bedevil,soc1ety.;1n,the t1tle essay to Writers in

Politics,'Nguéi has,arguedithis point very stongly:

The product of the writer's 1maglnat1ve -

1nvolvement ;7 what: Shakespeare called a .mirror
. unto_nature --.becomes,a reflection of soc1ety
" 1its economic structure, 1ts class formations,~
. its conflicts and contradictions...the - R

conflict and tensions... Hence literature has
often given us more and 'sharper insights into,
the moving spirit of an era than all the _—
vhlstorlcal and polltlcal documents treating® - - >
the same moments’in a society's development,



[ ‘~ ""»‘ '

"The .novel, espec1ally in its cr1t1ca1 reallst'.

’tradltlon, is 1mportant in that respect; ‘it '
pulls apart.and it puts together, it is both

-analytlc .and synthetlc 23 . -

Hav1ng made hlS p081t10n clear 1n this way, it-is hardly”'

~snrprlslng that Ngugl s novels should reveal his: deep

41nvolvement w1th what he sees as the maJor problems of
=his1society¢' In-another essay Ngugi ampl;fled hls position’ o
"on the rale of the-wiiter in a.changing society, declaring,

\

thatﬁ

A wrlter responds,,wlth his total personallty,
to-a soc1al environment which changes’ all the
time, Belng a'kind of sen31t1ve needle, he
e reglsters, with varylng degrees of accuracy Lo
and success, the confllcts and tensions 1n hlS
. changing- society. ' THus the same writer. w1ll
- produce different types of ‘work,; sometimes.-
.contradictdry in mood, sentiment, degreeoof;uﬁ
optimism and even world view.. For the writer
- himself llves 1n, ‘and is shaped,by,’history.z,

.-
.

Of Ngugl s five novels to the present, the Jlrst three deal .

i

with pre 1ndependence Kenya, whlle thé last two deal w1th the
E.Gy, .

'~country since. 1ndependence. For the novellst a ba51c

‘histor1cal‘real1ty has-changédwfahd, since*he as.a Writef

[llves\ln;‘and is shaped by, history;' h'e has responded wlth;
"hts totalfpepsonaldty' to capture suchbsoclo polltlcal -
chanéesyﬁthe result ds-that the ‘two late; novels'ane ma;kedly’d
difﬁerent ln 'mood_and sehtinent',inlan‘attemptéto captnre'

the ohangeﬂ cifcumstances.

Thls study w1ll examine the extent to whlch

Ngug1 marries art to commltment 1n hlS portrayal of the .

] yices‘as well as~ﬁoiblesﬂpf society. Hls Lntense-lnvolvement -

’
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1n the concerns of his soc1e£y forms "the focus of critical

'scrutlny in thls thesis. We shall now turn, in the next

chapter, to a c0n31derat10n of ‘the splrltual s1gn1f1cance of

*land in’ the novelist‘s work The earth in'Ngugi's ‘works is.

4

permeated by a sense of mystery, anythlng that happen

» ’

)

“their”livelihood.

I3



CHAPTER II
. THE SPIRITUAL -SIGNIFICANCE OF LAND

“hend having been”mankind'e most valuable asset through-
.out the ages, it is hafdly-éurprising that territbrial'éla@ms
have often led nations to war. Humanity has heen and con-
_tinues to be 5usta1ned end nurtured by land, both in food
productlon and mlneral wealth "With this in minu land, nht
unexpectedly, forms the basie of'the conflict that invariably
pervgdeé-Ngugi's writings. In a teiling paesage‘from hie

| autobiography the Kényen leader,hJomo Kenyatta has described

‘

the .-reverential ‘awe in which the Gikuyu people hold their"

‘ALénd : ' L ; // . -

*Ow1ng t6 the importance attached to the''land
the system of land tenure was carefully and
ceremonially }aid down, so as to ensure to an
individual or a family group a peaceful
settlement on the land. they possessed.
According to the Gikuyu customary law of. land
tenure every .family unit had a land right of
one form or another.  While the whole“tribe
defended ‘collectively the boundary of their’
territory, fvery inch of 1and within it had

+its owner,
.Realizing the significance of land to their vety survival,
difterent;éocieties haveljealously guarded their territories,
the less of Whieh would nean the loss of dignity and self-
respect for the cemmunity whﬁih ihhabits it; more ofteh than
not, this would also mean subjugatipnuby enother‘community,

Consequently, there .exists a sacred bond betyeen'man.and the

-13 -
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soil; sacred because the soil suetains and nurtures man, and~
also because man, as the-Bible tells us, ‘was created from the
soil, to which he returns after death

And the Lord God formed man of . the dust of the
ground, and breathed into his nostrils the
breath of life; and man became. a living soul:
And the Lord God planted a garden eastward in-
Eden; and there he put the man whom he had
formed. e
And out of the ground ‘made the. Lord God to
grow every tree that is pleasant to. the sight, .
and good food; the tree of life was also in,

- the midst of the garden, and the tree of
‘knowledge of good and ev1l‘(Gene51s 2 7-9)

i

From this process of q‘eation, ‘it is clear that man is aé
1n£egral part of nature. Plants and animals that surround him
prov1de food for man, who ekes out a living froeathe sometlhesﬂ
unwilling earth. Cpnsequently, various African communltlesu‘
_have designated eertain animals.or-trees asnsacred.p As John
Samuel Mhiti:haSZexplained, "the Herero of Southern Africa
regard)all cattle as sacred, and as having.originated from
their mythlcal 'tree of life' from where human and other life

‘came." 2 Slgnlflcantly, the 'ttee of life' or the 'sacred

i grove' features prominently in Ngugi's The River Between and

'Mugumo' or 'Fig Tree' in Secret Lives. In this sense the

'sacred grove' or the 'sacred tree' symbolizes luxuriance and

[N

~fecundity; for it is while Mukami is alone in the enveloping.

" darkness of that stormy. nlght under the ﬁacred tree that she
. -—-f‘\‘_\ -
discovers her pregnancy Her. solltary excursion to the sacred

tree in.a wet and stormy nlght is a form of penance whlch she

1

must undergo before her prayer ‘is answered The external

Al



VN ,
15
@!3 i
"W
storm, which had hitherto béten matched by her emotional
turbulence,“subsides with the realization of her pregnancy,
signifying a peaceful resolutlon to the matrimonial problems
.whlch had resulted from her apparent barrenness.
Accordlng to the Gikuyu land tenure system, ownership of
land was carefully organized. L.S. B Leakky, a renowned
anthropologist, has explained more fully the Gikuyu law and
custom concerﬁiné land ownership:
By Klkuyu law and custom; land otcuLled and
owned by other people cannot be acquired by-
conquest, for if this were done,and previous
owner forcibly dispossessed, the Kikuyu fully
. believe ‘that the spirits of the owners would
- make it impossible fof .the occupiers to carry
out their agricultural activities with’ any
hope of success, or with any hope of the -
blessing of Ngal, the God of the Kikuyu.3 \
kN
In thls fegard the-ancestral\spirits are the guafdians'of
the‘land in which théy'lie buried. If'ladd has to be

bl

’acqulred from anotheL community, then this should be done by

. peaceful means, thereby proé;élng the consent of ‘the ‘previous
owner. | |

"It is vital fto understand the dynamics of the-Gikuyu

system of land ownershlp in order to. put in peqspectlve their
reaction to the expropriation of the1r land foélow1ng the
advent of Eqropg%n sgttlement in Kenya at the turn of the
.ningﬁeenth'centnry. In the view.df the Gikuyu any éxpropri—
ation of their land by invéding forces would mean severance
of the endurlng links which were establlshed‘when Ngai

/

created Qlkuyu and Mumbi, his wife, and settled them on the
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land that the Gikuyu now inhabit. This bond, which was
established during the creation of maﬁ from dust, as the
Bible tells us, was seaied irrevocably at the time of death
when the breath tha;’God blew into man‘finally took flight,
leaving'the‘insensitive flesh ohly to return to noufish the
soil from which it was created:

It is indeed intriguing to note the striking similarity
’betweén the Gikuyu creafioh myth and the Biblical story of
vcreation. According to the Gikuyu‘myfh of creation, from the.
beginning of things Ngai, when 'he was dividing ghe world
iﬁto territofies and giving them to the v;rious races and
nations that populate the g}obe,‘gave them a Gikuyu'territory
full of the gool things'gof‘life, as Jomd Ken}atta puts &t.w
" Obtaining good noufishment from the land,; the people rapidly
increased; soon, the need arose for more land, the Gikuyu

land having bécome densely poppulated. Owing to their belief
in anéestral.spiritS'and'théif guardianship of the laﬁd they

' [ 4

bequeathed t6 their dgscendants;"thé Gikuyu could not raid
. the neighboring'tribés for more land. For them such conduct
would bé an eXeré¥§e in futility: the ancestral spirits oé
the raiﬁed’people wou1d not bless the land and i;s.
productivi;y'wduldAbe seriously undermined. The only option
left to them‘Qas to‘purchasg land from their neighbors |
through the,bérter.s§stem. Having. bought land in this wéy
gerémoniai proceédings-wogid Be arranged where an animal

would .be sacrificed to "opitiate»the ancestral spirits of
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theﬂformer owner,\so that they wQUld not return to plague the

new owner, thus renderlng hlS nery acqu1red plece of land

barren. %ge blood of the sacr1f10131 anlmal arnid the und1~

2R
gested cmhwents of its entralls are. stlnkled along the

borders of. the newly acqulred piece of land ‘this is signifi-

‘_cant‘in-that it has a cfeansing effect, aPPeasing the spiritsw

as. well as establlshlpg a sacred bond between ‘the new owner

'ahd the“piece oﬂ'land he has acqulred. Any breach of this

" bond by- any trans gressor would result. in’ the spllllng of

n

blood; in thls r gard the Jblood of the SaCrlf1C1a1 anlmal
9
31gn1f1es the sheddlng of the blood of anybody who would °

i ~

undermlne the sacred trust between the land and 1ts owner.
. /According to the Gikuyd’creation;myth leuyu,and_MUmbl
had n1ne daughters and no sons. 'However; as Charity W}

Wac1uma has shown, there are Q ber views concernlng the

number‘of'Gikuyufs*daughters_

In fact, although this is how we always tell
the story of our origin, nine is not the
correct number. There-are still others,
Nyambura, "Wangeci and so on. But we call any
number beyond nine 'kenda muiyuiru,' — the nine ..
- that fills (completes). It is unlucky to
count peoplé accurately OrF by pointingsa
finger -at them simce this may cause one of
them to d1e. When there was &t last a census
in Kenya in August, 1962, the politicians had
to make special appeals to usS to forget this
‘old taboo.s

Reallzlngighat hlS "nine" daughters had no men to marry
them, leuyu went to K1r1nyag? (the’present Mount Kenya) -

the mountaln of- God to present his case- before his creator,

and Qn hi‘s return he‘found'"ninE"eyopng suitors at-his home

~ " ' . . o BT

4
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whom he pr0ceeded to marry to hls daughters In this way
Gikuyu's nine daughters became the founding. mothers of the
n1ne leuyu clans It 1s, thus;,§%gnlflcant to note that
Ngug1 s writings are: pervaded by sﬁréng feminine qualltles, it

is apparently a dellberate effort on the part of the author
to depict the supremacy of the mother amOng@tﬁe leuyuwln
line with thelr creation ‘myth. Thls aspect and other‘
elements embodled in what may be descrlbéd ae ghe feminine -
.pridciple ih Ngugi's w;itings wilY be examined in some detail
in a later chapter.

The creatlon myth affords a very strong mot1f in The

River Betweenwahd Weep Not, Child. The'peoples belief and
dependence on this myth.when they Want‘tO‘regaiq their land.
makes them inactive, 81nce, eccordlng to ‘the- myth, a son will
rise and leaﬁ‘them to victory. ThlS belle& in the fulflll—
ment of an’ anc1ent prophecy leads Walyakl 1n The River

Between and NJoroge in Weep Not, Child to do very 11tt1e in

the way of active and deliberate actlopbde51gned to ‘lead

| their‘people'tofa reclamation of theirtland. Ironically,
these young men‘see &hemselves as the 'messiahs' enyisioned_~‘
in® Mugo wa Kibiro's prophecy, which .should have been reason’

~enough for them to. agltate even mpre to make the prophecy

come ‘true. Oy ‘

Sometihes Ngugi‘usee a{phyeical landscape toféymbolize

_the moral and psychological lehdscape of hie‘eociegyj This

is particularly so in The River Between. When the novel




opehs ‘we are tqid that 'The two ridges lay side by side. One
was Kameno, the otherAWés‘Makuyu. Between them was a
valley... A river flowed throdgh the yalley of 1ife' (R.B.

p.1). This physical dichotomy in the landscape;foreshadows
‘the psychological polarity of Chege and those on his side on
the one hand and Jeshua and the-Christian cponverts on the

other; the rivef&;hd‘the valley symbolize—the middie'ground
that Waiyaki ahd‘Nyémbura attehpt to strike at theit pefil.
The first four péfagraphs of the novel, and the powerfhl
physical lanhscape they inyoke provide a microcosmic view of
the.entife novel: the division is there, the ahtagbqish is
thtré, énd’the potential forhqnity is there -- allAembodied\ih
‘the description of the physical landscape..

| When the novel opehs no land has been expropriated'and‘

. » e
‘the serenity that pérmeates the ridges, which-Ngugi describes

as the sleeplng llons Wthh never woke...' and, instead,
'just slept the blg deep ‘sleep of their Creator “(R.B. p.1)
_1nd1cates that the rldges are in harmony with each other,‘
w15h the Honlh River serving as a vein of llfe which nurtures
and sustains life on the tidges. We are told that the river
"flows with no éppar?nt haste'>(R.B. p.1) and this bespeaks th
‘ease and-pgacefuiness‘of life on the ridgés. Traditibnall
cgstoms aré still intact,“with cficumcision still ritually
pérformedhas’an expression of»manhood ahd couragé; The

people take pride in ancient heroes, as well as in the

. mythical origin of the Villages;».Physical‘courage is highly
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‘prlzed and knowledge of tr1bal secrets, which is seen as a

fmark,of noble birth,fls'treasured. The rltual purlty of the

tribe, enacted through c1rcumcis1on, remains intensely alive,
V1s1ts by European off1c1als and m1ss1onary agents are

rare.' Land is st111 flrmly in the &ands of 1ts rightful .

‘owners, and gg‘v small 1solated plots have been acqulred by

\

-missionariea Lor the purpose,of building;their churches.

The acquisition of lanmd by miesionaries was a peaceful = <. .

v

proceas.'Missionaries served as front men in the process of
'colonization.;-As Obierika puts.it in Chinua Achebe's Things

.FaillApart:

'The white @an is very c@%ver. He came quietly
and peaceably with his r\llgion.- We' were
amused at his foolishess and allowed him to
~stay, Now he has our:brothers, dand our clan can
no longer act like one. ' He has put .a knlfe .on_

- .. the things that held us together and we have
: fallen apart .

1

’M1s510n statlons became the centres from Wthh Western

ideas‘radiated. The main.techniQue‘used by the missionaries
: . e

and District’ Commlssloners was to drive a wedge a@ong the-

. people in order to. undermlne thelr unity. Thls d1v1de and

‘rule tactlc 1s what Achebe s Igbo character, Obierika, calls

putting 'a knlfe on: the thlngs that “held' the tradﬁtional
societies together, thus creatlng manﬁ@?racks in ‘a- fragllely
balanced‘traditional society; thefresult of thlS was the

creation of reIigious,charlatans,-like'Jbshua in The River

Between, whose obsession with the new religious creed is

fanatical, and Nwoye in Things FaIL(Apart, who deserts his

1
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father and ‘people to join the new dispensation which offers
.an alternative to the old order. These characters symbolize
that group of Africans who became disenchanted with the old
way of'life, being attracted'to the ratherilucrative Western
"way‘of 1ife which offered jash remuneration and a religion
‘which promised a. rosy after life in Heaven. This was the
~period when the Mau Mau war 1ay in- the unseen future. |

The Mau Mau war was a war of liberation whose sole aim

was to'reclaimithe land which had been e#propriated_by the

Eiropeans. 'Political freedom', in the words of Eustace
. [ * . . : ‘ " . ‘V .
Palmer, 'in Kenya became synonymous'with.repossession'oi the

1and.'7’ The_Mau Mau, usually dubbed by its detractors 'a

reversion to African paganism and barbarism in its oathlng

and advocacy of v1olence as a 1eg1t1mate political tsol,

was -a reSistance movement determined to regain both political
freedom and landtby means_of armed_confrontation;
The underlying themes which provide fundamentai links in

g Ngugi's first four-noveis initially found expression in The
; O , .

River»Between,“his first novel, although it was the second to

enJoy the courtesy of publication.. The speed with which
.change came to Africa in the twentieth century brought about'
sharp contrasts between traditional life patterns ‘and
assumptions, ancestrai and modern ways of liVing, traditional
creligion and Christianity have clashed Violently in. the

process. The most urgent need-is for unity to enable society

- ’

)

to retain.the positive aspects.of its traditions in order to

el
14
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withStanh the disintegrative force of power groups\and ves}%d
rnterests whose‘pre8sures 1nev1tably de‘pen rather. than ”dt
alleviate social.injustice: The reforms that came- from the
West through the settlers and missionaries were 1mposed on

acceptance of the latter. These reforms could not be” just if
“they were not acceptable to the people for whom they were
1ntended. Reforms must emanate from popular movements and
programs, for as David Cook and Michael Okenimkpe have
argued:

There is an innate wisdom in working folk that

‘needs to be fostered and given a sense of

direction by far- sighted, .selfless leadership.

Unless dynamic and humane. individuals rally

support for more constructive .policies,

demagogues and fanatics like Kabonyi and

Joshua w1ll/d1ctate9the directions in which

society. 1s: to move. -
The image that links the twouridges; together with the river
whlch both d1v1des and unltes them and from which the book
dqflves its t1t1e, is fundamental recurrlng as it does,- as
the central statement ‘and subtle inference of a society
'divided‘against:itSelf. WhenMChege'and Waiyaki,  his son,
reached the sacred grove, 'Kameno and Makuyu were no longer:
antagonistic\ They had merged into one ‘area of beautiful

land (R.B. P 19).  The momentary calm and apparent union of

the antagonlstlc rldges wh1ch Chege and Walyakl observed
provides a potential for unlty between the rldges. As Ngugl‘
tells,us, Honia means 'cure or bring—back—to-life'\(R.B.

4

p.l)}owhilefDouglas G. Killam tells us that "the wordw'ﬁonaa'
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‘means 'cure' or 'will to live:.'"'l  In fhis sense the River

¢ _ _ - ‘
Hontia serves,a prophylactic purpose for the socio—political,

malady of the r1dges. As it meanders and its waters gurgle

'through the hills, it prov1des the means of l1ve11hood to the

N

surroundlng country. Slgnlflcantly River Honia is a peren-
. nial river, suggestlng regeneratnon and continuity. It per—

meates the llfe of the surroundlng ridges, giving them a

’-

sense of mya}ery. After his second blrth Waiyakilwcame out

u

clean (R h%)p 15) from his. d1p in the Rlver Honia, suggest- -
ing that the water of - the river has a purlfylng effect On
the other hand the river Servés\as .a ritual part1c1pant Ln

the circumcision cerembniés. Inextricably intertwined with

the whole 1life of the clan, the river Symbolizesltheir very

heart—beat; Inltiates are'dipped into it.and, serwlng as an
. ) ) y . .
ranaesthetic, it kllls or 'cures' the pa1n of .circumcision.
'However, it 1s not w1thout a twist of 1rony added to 1t for.
e . ,
it annoys Waiyaki for its apparent comp11c1ty w1th the:
Europeans for- carrying away the- so11 'Upon-reflection,
}however, Wa1yak1 reallzes the absurdlty of hlS thought when
expressed in such terms, and comes to laugh at hlmself
| The . 1n81d10us network of local forces;permlttlhg the
expropr1at10n of land is comparable to the . many’tlny rivulets
verodlng.the SOll 1nto Honia Rlver.,"From the scoops flowed
llttle narrow streams that ran through the grass. They‘

mlngled and flowed on to 301n the maln stream, llke~a'small”.

stream, like Honia' (R.B. p.75)." At the end of the npvel.the

3
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riuer:stili flows and it thefefore‘becomesJa metaphor fofnthe
many un:ésolved'possibiiities:' "And Honia went on'flo@ing
through the valley of llfe, throbbing,‘murmurtngAan unknown;
song (R B p 173) 11ke the s011£;;§ reaper'ln Wllllam
WOrdsworth s poem of the same tltle. The‘unknohn song

suggests the elu51ve nature of the problems that bedevil the

5
i
soc;ety under review, Nobody knows the1r solutlon,land

nt11 a solutlon is found, they,il;ke the‘perennial r1ver,

' w111 continue to plague society

“

In terms of thée soc1al forces ‘at work in the society

\

under scrutlny, theiriver seems to epntomlse the role Walyakl

~

is to play. xAs much ,as. the riyer is‘both a unlt;ngvand a
d1v1d1ng force, Walyakl trles to unlte the rldges and yet

turns out to. be an unwlttlng d1V151ve force; unfortunately,

-

he gets caught in the cross-fire of antagonlstlc soc1o—

\bolltlcal forces.' He is a metaphorlc embodiment of

L}

confllctlng forceS' he is both redeeher amp destroyer, the

saviour and~reconciler,'and, flnally, though inadvertently,’
! ) L S ‘ oo T
the divider. As Eustace Palmer points out, many critics,

dismiSSLWaiyaki as-"a modern; progressive, and idealistic

‘1nd1v1dual engaged in a 1051ng battle against reactlonary

forces and 1nev1tably 'fac1ng the fate of those wise before

. ' 1 S
_thelr.tlme.'" However,,as Palmer concedes, a careful

~.;eading7of the'novel"reveais that Waiyaki, Iike.Ngotho in”’

Weep Not, Child, 'is a tragic and ‘an™ enormously impressive.

' .

~—~hero, whose downfalltis caused not only by the forces ranged
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'agalnst h1m, but also by hls ,own weaknesSes.r o Waiyaki's

1

intentions are ‘well meant but unfortunately he gets caught

in a maze of socio- polltlcal forces which prove to be more.

than he can handle., As a lover to Nyambura as well as ‘an

outstandlng personallty in the camp of the trﬁdltlonallsts in

5

whoﬁg name oaths are admlnlstered in the camp of’ the

traditionélists, he is bound ‘on' a collision course with both

sides. Eath side views him as a collaborator"with its
adversaries, and this proves to be his undoing.

r H
.

The imagéry:of the ridges and the river .is ohl} one of

the numerous land motifs that pervade The River Between,

giving it.a sense of pattefn'and unity. G.D. Killam'argues :

thét "the progressive alienation of the'Gikﬁyh ffoh the land

by‘white colbnists' is mentioned in the -book. The eritic goes

. : ) . o . ‘ . N ) N
on to contend that: 'This 'is the priricipal theme of all of

Ngugi's writing. Yet it iswlittle,hore”then a leitmotif in
this book.' If indeed the issue. of 'land is only 'little
more than a leitmotif' it is because the book covers the

initiél'period‘of-contact between Europeans ahd Afrisans. At |

thls stage the systematlc exproprlatlon of 1and whlch ve see,

in Nguga s later novels had not yet occurred . In splte of.

o

thlS the novel seems to derive its sense of form and unlty

from the: powerful geograph1ca1 setting of the river and the

-

rldges which becdme a metaphorlcal representatlon of a

"society at odds with itself. There is»repeated mention of

'y

the 'sacred grove' throughout the novel, and the journey that
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Chege and Wa1yak1 make to thls spot is constantly mentloned
either d1rectly erust alluded to.. Another 1mportant

locale, which constltutes’one of the central land motlfs, is

v

the special place near the Honia River Where most of the
crudial‘episoﬂes in the book are enacted. This is the place

where we first éncounter Muthoni and Nyambura discussing -

c1rcumc1slon. The discussion agsumes more signiffcance,*
‘con31der1ng that the ground upon wh1ch they stand is the
circumcision arena, where both Waiyaki and Muthonl'are~later

c1rcumc1sed in the same r1tual w1th many others. It 1s here,‘

the location of Waiyaki's circumcision, where the first love -

scene takes'place, .to which Nyambura harks back ffom time_to

v
. .

time,, and it is the spot on which Walyakl and Nyambura

'consummate their 1ove. And 1t is here and the adjoining

¥

area where theffateful'gathering called’by‘Walyakl, takesj

¢

6tace. Sometimes, Ngugi spellsﬂout the links betwéen‘the

various actiohs which“focus‘attention on'this‘piace, at other
tlmes he.leayes it to the readers to realize these links. for =
themselves through’the powerful geographlcal awareness he has

already created These a11u51ons blnd the loose ends and
- . - B L

focus attentlon on this arena whlch has almost assumed

mystical proportions)by the end of the book. The boyhood

fight between‘Kinuthfa and Kamau is recalled on a number of

occasions whenever their’ relatlonshlp 1s in question. The-

prophetlc forebodings. of Mugo wa K1b1ro and those. of Chege

are invoked as furthertpoints of reference throughout‘the

% . -
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nargatiQe. Tﬁe prophecy of Ehe emérgence of ‘a séviour lies
‘behind the,riva}r§ betwéeh Waiyaki and Kabonyi. Kabonyi, a
'backsiidér from the Christian‘camp, was a ﬁotent opponent to
Wéiyakitﬂfoﬁ bqtﬁ ﬁf Ehem.wéfe the only aspirant priv&”to "

Mugo wa Kibiro's\prophécys Kabonyi has_expefienced both ways"
of life, and theréfore has a double vision; U;ing‘the best

‘ammunition from-both sides, he is better equipped. for the

§
-

fight than Waiyaki., -So, as Chinua Achebe would have put it,
.'Liké Sétan'[the‘fallen angel] a spell in-*heaven had afmgdr

1
’

o L ., 15 .
him [Kabonyi] with unfair insights. For this reason he has

i
v

¥

an’ "unfair' edge over Waiyaki in ‘their contest for Mugo wa ,

Kibiro's vision. -The total effect of recalling the words of
o SR al ) , . _
the séers is reinforced by the ritual enactment of circum-
cision., The traditionai preparationsxfor this rite are

)
»

emphatically juxtaposed with Christian ceremoniés, and twice
in the ndvel circumcision coincides with Christmas
- : ' LR Y '
.celebrations. b
. / .
immense importance to the

" The rite. of circumcision is of

Gikuyu peopiet The basic requirements of this riéual is that

the boys must undergo.cirquméisidn'whiLex;he:girls undgrgo
élitorigectémy. The cutting of the sexuai'orgaA symbolizes-,
separation from childhooq; usheridg the ihit;até§ into
adulthood., In a way; it parallels the cutting of ;he )
ﬁmbilical cord at birth.” With thié'operatibq the‘ini;iate is
bofn‘into\a ne%~state. The shedding of Biood;'which soaks
into tﬁé soil, biﬁhs the initiates mystiéélly to' the 1iving_



dead, who are living symbpliéaily in the ground. It is.the
blood of é new birth, The physical pain which-the initiates

”yx - "'_
dare encouragd to endure, is the beginning of their training

for the haf?»xips which they will encounter in later life.
The making of offerings and the.pouring of libation to the-
living—dﬁﬁﬁ underscore and renew the links.between the

visible and the invisible worlds. Visits to the sacred tree

" (the sacred groVe) in The River Between are reminders of the

‘religious life, as, similarly, is a symbolic visit to the
living-dead and the spirits who are believed to live there.

In bhis_sense,'therefore,,the sacred tree constitutes the
. “
shrine of the Gikuyu ancestors: Ngotho's inspired story about

the origin of -the 1andvbrings out this point succinctly:

And the creator who is also called Murungu

took Gikuyu. and Mumbi from his holy mountain.

He took them to the country of ridgés near
Siriana and there stood on a big ridge before

he finalfly took them to Mukuruwe wa Gathanga
about which you have heard so much. But he

had shown them all the land -- yes, chlldren,“\

God showed Gikuyu and Mumbi all the land and S
told them, 'This land I hand over to you. O ‘

Man and Woman it's yours to rule and till in
serenity sacrificing only to me, your God,

under my sacred tree (W.N.C. pp. 27-28).

In this regard, therefore, a visit to or a sacrifice beneath
the sacred tree is communion with God and anﬂestral'spirits.
With this in mind, it is hardly surprlslng thPt Mukam1 in '

<'Mugumo in Secret Lives makes a sentimental bour ey to the

sacred tree‘when'her.marriage is endangered by h r“apparenf
barrenness. That jaqurney in the stormy'hight is a potent

appeal to the higheét authority in Gikuyu religious life.



Fittingly, her p answered, and, significantly,

she discovers her pregnancy unQer the sacred tree., The sacred .
tree has given her a touch of life. To this end, the sacred

tree symbolizes regeneration -and fecundity.

The essence of the rite of circumcision does not lie

solely in the physical operation of cuttlng the\sexual organ.

/

It is its psychologlcal 81gn1f1cance that is- 1mportant , It
is this aspect whlch Jomo Kenyatta meant when ‘he wroter

The real argument lies not in- the défence ofh

the surgical operation or its details, but in

the ‘understanding of a very: 1mportant fact in
~the tribal psychology of the lenyu, namely

that the operation is'regarded as “the essence

of the institution which has enormous

~educational, social, moral and religious
implications.... The overwhelming majority of

[the Gikuyu].believe that it is the secret aim -

of those who attack this centuries-old custom

to disintegrate their -social order and thereby
hasten their Europeanization. The abolition ~
of irua will destroy the tribal symbol which '
identifies the age-groups, and prevent the

Gikuyu from perpetuating that spirit of

collectivism and national solidarity which

they have been able to maintain from tlme'
1mmemor1a1 :

It is ev1dent that c1rcumc151on is a sacred custom, and thb

- -

place where it is performed is sanctified by the blood of the

h;tiates as it seeps into the soil. This provides a link
between the living an& the dead who lie buried in the land.
It also brings back to mihd the significance of the important
place beside Honia River where circumcision and other
'importaﬁt activities of the’c&an were petfotmedf

Circumcision, like land, has been used by the Gikuyu for ages
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" . ‘ .

- v

as an instrument of social cohesion. We have seen earliér
ﬁhat the Gfkuyu own land individually or as members bf
individuél:féﬁilies, buﬁ'wheﬁ there is a threat they defend
their’land éollectively., So land is a ver&fimportant symbol
of unity. In a‘sihilgr'wéy circumcisién is an instrument of
social cohesiont(‘burxﬁg bircumcision ;ribal secréts are
.passed oﬁ to the ihitiétes, and ‘it becomeé a breach of trust
and a betra&al~of the tribé to diéclose these sécrets,
particularly'to the uncircumtized and” foreigners. In this
conneciion, phéré is unity among those who have been
initiated into aduLthood. .During the actual operation there
is dancing and rejoicing, both of which serve to.strengthen
the solidarity of the éommunity, and to underscore its unity;
..iatér; these.élémenté}become very important when the conflict

4,

we see in° The River Between assumes violent proportions in

Weep Not, Child and A Grain of Wheat. fhe oath-taking

.

ceremonies then become of crucial importance.

Initiation is in two parts; the first part, primarily,
being the physical operation while the second one is
eduegtional,. The. educational aspect is very important to
the community‘in that it exposes the initiates to all aspects
of tﬁeir society. It is a deliberate process of education

: ¢ . - :
conducted by é@g 2lders of the community, (The first part, the
physicalfoperatibn; is imporuhnt'in that the blood that is
shed in the process establ%phes a sacreé or.religious bond

T , s
. . ®
between the initiates and:the land, and, by extension, te

A {



- conflict that followed the advent of Europeans into Kenya.

31
their ancestors who lie buried in the land.
The different'attitudesﬁof Europeans‘and Africans ®
towards land were 1argely'nesbonsible'for the violent i
For the African land was a sacred possession where his

ancestors were burled whlle'for the European land was .an

'economlc asset galned through conquest It was this conquest

v-and the . forcuble removal of Afrlcans from what they

';con51dered their r1ghtfu1 land whrch emblttered them. A.R.

'4JanMohamed makes this p01nt clearrln the follow1ng words

| had not been serlously felt. In any case, Ngugl probably

_exproprlatlon oﬁ 1and in The R1ver Between

-

At first the process of land a11enat10n was
\plecemeal but in 1921 the colonial court
"ruled that all land, even that which had
‘preVLQwsly been put aside for African.
reserves , was now Crown land and that all
'natives' were to be considered terants-at- .
will on land §hat they ‘had owned for ‘ 7
,-generatlons._« .

¥

Thls probably answers G. D Klllam s contentlon that the;

'7 is 11ttle more

bthan a leltmotlf The River Between deals w1th the initial

14

p1ecemeal' 511enatlon of- land and con51der1ng that this

novel is set in the early 1920s to the early 19305, it is

probable tﬁat the . effects of the 1921 colonial court rullng

-

|

'decided~that it was suff1c1ent to use the phy51cal

geographicai features to ‘give hls novel its form and unlty and «

then hint at thk approprlatlon of land as an introduction,

knowing‘that he was g01ng to deal with thlS subJect in ‘more

detail in subsequent works.,
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ﬁw;JanMehahed‘goes on to-argue thae the confllct‘based on
ownerShlp of land was accentuated by the differences therentf
;nqthe Europi?n and African modes of production. He asSerts
Fhat tﬁe Edfepean‘syetem was_commercial, Which it was, whilev
the Ag;lcap one was subsistence farmlng, Wthh did not offer
the means of production for sale. However, it would seem tﬁat_“
differenceS“in modes of p%oductioﬁ weuld*noe in themselves’
ﬂave caused sd_mueh,bitterness, nor wohld they have led_to‘so
much loss of lf%e. The mein probleq'which led to thefvioleht
conflict wa§‘£he severance ef the spiritual bond between the
Africans and‘tﬁeir land. ’The removal of the Gikuyus-from
their land was like cutfing the umbiiicallco:d Qgich'joiﬁed
Fhem to tﬁeip ancesfors.V Thewawere tLen hefded intp over-
crowded reserve;, and to induce‘them to gffer their'laborxon
the  wage ma;ket;the settlers intyoduced?taxe§. This;created,
'e eituetiod where the 'natiVes'.would‘need money to pay P
taxes. The Africené were also not* allowed tolgrbw cash crops

which would enable them to acquire money in order to pay the

tax. ,Crops such as pyrethrum, coffee and tea were the

preserve of hite settlers.

The disinheritance caused éocio;culturaiﬂupheaval that
‘has pre—occﬁpied Ngggi's thinking, causing him to devpte:So
many of his writings to it, He hardly ever writes an}thing
‘jwithout returning to this theme. Jomg Kenyatﬁa has aptly

argued that culture has no meaning apart from the social

organization of life on which it is built. So when the
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settlers took away the land from the leuyu, they were in
~ fact cuttlng away the foundatlons on which the social, moral
and economic life of the GLkuyu was based. To this end the
Gikuyu character in the novels of Ngugi 1s in fact the leuyu
society in microcosm. |

‘Weep Not, Child like The River Between, deals"with a

crucial phase in leuyu, Kenyan, and indeed Afrlcan
experience. The resentment against the exproprlatlon of land
~ has, as Dayid Cook and Michael Okerimkpe have put it,

118

~reached a ' menac1ng pitch.. Paul Maina, in his book,

Six Mau Mau Generals, estimates that about a quarter of the

entlre Gikuyu populatlon had been forced '"to leave their
,19.

family homeSfby 1948."' Restﬁlctlons 1mposed on farming

activities in the "native reserves'vwere crippling. Men

v

retwrnmng from the Second World War had seen too "much of '

4
¥
social 1ntercourse in the world at large ever again to accept

tamely the'repressive conditions they found in their own
country. Demands for political emancipation were in the
air,'20 as"Cook and Okenimkpe have‘stated. These two critics

have argued that Weep Not, Child is a 'novel of challenge.

Most immediately it challenges Kenyan youth to 1dent1fy the
powerfully positive elements in their herltag%.'21 It chal—»
lenges‘a whole agewgroup ty refuse §g§8lt"on éhe ¥ence or
retreat téom a complex situation into self<pity and despair.
In the eyes of the young; such as Boro, Ngotho's age—-group

lacked the fdre51ght and determlnatlon, and so -failed to
. \o, : S



A,
stand ﬁp agalnst colonlal ;nd elitist approprlatlon of land
Despite this failure toAunlte agalnst a take-over by 1nvad1ng~
iAterests, Ngotho's‘age g;oup’fetained a;certain degree of:
integrity. Their inactivé‘stgnce is to bé‘prgferréd’to £hap
of out—right traitors like.JQCQbo. On the contrary gbfo’s
age;group has united and fought. |

N

Ngugi pfesents characters who a?e assailed by'forces’
beyond their control, and sometimes evén béfondﬁthéir under-
st;nding. ‘The author has invested a éood deal o,f‘~
understanding in créatfﬁg the figpfes'of Jacobo!ahd_Howlands;
however, he‘disﬁlays little, ;f'anf, sympathy éor'these\go—
vgetters; On the other hand, the author invites a‘sympathetic
un&erstandihg for Ngotho, who is bréken by the'repressién
'that.ﬁas become the ofder of the day. What%i; eveh moré
,.pathetic is the fétalistic logic of his gengraﬁioq in imagin- |
ing‘ that the land crisis caused by tﬁe new adm‘ration

ul

would be solved with‘the‘passage of.-time: 'Wo “these

. )

people ever go7‘(But had not  the oldﬁﬁgkuyu seer said that
they wouid eventually return the way they had come?' (W,N.C.
‘p.36)‘ The prophesied people 'with clothes like butterflies'
(Elgé‘p.ZZ) came, unresistgd; and the elders Qéitedrbassivéiy
for.thevarrivél,of a son whose 'dUtyvshall be to 1eaq and save
thé peoble' (R.B. p.24). In a biting'céhmentft; his father,
Boro had this to say: '"How can you contfnue workiﬁg for a man
who has gaken you¥ land? How can you go onksegviqg him?'

(W.N.C. p.30).
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If Ngotho is a sad remlnder of the demoralizing effect
of serv11e compllance w1th the forces which degrade hlS
.people, Nloroge,_hls youngest eon, embodles an even more
negative pasSivity whxch repudlates the example offered by
lMau ‘Mau in its campaign for corporate rights agalnst all
odds. Rather Ehan face the gruelllng 31tuat10n he is even
prepared to betray the flght by contemplatlng su1c1de Yet,

oy

wheﬁ the novel ends NJoroge is given ' a chance of a new

beglnnlng

As Chege tells Walyakl in The Rlvef/Between,bthe leuyu
believe that Murungu (God).bequeathed the land to them at the
[g ,
beginning of time, and thus. Ngotho, like Chege, hands down '

the-myth to his chlldren in Weep Not, Child. Land has, from

tlme 1mmemor1al been the key factor in the unlty,:cohe31on
and strength of the famlly, llnklng the 11v1ng with the dead
"in an unbroken chaln. In this connectlon Ngotho sees himself
as hav1ng been robbed of his very herltage

And yet he felt the 1oss of the land even more
keenly than Boro, for to him it was a
splrltualaloss When a man is severed from
the land of his ancestors, where would he
sacr1f1ce to the Creator? How could he come
into contact with the founder of ‘the tribe;
Gikuyu or Mumb:L'7 (W.N.C., p 84) .2

Ngotho'é musings call to mind Murungu's instructions to -
leuyu and Mumbi: . S B0

-'This land T hand over to you. 0 Man.and
Woman its yours to rule and £ill in. ‘serenity
sacrificing only to me, your God, under my
sacredﬁtree'i(W.N.P. pp. 27-8).

\
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The,serenity in which Murungu inatructed Gikuyu.and“his wife

A(and by 1mp11cat10n, thelr descendants) to live in is be1ng
;dlsturbed Removal from their land means that the’ leuyu will
no 1onger sacrifice to their God under His sacred tree.'

This amounts to a very'serious breach of their peace, and

custom.

The younger generatlon in thelr new polltlcal
organlzatlons have become conscious that all human beings have

an ancestral right Qver a given piece of land on this earth.
! ‘ por ,

Njeri, one of Ngothops wives, who is also one of the mother
figures in the. novel, glves in the follow1ng terms an'
‘enllghtened analysis of the situation descrlbed 1n Weeg t,

Child:

-'"The white man makes a law or a rule.\ Through
‘that rule or law or what you may call it, He

|  takes away the land and imppses many laws on

\ the people concernlng that land and many other
things, all without people agreeing first as
in the old ways of the tribe. Now a man rises and
opposes that law which made rlght the taklng

~ away of the land. Now that man is. taken by ’
the samg people who made the laws against
which that man is flghtlng. He is tried under
those alien rules. Now tell me who is-that man
who can win even if the angels of - ‘God were his
lawyers'7 (W N.C. pp 84 5).

. z
@ .

" For Ngotho, Mr. Howlands is the ever-present perpetrator of:

.

the loss he has suffered. Ironically, the. two men's feellngs
for land hold them incongruously together. .

- Not that:Mr. Howlands;stopped to analyse his
feelings towards him. He just loved to see
Ngotho working in the farm; the way the old
man touched the soil, almost fondling, and the
way he terded the young tea plants as if they
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were his own....Ngotho vas too much a’ part of
-+ the farm to be separated from it (W. N C.

p.33).
It is interesting.to'oheerve the_twovmehfs attitudes‘toyard
land, as well as toward each other.v’Thev‘have an ambivalent
relatlonshlp' they both love and’. hate each other.
Superf1c1ally, they ar.e unlted by land and yet, at a deeper.
1eve1 the same plece of land, d1v1des them 1rrevocably.
Whlle Ngotho is at one>w1th the land he works on, Howlandstf
triumphs over 1t possesses 1t as a conqueror: h

Ngotho felt respon31b1e for whatever happened

to this land. He owed it to the dead, the
e 11v1ng and the unborn of his line, to keep

~ guard over this shamba. Mr. Howlands always
- felt a certain amount of v1ctory whenever he
«wwalked through it all. He alone was respon+

sible for taming this unoccupled w11derness
(W N.C.-p. 35) | ;

From this quotatlon it is clear that ‘Ngotho feels a
collective responsibility towards the piece of land he works
on. .The spiritual eignifiCance of that 1end.to.hih is ciear;
itiprovides‘an‘irrevoceble“oonnection between the dead, the
living and the unborn. It is on‘this piece'Oflléhqpthat he
should.offer sacririces to his ancestors, for it is here
where‘they were buried. The belief-in~;ife—after-deeth is dn
integrel'part of African religiohs life. For this reaeon the
Tliv;ng feei obligated and, ihdeed,-accountahle to the
andestorslvho have left the physical-worl& to join3the spirit
worlo. It is believed:that anyone who desecrete; the land.
bequeatheo to him by his.aneestore will be punished“byfthe

ancestral spirits, and may even bripng misfortune on the whole

5
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community. :In some cases African communities may carve

sculptﬂres andlkeep them ae objects of reverenoe. These are
fphysical manifestations of the spirit Yorld‘of*their
“ancestors.' Generally, they believe that the aneestral
”'splrlts keep a watchful -eye on: the act1v1t1es of the living.
It is for thls reason that: Ngotho ‘regards W1th s0 much -
reverence the' plece of 1and which hlS forebears bequeathed
to him, and ofpwhlch How}ands“has dlspossessed’hlm.
| ‘The two men's relationsnip ds dominated by hatred; 'ﬁr.

Howlands always felt he would come to grlps w1th Ngotho.
LNgotho was hieyfoe (W.N.C. p. 111). The enmlty between them
finally exglodes into a physical confrontation resuitlng in
Ngotho's physioal gastration,van act which'beComeE'a metaphorl
for the emasculation of the tommnndty of which Ngotno_ie.a7
part. The bread winner's masculinity, the s}mbol:ot etrength
and control in the family, has oeen destroyed, after which
Ngotho's family falls apart. - Betore hisdcastration Ngotho
r@as not only firmly in eontrol of hia familyrbut he was alsa
the envy of ﬁig peers: |

The feellng‘of oneness was a thing that- most

distinguished Ngotho's household from ‘many:

other polygamous families. Njeri and Nyokab1

went to the shamba or market together.

Sometimes they agreed amongst themselves that

while one did that job the other would do this
-one. This was attributed to- Ngotho,-the

centre of the.home. For if you have a stable
centre,‘then the famlly will hold (W.N.C. pp.
- 45- 6) . "

Traglcallyg evil circumstances tear apart this hitherto

model family in the neighbourhood. Ngotho';_aspirations and

2
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" dreams are in the long ruﬁ unfulfilled: '"He had all his life

“lived undér the belief that something big would happen'
" (W.N.C. p,&ﬁ).,.lnstead,~he‘is constantly undermined and
finally paralyzed by his son's. anger and cqntempt: ﬁ'You

, \

'" Xamau reminded

know how bitﬁer’he‘[Borq]-is with father,
Njoroge;‘"'bécausg he says ip‘waé thro;éh the stupidity of
our fathers that the lénd had been taken'" (W.N.é. p.47).In
this way, Ngotho,'like Waiyaki at the end of The River

Between and Mugo in A Grain of Wheat, is increasingly weighed

down by a sense of guilt., He succumbs to all of Boro's

-’

“recriminations and is bowed under the shame of having failed

his own sons: - 'He had not wanted to be accused by a son any

-~

more becaﬁse wﬁen é maﬁ was’aécuseé by the eyes of a son who
had been to.war and %ad witnessed the dé;th of a brother he
felt guilty' (W.N.C. p,83); Even before this misfortune
befell him, life had become m;anihgless to him, divvorced\as-~
he hadibeen from the thing he val“ed ﬁost;.Boro fhfther 
accused his father of failure to a%t when Njeri and Kori were

detained for breaking the curfew orders: "'And you again

&id‘nothing'" (W.N.C. p.92). Having already céndg@ned

‘himself for cowardice, he has nothing else to say or do but to

crouch in.a prolonged agony of self-abasement:
© He felt like crying, but the humiliation and
pain he felt had a stunning effect. Was he a
man any longer, he who had watched his:wife
and son taken away because of breaking the
curfew withdéut a word of protest? Was this
cowardice? It was cowardice, cowyardice of the
worst sort (W.N.C. p.91). ' :
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'Tﬂe 1aﬁd.problem has® been a mgjo;'concefn ;o'Ngugi,-as
indeed it has-been toioiher Kenyan writerézsuchfas Jomo
Kenjaété, Charity Waciuma.aqd L.S.B. Léékey, to mention only
é:feﬁ. Some of. the Je}éyaqt passages on land by Jomo -
Kenyatta‘and'LlS.B. Leakey have been qu;ted earlierwin‘thi&iw
chapter to illustrate their concerh_aﬁout thg.fand>qﬁestionﬂ
One ‘more passage byTCharity Waciuma will fugther-servé.to
illustrate this point. In an impassioned stateﬁent'é. Waciuma
héé put it this way: |

| Land which could ndt_be given aWay; Lanh which
meant everything to the .tribe. Land which
belonged to the Gikuyu. Land, land, the
precious land. .The land of our forefathers.

' They ‘coveted our land. .23
B v - |
For the Kenyan wiiter, particularly, Ngugi, land constitutes

A

ghe‘very essence of the péople's life. The conflict which

asSdmes violent dimensions in Weep Not, Child, A Grain

of Wheat and The Trial of Dedan Kimathai is based on _
»ownership of land and the need to repossess thevlapd which

has- been expropriated from the Gikuyu. In differing degrees

The River Between and_Wéep;Not,tChild"deél with ;Hé land

problem, which, ingaddition¢to being a socio-economic and
political prbbiem,;has also ggcome a moral diiedma..‘Jomo

yatta once:m;de é rather huﬁérous comment about‘the way
land was acquirea frém ﬁhe Gikuyu, observingvthat: ‘When ;he
white man cé%e he hédighe Bible and we had the land. He

taught us to pray with our eyes closed. When we opened them,

. - : o 7 . .
we had the Bible, and hg had the,landu'"a It is undoubtedly .
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true that the‘Gikuyu land with all ‘its spiritual associations
was expropriated through thg use of an ecclesiastical

conspiracy. The ekploitation of thg people's deepéseatedi“
religious beliefs to hoodwink‘thé$ in order to deprive them
of their land has rendered Christian}ty suspect -- and,
"indeed, a constant object of attack %n Africa -; for its
apparent cﬁmplicity with thé‘European administratiqps which
came, took over‘the land and’passéd laws to legalize the |
dispoésession of the 'native' owners who yet reﬁained their

-

mystical seﬁseiof fhe‘earth's sanétity;
The cu1£ural conflict, already;h}nted at in the present
chapter, and political conflict are some of Ngugi’swmajor
preoccupations‘in his writing§, and‘like land, they deserve
sérioué anélytiéal attention. The retention of the mythical
‘sense of the earth's'sanctity by the 'native' owners gave
rise to the cultural and politigal'conflicts which culminated

in the outbreak of the Mau ‘Mau war which forms the subject of

critical scrutiny in the next chapter.



- - CHAPTER ITI o
CULTURAL CONFLICT AND THE MAU MAU.

In the previous chapter we showed the radically
different attitudes of Africans and Europeans towards land.

We have seen how these differing viewpoints led to cultural

confliet in The River Bétween, resulting in open hostility
betweeﬁ<thg rival groups. Reaching a climax, this hostility

culminates in an armed conflict which constitutes the subject
of Weep Not, Child and A Grain of Wheat. The presertt chapler
‘seeks to explore in considerable detail this clash of .

#

G

. cultures and the war to which it led. Limiting the scope of
discussion to Ngugi's first three novels, we shall examine

the nature of this cultural struggle from its initial stages,

tracing it as far as the military conflict in which it N

*

" culminated.

When The River Between begins we are given a strong

'geographic division. The two ridges, descri by the
novelist as 'the sleeping lions,' appear antagonistic, thus
cteating a sense of the hostility that is to come later. We

saw in chapter two that the River Honia, which both divides

and unites, is symbolic of the role that Waiyaki, the

—

TR,

"protagonist, plays in the novel. The physical division of the
landscape then becomes a metaphor for the subsequent social
conflict between the Christians in Makuyu and those who have

stuck to the old ways of life in Kameno.

r

- 42 -
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Ngugi's reliance on nature, in this case a description
of physical landscape, is undoubtedly attributable to the | R

influence of D.H. Lawrence and to a lesser extent that of
. ) . | |
Joseph Conrad. Of D.H. Ldwrence Ngugi has said:

v

-1 felt with D.H. Lawrence, although the
situation, the geographical situation, and
even the moral sjituation he is writing about,
are in some ways remote to me, that he is able
to go into the spirit of things. You know I
felt as(jif he was entering into the soul, of
the people, and not only of the people, but
even of the land, of the countryside, of
things like plants, of the atmosppere.1

‘The interest Ng%gi has in D.H. Lawrence is manifest in the
way he expresses harmony with natﬁre. His insistent
observation of the many phyéical details qf agriculture,
labour, plaigs, ridges, rivers, groves and seasons,

T

especially in The River Between, brings out succinctly

as well as vividly his fascination with nature. Like-D.H.
Lawrence, it is his way of going into the'spirit'of things,
his way of entering into the souls of the communities which.

Y

inhabit this natural landscape and the atmosbhere which

envelopes them.
Ngugi uses descriptions of nature to penetrate into and
dissect the psychological landécape of the community under

review. As we have seen in chapﬁer two, the physical division

“ of landscape in The River Between symbolizes the division’ of

the tribe under the pressure of &gstern ideas. Viewing

significant aspects of life such as;c1rcum%g:ion, religion
‘:‘.m-.

and most importantly, land, in different ways the two
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antagonistic groups vie with each other over which of the two
cultures is the better. The novelist develops this cultural
conflict to a political level where there is physical combat

in Weep Not, Child and A Grain of Wheat.

The plot of The River Between draws upon themes

/ .
P i

' ‘ ’ ' 1 .
concerning a young man's education and messianic experience.

Like Weep Not, Child, The Ri&er Betyeen traces the
development of a child through school into the world of work
“as.a_geacher. The book treats tpe important suﬂ‘@ct of
cultural transition. The setting\ﬁf the novel is
allegorical: the external.conflict that we encounter in the
novel is a manifestation of the‘psychplogical,conflict taking

' o
place in the society under reyd

¢w. - As the novel progresses

Kameno, the home of the pro-h ugo wa Kibiro and his

descendant, Waiyaki, the cef@ faprotagonist. in the novel,

emerges as the centre for, thos® who want tb safeguérd the
cultural purity of the tribe; Mékuyu,'on the other hand;
_becomes the stronghold of the Christian converts led by
Joshua. The enpire Gikuyu culture is seen to be in a state
of flux. .Joshua's fdlloweré'on Makuyu have renounced variohs
aspects of ﬁheir traditional tribal culture as’either evil or
pagan. The tribal bickering that ensues is emblematic of the
ﬁroblem of cultural tran§ition. The resistance to chaﬁge in

Kameno is evidently meant to reflect the conservative nature

of man.



iCharacterization iS»stylizéd in ordervté hirror the

;xgrémé claéh between thé,deSiréofor4cultura1‘purity ;nd ﬁhe
éont%éry.dqéire'to'égkogateggfaditional valueé. ‘Améng the
older;gsﬁerapiéh,‘whitp pfovides the segoﬁdarf.éha;acters in

. the ﬁovel, the ?ppositionjto culturél change is embodied in
Chége; Waiyéki'g father,‘while Joshua,. a rélfgipus cha:latan,

~vehemently advocates the abandonmentIOf tribal ways of life.

dChege}va minor prophet, is incensed by the peoplefs'disregafd

;Aofhhis‘prophetjc fdrehodings;' Whilﬁfoppo§fhg(§uropeén

A

. influence on his people, he is realistic enough tb

acknowledge the"technological'superio:ity of European
society,'S as JagMohamed informs us. Consequently, he sends
his son to attend a mission school in order .to master Western-

kndwledge without absorbing its evils, ,What?Chéée.does)in

The River Between is similar to what Ezeulu does in

!

Afrow”of Godv—Q and, as-in Chinua Achébéfé novel, the . '
,\éxberiment Backfires. Chege is,dedicated to th€ prese;vation'

of his people's culture by ensuring its survival through the
S : L IR o o
absorption of useful aspects of Western culture. However,

the crucial mistake he makes ig that he does not realize that

education is a process of ‘acculturation, Chege, therefore,
like“Ezgplﬂ,”sends'his3son to a mission school liﬁ%le

. o .': " : . . : ' . 49’
realizing that he cannot have it both ways. On the other.

3

hand; Joshua, an ober—zealqus convert of the Christian Church

who has becpme SelffTight%ous and puritanical, renounceég

-Gikﬁyu\culture~because dfiwhét he. considers to be'}

¢ e

re ..
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heathen and evil practices. . Thus, Joshua is committed to
Co. i ' : 3

v

salvation.ghrOugh Christianity. Ngugi balancég these
cultural polar opposisﬁs with the dynamic attitudes of their
children: Waiyéki éna Joshua's two daughters,(Muthoni and
Nyambura;ﬁ The youﬁéer gensration, unlike their pgrénts,

try to synthesize the two ways of life :in their own

different ways.
Muthoni's touching story représents a disastrous attehpt

to' combine what she cpnsiders to be the 'best aspects of both

cultures. In what amounts to é;rebellion against her parents

she decides to undergo circumcision. She does so because
‘g . ! - - . . "

.aecording: to the Gikuyu the rite of circumcision is a very
important act of purification and rebirth, Muthoni believes
that a Gikuyu girl can only become a woman through the ritual:

of circumcision. Unable to comprehend ‘how girls,in_othef

cultures become women without going through a similar _R{

ceremony, ‘Muthoni is convinced that for her to become a woman’
. . ‘ = . .

'she must go through that ritual passage. Circumcision was

-:importéﬁt tg‘her fpr its edﬁdationél value. .Knowlédge ;}
‘;ribhi:sgtrets is‘transmithéh‘to the ;oungerigeneratiqﬂ’
;during~circuﬁcisiqn; Sex eaacatipn~is also péssed on to the
youth auring the init%;tioh.ceremodies. So fof Muthoni to
become a woman roopéd‘in the traditions‘of her sociéty she
must,undergo-tﬁé_initiation rites.

Believing firmly that no substantial contradictions’

exist between the basic tenets of Christianity and

/
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traditional (indigenous) culture, she tries to synthesiie the
two cultures by running away from home to undergo the:ritual
under the tutelage of h/r aunt who lives in Kameno.
‘Unfortunately,;she dies from an 1nfect10n contracted during
surgery Be51des deplctlng thehsoc1al consequences of the
cultural clash in the form of the bltter dlssentlons and the
-subsequent disintegration,of‘Joshua s family, Muthoni's
conduct reveale the more profound problems of cultural
transltion. Signiflcantly, Muthoni's notion of womanhood is
‘predicated on a specific physio—eultural ritual, showing,jas
it does, the change of Yalues as part of cultural change.

. This involvee not>on1y soclal but metaphysical and
cosmological changes as well. Her death is emblematic of a
soc1al order show1ng signs of cracking under preseure from
»powerful external forces. Spec1f1c mOdlflC&thni‘ln culture
are useless unle%s the entire cultural context is altered to
accommodate new infusions_from ﬁhe alien Culturer From the-
,ooint of view of theftraditionalhsts, oppositfon to circum-
cision makes noISense. For.this teason both Chriegian |
converts and Gikuyu tradigionalists interpret Muthoni'e death
dlfferently. In the v1ew of the tradltlonallsts her death is

“9'

a v1nd1cat10n of the ancient prophec1es that the falth would

3

d1v1de 'father and,daughter,‘sonwgnd father,

' while for

9.

. »”z
Christians 1%

the;barbarlty of Gikuyu customs'
(R.B. pp. 62-3). The failu¥e of communal compassion on both

sides and the use of Muthoni's death to justify their

. "_\i
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respective positions inditate the aniiety caused by the
éhange of Qaldes.f Adherence to either set of values at this
point is an act of faith. Thus, Waiyaki‘feels Muthoni died
on the altar of social disruption caused by the cultural

clash., For this reason Muthoni has become a sacrificial

lémb{‘her death, radicalizing both facpgqns, plays an

‘important part in the novel's handling of the reversal of

((‘.v
values whose prOD 1s Walyakl $ me831an1c inheritance and

A N7 TR .
role as educator. s .JH?Z'
. el

Unlike Weep Not, Child, where the messianic vision is.

entirely restricted to Njoroge's fantasies,'The River Between

N{

presents the prohhetic tradition as a fact. Waiyaki's
messianic 1nher1tance is unamblguous, for he is a direct
d%fggndant of Mugo wa K1b1ro, the secréts of whose prophecy
been revealed to hlm at an early ‘age by his father

his prophecy then becomes a mission to him:

SalQation shall come from the hills. From the

P, " blood that flows in ‘me, I.say from the same

tree, a son shall rise. And his duty shall be
to lead and save the people! ‘

Arise, Heed the prophecy. Go to the Mission
place. Learn all the wisdom and all the
secrets of. the white man, But do not follow
his vices. Be true to your people and ancient

rites' (R.B. p.24).
Ovefwhelméd by the inheritance of such a monumental task,
Waiyaki;s‘youthful mind entertains a fleeting impréssion that
raises doubts about his fathé;'s sanity. .Throughouthhhe “

novel, however, the narrator and other characters reinforce

" the idea that Waiyaki is the promised 'messiah,' that in fact
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\‘f' ’ . -

he has®some extra-ordinary power. ,%gén the time comes

Waiyaki is sent to the mission school; and no sooner has this
‘ -

been done thanAthe effects of cultural change become
'apparent;‘ Each time he returns hﬁme on vacation he seems
 increasingly pncomfoftable with local customs and attitude#,
One imertant’ipcident which gave Waiyaki's messianic
vis;onﬁgmpetus isvtheldeath of Muthoﬁi} The ¢;ntroversy
which surrounds hér death leads the Siriana Missioﬁ'School to
expel all the pupils whosé parents baveﬂresisted coﬁversién
to Christiénity, among whom are Wai&akifs parents. ‘This
makes Waiyaki’s expulsion unaVoidaﬁle._ Although.he has not ¥
completed his high school education, Waiyaki starts ﬁisiown
school with the help of his former clasSmatﬁ?. Soon his

effective administration and success in persuading the people

to invest their time and mgney in the education of their ¥

N i

- \
is \

¢
R )

_childreﬁ, lead to a mushro&%ing of schools independent of \

missionary administration.} At this point he really seems't&

-
'

S

A%

‘ . . n N ) g?
\
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 (R.B. p.115).

be a messiah. -

Waiyaki's success puts him in the forefront of the

political crisis, where he grew in the estimation of most

people. When the Kiama (council of elders) is formed he
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becomes a member‘of it in spite of his youth. Impelled by
the respect and trust which the people bestow on him,lthé‘
proponents of the indigenous culture administer oath; in
Waiyaki's name as a symbol of 'tribal' purity, This has the
effect of turning him into a living legend. Being a solehn
commitment; the oath was used to Safeguard indigenous
culture, ehsuring that it wéé not coﬁtaminated by outside
influences. The oath-will be séen to be even more important
later on in this chapter when we. discuss the Mau M;u War; for
then it yaé a declaration of allegiance to 'tribal' tradi-
tions andAthe liberation of the land which the Cikuyu people
“Yyalue so much. Waiyaki seems to embody in himself the

‘'solution to the problems of cultural change: 'He was a man

| .
i .

who, impregnated with the magic of ﬁhe white man, would .
'infuse the tribe with wisdbﬁ and strength, givingzit life'
(E;E; p.104). By playing the role of mediator between '. o
Western-culture andmthe indigenoﬁs culture and méking tﬂe

positive aépects of the 'former available to the latter,

Waiyaki seems to have fulfilled the prophecy effectively.

However, Like Munifa_in Petals of Blood and Njoroge in Weep

Not, Child, his notion of education.is both abstract and

.vague; moreover,'tragicaily, he does ﬁot‘have a clear idea of
where he is supposed to lead the people. Repegatedly, he contem-
plates these goals in relation to his own role and purpose,

. but his meditations are confined to vague and general

questions. He never attempts to think in concrete terms in
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6rder to resolve specifig problems. It is as though he has
been paralyzed by the awesome nature of his miss;on. .Waiyaki
repeatedly tells himself that he should re-unite the 'tribe'
‘which has been deeply divided By Muthoni's death in%g two
sharp1y>antagadistic camps.vInﬁfactfthe division had been
apparent long béfore’MuthoniYs death, but its circumétanceé
accentuated the conflict, exacerbating\the;animosity between
the® two ridges. Like'his‘notions of education, Waiyaki's
wish for .the re-unification of the two ridges remains only a
vague dream. His political naivety is demonstrated by his
initial token participation in the Kiama and his evehtual , &‘
resignation from it because he’wants to.give his‘utmost

A}

attention to education. Unable to trace the trend of events, g'e

L] N E
v
he is, as a result, unaware that his enemies are in control

of thé glégg and are usiné his name to win the loyalty of the
‘people. Later'én,-they turn this loyalty, thained through
the use of his ﬁame, against him, thereby paralyzing him.

\ Waiyaki”s friends, particularly Kinﬁthia, repeatedly
give him warnings and admonitions. By the end of the novel
he comes to ﬁnderétand his cultu;al pfédicament,.realizing as
well that he has valued educatioﬁ too much to the neglect of
the politital needs of his people. Hé realiéés-painfully -

e o

and toollate ——vthat the people moemm desire education for its
bwn(‘?ke. For them education is.a means of p?osperity and
political independence., Of'prime importance to the peoble is

)
\

the wish to regain the land which :he Zuropean settlers have
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taken f;om them.. All other causes are SECondery to this
issue. Anyone pursuiné any other cause ruﬂe the risk of
being fendereq impotent, being:found irrelevant to such a
ceﬁtral issue. In‘a bid to change his tactics, Weiyaki
subordinates edueation to gnity, which he perceives as a
means of achieving pelitiqal freedom. In the process he comes
to understand himself as 5 product of the reversal of values.
He feels<that there is more in‘thevEuropean traditions that
could benefit Gikuyu culture, but he is equally aware that an
attempt to simpl& replacelthe iatter with the former would be
both unwerkabievas well as dangeraus, for it would contribute
to the social disintegration of his people. Unless this new
culture is sufficiently synthesized with and integrated into
the cosmology of the old one, it will not meet the human
needs of his people:

It would not be.alliving experience, a

2 source of life and vitality. It would:

only maim a man s soul, making him

fanatically cling to whatever promised

security, otherw&se he would be lost

(R.B. p.163). . «

Waiyaki sees Muthoni as a victim of this cultural-clash,
and that he, too, is 1in danger of becom;ng another oee: "His
father too had tried to reconcile the two ways, not in
himself, but through his son. Waiyaki.was a productbof tﬁat
attempt.' (R.B. p.163). Like the River Honia which both
unites and divides the antagonistic ridges, Waiyaki, in his
attempt to unlte the two ridges, becomes, unwittingly,.a

d1v1d1ng force. By falling in love with Muthdﬁ&
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uncircumcized sister, Nyaﬁbura, Waiyaki renders himself
vulnerable té accusations of violating the oath of "tribal'
purity, thereby contamipating the tribal system of life.
This giveé the Kiama un&er the leadership of Kabonyi a rare
6pportunity‘to deal him a crushing blow. By refusing to
renounce Nyambﬁra, Waiyéki chooses a personél form of ‘cul-~
tural synthe;ist The traditionalists who’have hitherto had
considerable faith in him see him aévconsorting with their
enemy, and Consquéntlj'they dissociate themselves from him.
This is indeed a vote of no confidence in Waiyaki for having
broken what the 'tribe"regardsras one of their most sacred
traditions. In Gikuyu tradition a circumcized man is'not
only forbidden to marry an uncircumcized woman, but he is
'also‘forb?dden'tqkhavé any sexﬁal relationship with such a
woman. In flirting with aﬁ uncifcumcized girl from the'
Christian camp, Waiyaki -has come ﬁo be viewed as a betrayer
.Af his peoplefs trust. Consequently,he desetrves to have that
trust withdrayn from him. In/this way he unwittingly
renounces the very substance of his political\aim, as well as
his role as a potentiai messiah, L

Waiyaki's final priority in putting ﬁersonal before ’
public obligations 'reveals a series of narrative problems
and limitations which indicate.fhat the novel itself is a
product of the confusion éaused by the peripeteia of values, '3

as Abdul R. JanMohamed informs us. -The circumstances of

Gikuyu life were changing under the influence of European
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ideas. It is this change which Abdul R. JanMohamed calls a

|

'peripeteia of values.'

In his view this change of ideas and
culture is compafable to a sudden reversal of fortunes in a
work of ‘drama. If we take drama to be an imitation of real
life then his use of the Aristotelian term 'peripeteiaf
begomes more meaoingful.

It 1is quite clear that the narrator intends explicitly
to present Waiyeki\es a man who isvconstantly concerned with
‘communal welfare: ?”Waiyaki was made to serve the tribe,
living Jday bj‘ﬁay with no thoughts of self but always of-
others' (RLE;‘ p.85). Yet the rhetoric of Waiyaki's
contemplation end doubts demonstrates that he is not entirely

v

a me531ah', and that most, if not all, of his activities

1
l

revert contlnuallx to questions’ about his status and leader—
ship. HlS preoccupatlon with hls role as leader and 'mes-
siah' wraps him in a kind of natcissism that isolates him
from the political desites of his peoole. Tension develops o
between the self and the community, which is‘in‘fact an
integral part of his messsanic heritage. His father has told
him that‘the prophecies 6f Mugo wa Kibiro and even of Chege
himself had been scoffed at by the community; thus, Waiyaki's
anticipetion of rejection’may further isolate him from the
community as JanMohamed has explained:

In/any case, the divine source of his

authority, by providing him with transcendent

knowledge, cut him’ off from the Gikuyu to the

extent that.his vision of the future and his
action based on it need not rely on a mundane
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familiarity with the people's social and
political desires. Any.time Waiyaki is at

.odds with the people he is able to use his
faith in his role as a rationalization for his
own decision. The isolation permitted by his
position can be measured by the fact that he
rarely consults anyone about his decisions
regarding education. The conflict between the
overt and covert intentions, between Waiyaki's
‘narcissism and communal obligations, is //
accompanied by other problems in narrative
intentions that reveal Ngugi's profound
subconscious ambiguity about the nature of
messianic calling.

Ngugi seems Qndecided whether he should tre;t Waiyaki as
a messiah or, in ﬁhe words of JanMohamed, iés a character
whose prophetic calling is a self-delusion.'® The authorial
ambivalence comes out cleérly invthe narrator's specific
descriptions and indirect criticism of Waiyaki, as well as in

the eventual portrayal of him as a scapegoat., Waiyaki's pre-~

occupation with education is presented by the novelist as a
prodﬁct of colonial propaganda:

He wanted to concentrate on education.

Perhaps the teaching of Livingstone...that
education was of value and his boys should not
concern themselves with what the government was
doing ‘or politics, had found a place in
Waiyaki's heart (R.B. p.76).

In the same breath Ngugi presents Waiyaki's concern with
‘education as a part of his divine calling:

The establishment of the Marioshoni school had
been Waiyaki's idea and even now he could not
understand. fully how his idea had borne fruit
so quickly. He saw it as something beyond
himself, something ordained by fate (R.B.
p.78). : :

In this manner the protagonist is portrayed as someone who is

prone to human _error as well as to divine surety. The author

S e -
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also takes an indirect critical view of Waiyaki's ignofance
of politics by investing his colleague, Kinuthia, with a
ngicate understanding of the neéd to combine the iong term
importance of education with the immediate desire of the
peasahts to regéin eontrol of their lands through somé form

of political action. These criticisms do not help clarify

the problem, implying, as they do, that Waiyaki is a mere

e
—

2
E

-

mortal with an imperfect ﬁnderstanding of events. As
Jaanhamed infor&s us 'the narrator and other characters keep
on insisting that he is a messiah, and Waiyak? too assumes |
;he same posture: he never questions the fact that he is an
ordained prophet.'6

The way the novel ends only increases .the ambiguity. It

is fairly clear that Waiyaki has been ‘made a scapegoat‘by the
people whose main concern is repossession of their .and and
preseryation of their own way of life. This group neither
heeds Waiyaki's plea‘for unity witﬁ the Christians nor can
théy condone his';elationship with an uncircumcized woman.
Ngugi seems to sympathize with Waiyaki'sfdecision to choosé'a
personal relatiqnship over communal obligations on the one
hand; but he also seems sympathetic to the people's decision
to érqtect their owﬁ culture while at the same time
sacrificing,g\pfqmising individual. Tﬁe final.shift to a

: ' '
description of the River Honia, the rhythm of which. reaches

into the very hearts of the people, does not help resolv; the

author's ambiguity. Perhaps the shift to the River Honia
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implies that the process of regeneration started by Waiyaki
is destined to continue. The reader is etill not Qet clear,
however, whether Waiyaki is the messiah whb, like'Ctrist, has
been “turned into a stapegoat, nor does the reader have
epecific answers to the problems of peripeteia raf%gd by the

novel .

The River Between is a product of the same moods and

c1rcumstances that gave rise to Weeg&NotJ Chijd. The

significance of the meSsianic tradition is that it is based
, ) . \ N

on leadership and salvation. It is important to note that
both books trace the development of a child into adolescence,

depicting the struggle of two central adolescent characters

to eoﬁe to terms with the ambiguities of the copflicts‘and

anxieties of their societies which appear to be cracking in

K

the process of being radically transformed by the new admin-

istration whose aim it is to spread Western ideas in its

NI .

'civilizing' mission.

Weep Not, Child takes further the confllc; and Confgpﬁ

1

of values introduced 1n The Rlver Between.

Howlands. The wresting of his land from him devagt

o : 5-t~._ B 5. o

T, J—,‘s)'-; ¢

Ngotho because he believes that land is a sacred |

f‘:

God to the Gikuyu people' the other, reason for h;% #

é?z

}L%
v



58

deﬁoralization is hi; failure to<adju;t to the modern cash-

economy. He suffers‘bhg\iPdignity of being a servant on thg
land he considers his own.‘“A master-servant relationship has
been established, and Ngotho pro;}des the needed cheap labour

to Mr. Howlands. Howlands transforﬁs the piece of landthe has
acquired from Ngotho into a comméfical farm, growing cash
crops on it. For him the piece of‘land is a symbol of
peréonal conqueét; for Ngotho, on the other hahd, land is
sacred. It .is in this land‘that his ancestors lie buried;
this piece of land is where his mother buried his placenta.ét
the time‘of his birth. For Ngothé and the traditional

society which he'represents,'land is a priceless asset Whose

. ¢

ownership,canqot be transferred, and least of all, to be
converted into a casQ commodity: 'Any man who had land w?s

considered rich. If a man had plenty of money, many motor

r v

cars, but no land, he could never be counted as rich' (W.N.C.

p.%1l). Land is invested with a spiritual value that
transcended economic considerations and the modern laws -
. . . s R ;- L . .
governing ownership of property. Hﬁ%ce Ngotho patiently and »
‘ T
. carefully tends the farm on which he is squatting as if it

;%ﬁere his own: 7Ngothd felt responsible for whatever happened

{“ to this land. He owed it to ‘ther dead, the 1{:ing and the

qnbofn of his line, to keep guard over 'his' shamba" (W.N.C.
p.55). Ngotho's lack of urnderstanding of the basic
contradiction between his notions of sﬁiritual land tenure on

: i
the one hand, and the modern and a}ien system of land'
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ownership on the other, both confuses and‘enasculates him.
, e k
- As a result Qfathis emasculation, Ngotho s famlly beglns

i

t0»disintegrate, thus reflectlng, in,mlcrocosm, the general
g
bréak upt of leuyu soc1ety ) Boro, a'Second World‘war

veteﬂan, returns to find that - 1and is scarce “and there are no

-

]

Wy
]

'jobs; he no longer respects his father S author1ty His

A

-

attltude 51gn1f1es a refusal to- accept the colonial status R
'muo. He belleves\}hat thelr ‘land was exﬁropr1ated from them

because of the'coyardlce and inactioén of h1s_father,s genera-

¢ r

tion,« Boro, in rejecting his father's authority. and joinin
. | | je g , joining

Towo Lo . } C e & . L . - [ . - ) r‘ .
‘the underground Mau Mau movement, whose sqlge aim is to

ot .

~ ~

:lihéféte the land by force ofJarms, embodies the passing.of the

'initiatiye from]the‘older generation to the energetic youth.
A
-In a sense, it is a way of saylng the older generatlon cannot
. . g
adapt in a manner approprlate to coplng w1th the new and _ ‘

poMerful admlnlstratlon from Europe. 'Consequently,/the onus

falls on the ea311y adaptable youth ’ ThlS probably explalns

' why the tr1be p1ns ‘its hopes on the young Wa1yak1 1n The

2,

--River Between.and~NJoroge in Weep Not, Chxld. Another

. ‘ . . w : A R ) . i a LT :
important theme which cgmes to play a significant rol% in
. R . N [, . ‘ ) i . . . : " .

Neugi's narrative is education; ‘it is another element which
gugi's 3 | :

¥ . . ’ ‘ . ' T
* . is crucial toé¢both novels., =~ = . ﬂ\ . :

e K . . i ; et
R PR

The decision to send Njoroge to school is a recognition *

4

‘of the change in - values &rought about by the arrival of the

new culture from the West The soc1ety comes to place a

heavy .emphasis on education. ,In this regard it is 1mportant
S L ’ . ; i . : :

;:V o

L
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to notef that thepwages of two of Njoroge's brothers go to pay

for his educatYon. When the time comes for Njoroge to go to

'

high school, the-investment ceases to be exclusive

liability of his family and becomes a ¥ responsibility.

The entire village feels duty-bound to invest .in his

education: o -
Whatever their differences, interest in
knowledge and book 1earn1ng was the one
meeting point between the people such as Boro,.
"Jacobo and Ngotho. Somehow the Gikuyu people
-always saw deliverance as embodied in
education. When time came for NJoroge to
leavel, manyvcame near, many people contributed
" money so that he could go. He was no longer
the son of Ngotho but the son of the land
(W.N.C. p. 148) / ' e
| -

These acts of self-denial on/the part of the v1llagers put

¥4 ~

pressure on NJoroge to exceﬁ in academic pursu1ts so as not to
N . . 7/.‘ : N

.fail the people who had ood#xibuted so generously towards his

‘edacation. . , o o , ;/f
- His will to succeed i also fuelled by the fervor

of me531an1c prophec1es which appear to be on the verge of
@@ulflllment Those who the been sp1r1tually crushed 11ke\\
yNgotho and hlS peers, fr%quently voice their hope and faith
in'dellverance‘fron the eltuatlon by "the Black hoses.‘ The
'Black Moseé,' who incidentally is Jomo Kenyatta;wstood for
‘custom and trad1t10n purlfled by the grace of learnlng and

‘much~travel ' For the leuyu people knowledge is the key to

the myster1es of Western culture wh1ch the older generatlon

o

~6Ldjps not understand W1th Eenyatta s aYrest and apparent

"_defeat Ngotho turn! hlS falth to- hls youngest son, NJoroge;

i
A, e
R e



‘This transference of faith is never rea}}y expressed, but

VNJoroge succeeds in dec1pher1ng his father s hopes The way

..

in which Njoroge internalizes these'influeﬁtes, desires,

o . AV
hopes and fears reveals the conflicts and confusion caused by
the change in values in a society in a state of transition

-

"and flux. He is a naive and solitary child whose
understanding,of the demands‘being made updén him reflects a

rather abstract conceptlon of education and of his own role
r

in society. Like Waiyaki in the earlier novel, NJoroge

.knew that for him education would be the
fulflllment of a wider and more 51gn1f1cant A\
vision -- a vision that embraced the demand
made on him, not only by his father, but also
by his mother, his brother and even the ;
village. 'He saw himself destined for - ;
something big, and this made his heart glow oo
(W.N.C. pp.64-5).

. ’ 4
Njoroge's naive understanding of education makes him

-

‘ B C) : )
regard it, as did®the protagonist of The River Between, as a

panacea‘tafthe prhblems'of his societ} - for him it 'held the
very key to. tﬁ//tuture He always thought that schoollng was
the very bést that a boy could have. It@ﬁgs the end of all
llVlng “(W.N.C." p. 6@)’ﬂAXs the polltlcal.situatlon deter;h
ior@tesd and his stepmother and brother are”detalned for
violating the,curf w regulations, Njoroge holds‘eve% more.
tenac10usly'to.hi vision of education. '...Njoroge was still
ﬂsustained by his gve for and bellef in educatlon and hls role
when theftime'cam . Only education could make somethlng out

of the wreckage; He became more faithfwl to his studies . pa

(W.N.C. p.120). |Njoroge loves education as an idea. Likeh‘



Waiyaki in The River Between, h?sfgoais are ndt wéll defined.
Ali he knows is thét He will use education to 'continue the
w;fk his father stérted' (W.N.C. p.120).'.Aé the political
situation worsens Njoroge's mind furns more to'escabiét piea—

sure which derives from his messianic fantasies. His abstrac-

. N t S K o .
tions of education and messianic vision combine to promote:

what can only be called a nar;issistic love. He responds to
the economic pressures brought to bear on fﬁe’Gikuyu,.to their
cﬁlfural humiliation, and to the coﬁﬁusidn énd anxiety of the
days‘pfecediné;the Mau Mau war by escaping fnto grandiose

‘ 'yisions of himself as an educational leader; as weil as a

messiah destined to lead his people from bondage. His talk

o

about waiting for a 'new day' attests to his idealistic‘dr

_romantic view of the future. - R

AN

NNjoroge’s vision of himself as a leader;gradually shades.
“into religious mysﬁiéism until he loses himself in

7‘speculations about his vital role in the country. He
‘ : . , A

remembered David rescuing a whole country from the curse of
Gdlia?h. "He feels 'awed to imagine that God may have Chpsgn“ﬂﬁﬁ

him to be the instrument of His Divine“Service' (W.N.C. :

D

pp.134-5). Aéked about 'his plans upqnvcompietion of his\TJ

studies he can only reply that 'I have mot thought outrwi”
plans' (W.N.C. p.148). From ﬁbiS  nswer @e Can.éondludé
‘ ‘ Ky ‘, ' > ‘1!30'4;— 190 . ‘ A .
that, while Njoroge revels in miﬁg}amﬁt fantasies® about his
A g !- . ¢ o ) .

— S . A S o
future-.role as leadeg?of“hls peaple, he. has not given serious

thought to what that role will be. He

4 =
e "

; L S

. ,Ayy’__ ; N TS

o v .
%s~only impelled by ‘an
¢ ) l . ER PR
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. 0‘;‘%?:: ! ’ . /’f . .

‘ancient prophecy.. Like Waiyaki, Mjoroge's messianic vision
j : : . _

is as insubstantial as hi8’love for education is real.

/

,When the: crucial test comes Njoroge's'hollow and
“egocentrlc fantasies soon crumble. At the time of his
ﬂather s death from torture and castration inflicted on him

R

\ae a. result @f his acceptance of responslblllty for a

pblitical murder he has .not commltted, and Njoroge's own
sub;equent torture, NJoroge s illusions and grandlose
'fantasles are shattered. Though innocent and yn many
respects nalve,’NJoroge, like: his fathert is tortured vand
this confronts him with the b1tté{_rea11ty of a 31tuat1on to

; 1.‘.
which me531anﬁ;‘§131ons are no solutlon "For the first time

'tomorrow'

NJoroge was &ace to face with the problem to which
was no answer. It was thls realization that made him feel
weak anm‘see the emergency in»a new light" (W.N.C..p.167).
It would appear that ‘Njoroge is los1ng falth in the efflcacy
of educatlon and the benlgn Justlce of a Christian God on
both of Wthh tenets he has based his mess1an1c fantasies.
When his -father dles, and brothers have either been
.imprisonZd or killed, and Mwihaki refuses to escape with him
to Uganda,:NJoroge attempts su1c1de as a way out of the
polltlcal quagmlre in whlch he flnds himself. Finally, with

~~~~~ &

the conclu81on of the novel he admits to himself that he is

-

a cowar&; It now strikes him, as it never d1d before, that
: . el ] __— : -

suicidé is too easy a way out of the problem. Worse still,
.suicide will not,.solve the political problems that bedevil

“
-
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his society.
The qu1ck descent from the helght of -self-importance,
messianic visions and hope for *the future to an abyss of
self-negation is enacted against the background of a society
~in violent turm011 uThe different political views and |
"conflict between generatlons and the graphic descrlptlons of
torture and summary executlons by both sides create a |
powerful microcosmic p;cture of a whole soc1ety belng ripped -
apart by the scourge of war. The generation gap evidenced by
the differences between Ngotho‘and some.of his sons points to

-

the mutual suspicion engendered by the Violent conflict that
3 ) .

.hgkzbecome the order of the day. | The novel accurately

deplcts the traumd and amb1gu1t1es of a revolutlon.
'Despiteijoroge S'phy51ca1 presence in this social

.upheaval,vhe remains a passive and reluctant witness of the

events. His experlence, in the words of Abdul R. JanMohamed,

is that of a 'solitary adolescent who ea511y internalizes the

»hopes, frustratlons and angu1sh of his society, and then

soothes his own trauma w1th fantasies of self aggrandlzement 7

When everythlng crimbles around h1m, his only desire is to

escape. First he took refuge in messianic dreamS° when it

dawned pﬁ)him that these do not.work, he attempted to run a;ay

to Uganda with Mwihaki. All else having failed,rhe attempts

o

‘»to.commit suicide as a final way of escape. The rapidity of
v
Njoroge's grandlose osc1llat10ns from one position to another

can be accounted for only partly by the v1olence and trauma;@g@

6'

that surrounds him. The other aspect which accounts for
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thdse .oscillations is the reversal of 'values that engulfs

him; this element causes the confusion that is ultimately

" responsible for the fantasies that comprise the central

experience of this novel.

EN

The.chaﬁge'in values .starts wi;h-the attempt to negate,
.even destroy.Gikuyu cultural values, and indeed the whole of
the African cultural values followed by an.unde;standing of
the colonial situation and a justificatioh of the rebgllion.‘
The whole impetus to abandon Gikuyu traditions is best
characterized By.the attitude of the European heaamaster of
the secondary school thch Njoroge attends: He treats African

students with due courtesy and'réspect but:
he believes that the.best, the really '
excellent could only come from the white man,.
He 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. He -
was automatically against all the black
politicians who in any way made people to be
discontented with the white man's rule and
civilizing mission (W.N.C. pp.158-9). <

A view such as this éntaiis'a rejection Sf traditional
societal values,Aa simui£aneous espousal of imperfeétly - /
underﬁtoodAWeséern vélueQ and an emasculét}o% of tﬁe |
politicél will of indiéenéhs people.

’Njofoge exhibits the ihternali;ation'of the-éhanged'
véﬁugSi éeven before he comes under the influehge pf.this
headmaster; %or.inétance,'he preﬁers tbe-néme Lﬁéia t; any

Gikuyu ﬁgmale namés; and heypnpudly associates with other

*Gikuyus who have abandohégf'_digenous values and have ardently

§
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but superficially imitated aspects of Eufopean culture. He
also equates(*:gormal academic e“qation, as well as the learn-
ing process in general, with the ability to speak and write
English. While Ngotho considers land to be of prime impor-
tance, Njoroge who has never farmed, considersbeducation in
ﬁis abstraction of it, . as the soiution to all human problems.
EQen.beﬁqqé he is exposed to formal prpgrams desi&neq to

change'hiéjvalues, Njorogé“hés already abandoned his people's -

ethnic and rufal fraditionsjhbeginning instead to subscribe to
’ T . e '

Western values which he does not fully understand. Similarly,

he has no real interest in the intricacies of the political

turmoil in the country, though his peers are deeply involved.

-

Exposure to varioué;éspects of European values involves
an intensive introductioﬁ:tonChristiqnity in the mission
schools. %hus Njoroge, like other Africans, finds in the
Bible parallels to the plight of his people and divine

justification for their 'struggle: ) {
...the Gikuyu people, whose land had been
taken by the white men, were no other than the
‘children of Israel about whom he read in the
Bible...the black people had a special mission
to the world 'because they were the chosen
people of God. This explained his brothers
remark that Jomo was the Black Moses (W.N.C.
p.78).

/
While the Gikuyu people use similar analogies to justify

their uprising against the settlers, Njoroge employs them as
a balm to soothe the effects of the traumatic political

situation on him;

,
1
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Njoroge came to place faith in the Bible and
with the vision of an educated life in the .
future was blended a belief in the right-
eousness of God. Equity and justice were A
there in the world. If you did well and o
remained faithful to your God, the Kingdom of :
Heaven would be yours. A good man would get a
reward from God; a bad man would harvest bad
fruits (W.N.C. pp.77-8).
The Biblical parallels help fuel Njoroge's.messiaﬁic
fantasies.l The abandonment of indigenous values and the
attraction to and misunderstanding of foreign values leave
him in a state of mental and physical limbo; he is grouhded
in neither culture. Just as he soothes his own anxieties with
benign visions, so he feels he has a duty to cquort other
. o N X
people too. When he meets Mr, Howlands' son, Njoroge tries
to calm his misgivings about-the_futufe‘of_Kenya:
'Yes...so dark, but things will be alright.'
Njoroge still believed in the future. Hope of a
“better day was the only comfont he could give a
weeping child. .He did not know that his faith
in the future could be a form of escape from
the reality of the preseng (W.N.C. p.154).
The novel is pervaded by a sense of ambivalence caused
by the reversal of vaiues. It is ironic for Njoroge to
soothe Mr. Howland's son, who, though about the same age as
the former, appears to have a better grasp of reaiity. ' é@
Njoroge's understanding of issues is clearly seen to be ¢

imperfect in fundamental ways. What is not clear here is

whether or not the author intended to use irony to further

reveal the weaknesses of his main character. How

: i “ e
notewqrthy that the narrator's tone is not one o%ﬁ?%Ony, but
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"social oﬁiginé. The confusion is further compounded by the

1

3

.
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rather that of sympathy with the character. Throughout the
novel it is clear that Njoroge's visions are a form of

escape. The narrator seems to be aware of this; yet he
: ' \

\

-neither criticizes it, nor does he even explain its psycho-

\ F
lines from Walt Whitman's poem, 'On the Beach 'at Night,' which

Ngdgi uses as.the epigraph to Weep Not, Child, and from which

the novel derives its title:

. T
Weep Not, Child, '
Weep. Not, my darling, .

'With; these kisses let me remove your tears,

"The ravening clouds shall not be long victorious,
They gghall not long possess the sky... ‘

From these lines it is clear that the weeping child is -

Njoroge, whose life is shadowed by @he 'ravening clouds' of

settler Qccupaéion and political turmoil. But’ the coincidence

. between the narrator's attitude toward Njoroge as the

'weéping.child' betrays the sympathetic nature of the
narratoreprotaggnist relationship. While the narrator
‘insists‘tggt Njoroge, having finéllngiven up- his messianic
yisioné, has comg‘to'térms with reality, the.attual portfayal
of_the héro.does not suppbrt this ihsistence; such a
cdhfradiction is yet another manifestation of the novel's
ambivalent effect. | |

By fhe end of theinovel Njoroge has»noﬁ yet undergone
‘any significant change, He has not come to terms with the

social and poiitical reality of his country, nor hés he

totally abandoned his grandiose vision of himself. Taking

3

\
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all the guilt for the suffe;ings of his family, he accuses
Mwihaki of betraying him by refusing to abscond with him to
Uganda. By assuming all the guilt of‘his worid and accusing
Mwihaki of betraying him, he still follows the modél of
Christ, of a messiah who took responsibility for all human
sins, was betrayed by Judas Iscariot and then made a
scapegoat. Though changing his self-image from that of a
saviour to that of a scapegoat, Njoroge still retains an
egocentric attiﬁude‘that is responsible for his iéo}é?}on
from reality. |
,&ignqgf's fantasies are products of particular socio-.
religibus factors in a specific coloﬁial'sitdation.‘ They are
products of the effettslof laﬂd expropriation, of the
emphasis put on e&ucation by the.Gikuyué, of Christian and
messianic influences, and of. a funda@ental reversal of
values.ﬁ The nérrative‘ambiguity'can be seen as a manifesta-
tion of the same forces. It‘exhibits, in the final analysis,
Ngugi's inaﬁility‘to édequately define his stand toward these

factors, which are part of his own socio-political

béckground, Weep Not, Child can thus bé seen-as'a product as
well as a depiction of the confusioﬁ of values in a coloﬁial
situation. Its protagonist, Njoroge, in thé words of D. Cook
and M. Okenimkpe, 1is mofe 'a‘victim of.circuﬁstances\,.than

an instigator of action.'

The River Between deals with the struggle to free men's

°

minds from the constraints of colonial domination in



preparation for the assertion of national integrity and
\ \ \ B

individual human‘identity. Weep Not, Child depicts Kenya

during the period of the\Mau Mau war, as Cook and Okenimkpe
put it, 'stumbling towards group consciousness and group

A 4
responsibility in spite of vicious counter-currents at a time

of great confusion and uncertainty.'?

A Grain of Wheat
continues the story of Mau Mau warfarelfrom wﬁére‘WeeQ Not,
Child left off. It places the Mau Mau ftruggle in a detaiigd
historical setting, délineating‘the relationsgip of this
underground movement to the independence of Kenya. The ngvel
knarrates, in epic terms, the exploits of é-miliﬁa;y movement'
bent on ridding its territory of oppression through corporate
actiop. This‘soﬁmunal effort, howeven; is riddled with acts
of betrayal which, ‘in effect; are set-backs in the road to
repossessio? of land. Thé book is, .therefore, an‘eﬁteqded
and eloquent examinétion of heroism and treachery. .

Betrayals by individual characters represent, in
miniature, the whbleéale betrayal of society by its power
elite. When uhuru is,achieved the léaders of the new étate
do not ;ome from those whowfought in the Mau Mau or even
those who sympathized withithe ideals of the Mau Mau. It is

¢+

for this reason that Ngugi has written in a brief. preface to

A Grain of Wheat that:

Although set in contemporary Kenya, all the
characters in this book are fictitjious, Names
like that of Jomo Kenyatta and Waiyaki are
unavoidably mentioned as part of the history and
institutions of our country. But the

situation and the problems are real --sometimes
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too paanfully real for the peasants who.ﬁ RO
fought the British yet wha now see all that thefi‘

fought for being put on one side (AL G W,

p.vi). .

“

A Grain of Wheat. is pervaded by an air of sképticism about

~the promise the uhuru held. Ngugi's‘romant{g\view of bpe

'"Black Moses' in The River Between and Weep Not, Child is ",

%

noticeably held under check in A Grain of Wheat. This novel

forms a watershed in Ngﬁgi's ideological development. As Ime

Ikiddeh informs us in the foreward to Homecoming Ngugi wrote
-

A Grain of Wheat after reading Frantz Fanon's The Wretched

of the Earth and Robert Treésel's‘The Ragged Trousered

Philanthropists: k\'“

" leadership, and consequently drifted more and more towards

)

Thus Leeds - prov1ded an 1deolog1cal framework
for opinions ‘that he already vaguely held. It
was at this time too that we both read two
books which became major influences: Frantz
Fanon's The Wretched of the Earth, that
classic analysis of the psychology of colon-

- ialism; and Robert Tressel's The Ragged
Trousered Philanthropists, one of the most .
moving stori€s ever told of the plight of the
working class in Britain...although Ngugi
sympathizes with the Marxist idea of the
'workers of the world'...he sees the
experience of the black man as being. unique in
the world, :

After independence Ngugi'got disillusioned with the Kenjan

"Marxism which he sees as the only hope for his country. This

is particularly so in his books of essays and his later works™
: ' , -

of fiction. Anotber passage by Ime Ikiddeh will serve to

illustrate this poi%t more cleéarly: "One cgnnot go very far

in these essays without being assailed by well-known phrases
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likﬁmﬁthe ruling classes' and "the exploited peasant masses

.and urban workers...."11 h : ‘k* , .
: $
Ngugi's d15111u8109ment with leadership and his sympathy

B
w{th the common people, Whom he incrégsingly calls 'peasants'

or 'masses' is apparent in A Grain of Wheat. His perception

’

of leadership andabié business is that of 'thiefs' and’

Ao v . . . y
'robbers,' words he uses with sickening regularity in
. ' 5§ 4

Devil on the Cross. Self-interest is gseen by the novglfst as
an over-riding facﬁor ameng the new leaders. To this end(a
theaordlnary people do not get what they fought for. 'the
situation' is 'too palnfully real for the peasants who’foeght

the Brittsh yet who now see all that they fought for.being
put on one sk&e.' (A.G.W. p.vi), Gikonyo complains:
'?an{AOM; whom do we seelin long cars and .
. "shan%i3§ them daily as if motor cars ‘were
« | wclothes” It is those who did not take part in
" tRé& movement, the same who ran to the shelter
wqf schools and universities and

-~ B 3 -

o AR ghdmlnistrat;on. At political meetings you

S + “héar them shout: Uhuru, Uhuru, we fought for. -
S 'ﬁ‘Fbught where? . (A.G. W..p 60).

The newly elected member of aarllament,”who cheats the new-:
4 o 4 x’t ‘!

lapd coqopenatlﬁe group,xrepresents the emergent land- hungry
RS ’g‘ .

class of pollt1c1ans. These p011t1c1ans use thelr newly

o 4 3 x'

acquhr%d p091t10ns of nrust to enrlch themselves at public

"" , c‘,:; ._'_;‘4,»,

-, expenSE‘ ‘They’are the same breed of p011t1c1ans as the

,ﬂ,’,<",—a >

member oﬁ Parllamemt for Ilmorog ‘that we see in Petals of

Blooi, who even bas the arrogance to refuse to llsten to -
m:,.l '»'-' - . -3

the grlevances oi his constltuents, and M.A. Nanga,

in Achebe s A Man of the People. ~As Achebe has
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’

7 eloquently put 1t, the«trouble with this new breed of African

h o » ]
p011t1c1ans in the wa%e of Afrlcan 1ndependence is ghat.,g‘

i w >
F A man who has Just .come from the rain and
h drled his body- and put on dry clothes is more

t

' . reluctant’to-go out again than another who has
“been indoors all the time. The trouble: glth
e : our mnew nation...was that none’'of us had been A
, . -~ indoors 10ng enough, ¥o be able to say . 'To hell
S . with it.' We had all been,in the rain together
“ . until yesterday Then a handful ‘of us - the.

' " smart and the lucky and ‘hatdly ever the’best -

‘h_had.scrambled for the one shelter odr former
, rulers left, and had" take% it over and

- . barricaded themselves 1n.

The whole concept of repﬁg%entatlon in the leglslatu%e is not

only dlstorted but 1t is also abused by the greedy

P J A o : ‘ +- e

p011t1c1ans whose sole purpose for belng in Parllanent is ..
- ) o PN z\ .

personal aggrandlsement'as well as ama551no wealth, ‘
1 o . | 3

¢

v g A Grain;of Wheat, unllke 1ts predecessors, does not have

a 31ng1e maJor character.p It. 1s a soc1o p011t1Cal novel ’ ~

o ‘rﬁr
T N i

Q'whlch dlss“fts a soc1ety belng r1pped apart by the. scourge of

,‘ \

war. HeregNgugl has abandoned the use of,mes31an1c

X

fanta81es.; Nobody ta??s refuge 1n the shell of such escaplstf
o . N » ! . ) . .,
'v1szohs. Everyone'Qets 1nvolved for Ngugl, wrntlng lm RSN

v
\ N

Iwﬁters ‘1“ POJJ“CS’ has argueﬁ th%t "lt )SS: smply ot ,
v d' J 3 ". e "

90681$1e An, suchua context ﬁor»anybody to assﬁme a p051t1dn o
o FAPA T ‘ — '9‘7 w§ . “’" °4"h\d - - P
v, s
i df;neutr 1ty 'What he or she cadnot do 1 to remaln PR
AR S - 6 ’ @L‘.,-
. :

Thls stateme t makes it 1mposslble for anybody fa

;‘neutraL;ty or’ non 1nvolvément in any 31tuatlon, you“
are either on one 51de or the other Even thdse who attempt

3 . R ~

= bo resmst.nnvolvement are, 11ke Mugo, draWnainto the,whlrl—

>

pool of confllct very much agalnst thelr w111 hEverphodﬁ,

P [ !
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1}

w1th the p0351ble exaeptlon of Kihika, has been involvedjin

~one form of betrayal or another.' By his . stress on thlS
" . " ."' » o

generalized guiltaNgggi seemsfto be sopndlhg a warnlng that

'anybody who‘fails the Cahée of society is guﬁlty:of'hetraying'
humanity.

A Grain of Wheat, as it opens, is” set Just a few days
t

before Uhurm’ and yet it takes. a long look back at the events

"3

s,

that led to the 1ong awalted 1ndependence It revgﬂ,,51ts ﬁxeg\

l)
turm01l of the Emergency, Juxtap031ng it with’ thenﬁ;ﬂal’ ﬁ;'
589 ﬁb
outcome of the struggle for freedom., There are already thosel

who/ wary 8f the outcome of the struggle descrlbenthe.f”
u o .
‘indépendence'celebrat1ons_as-be1ng: %‘11ke warmnwater;in.the,

AR .
>

“mouth of a thlrsty man.™ (A G.W. prOS)Z.MGenefal.R. comments
that. he knows that" the war is not over"”"’We get Uhuru /

5 . 1 -

today.i.TomorrOW We-shall ask: ‘where iS'the land? Where is

the food? Whéf% are. the sqhﬁa 241 ( Q p 192)( A ;
* (I;* Lo Eg’f"a B ""i’q" ' IR - & * o

In re- creatlng the g%%s of the Mau ﬁgu, Ngugl has o St

- ‘

. g -
wrltten a novel that enables the reader to experlence, in

.o R \g\
etrospect the dynam1cs of a- v1able\ongan1c commpnlty He .

1'.

-~

.- N

has v1v1dly created.a soc1al orgaﬂ}zatlon wh1ch ensures that“

s

each 1nd1V1dual sees the others a@ complementary rather thang“

A . . O -\ . ‘ R )
D : k : -~ B
: antagonlstlc bdlngs. The cqmmunity under r‘fiem, hav1ng¢been‘a
Y - J‘ >~ .l} o ) "‘ L G Y » oy ! . 5 . N
L) - we RN 'S N
rcaught An a reversal of valﬁ%s\ is. now in t e . process of‘ -

reJectlng such\values, attemptrng_to ilnd a new meanlngqfor T

N .
i . K3 . ’ [ A ”

1ts_1f.a A T
L SRR IR S




The actjual time of action is about five days, but

through fla hbacks the reader experlences the whole Mau Mau

v [

movement and even the pre revoiut1onary ChlldhOOd of the
~ protagonlsts as well as the myth1c past of the leuyu.\ It is

ﬁﬁls mythlc past which 1s, 1ndeed a unifying thread3
throughout The R1ver Between, Weep Not, Chlld and A

%k . ¢
- Grain of Wheat. ' '

rd

"

, The patterns of 1solat10n and 1nteract10n in this novel
< -3, /
are so entangled that a critical analys1s inevitably viblates

their organic nature. Yet such a violation Cannot be/avoided
aaf we are. to understand the protagpnlsts as 1nd1v1duals. As
y e . {
‘Micere Mugo has stated, 'Ngugl engages in a ruthless
0

examlnatlon of 1nd1v1duals as well as the motives that
A ’

act1vate them to'stand at a. d1stance from/the swallowlng

crowd “hnd. make a personal stand. '14Most characters in the

-
id

novel are in one way or another trylng to run away from an.
: .

aspect of thelr prlvate llves that they f1nd too pa1n ul to
B | L
Qﬁ&e.- Mugo, for, 1nstance, trles to lead the llfe of ak : S

/
hermlt, but he ultimately reallzes that he cannot run away
from soc1ety or. from his own true self He. has tr1ed to keep’

\away from the maddlng crowds,» as Thomas Hardy would put 1t,

’ . ~

;9 but ‘he has come 50 reallze the fut111ty of 1t all L N\KQ,

—/(/aznsgqlently, he\must face the crd%d which mlstakenly : L

[

%'1dollzes h1m for her01c deeds they 1mag1ne h1m tQ have

carrled out.a He has come to acknowledge that hﬁman belngs 1n

ts
»>

a SOC1ety ‘are llke the flngers of a hand” they rﬁP agalnst

' L - L

A
* - .
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each othef, and if one of them brings oil‘it soils the
a
others. The people s belief that Mugo has made a-
T

. contr1but1on to the struggle seems to be glven cred1b111ty

by'his act of coming to the assistance of Kibika‘s‘pregnant

| widow who is being manhandled by the police. This. appears to

be his way of making amends for his betrayal of Kihika.

B B '

Ngugl first brought out the ‘idea of a hermit who wants to’

lead hlS life w1thdrawn from society in The Black Hermlt

Unfortunately fpr Mugo, Ngugi does not eas1ly allow escapist’

f.lsolatlon.' The novelist-sees such isolation as a refusal to

part1c1pate in the affalms of sqtlety Finally, Mugo is

persuaded to. appear at the 1n=ependence celebratlons 1% order

[N

"to deliver a keynote sph”!ﬁﬁ ,His'rewelation of his betrayal

of Kihika is§ a stern warg gfbywthe novelist that,~eveh as

A . . . ‘
Thabai rejoieeg;&f, fery well be crowning traitors posing

" as natfonali&t leaders. As the‘tevelry goes onj Ngugi seems,

to be~saying,fthe'new nation should examihe itself and té%g
stock of what happened prior to the end of the war. Almost

all the gharacters in the novel, except Kihika, have been .
imvslyed‘in'a betrayal of one type or another. The‘autbof

uses this”serieS)of'bétrayals to chastise the community which.

W

1nhab1ts the world of hlS novel ‘Mugo's codfessionvof'his
¢ . i
treachery ais used to reCOnC11e t@e confllct between leonyo
. ﬁ

'andfMdmbl, whlchiis,_ltself= caufed by Mumbl s betrayal of

E her hus%g&d “In thlS sense betrayal reconc1les betéayal

) Whlle accus1ng Mumbl of 1nf1de11ty, leonyo is palnfully

4

s - .
.
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L]

aware that he himaelf is'hbt'free from tteachery; His
‘confe331on of the oath in detentfbn was in fact a ‘worse
. crlme, for he had sold out the cause of the whole society.
In that teallzatlon there is a common understanding of human
frailty. -Gikenyo receghizes Mugo's confession as a deed of |

‘heroism, believing that:
He was a brave mgn...He stood before much
honour, praises were heaped on him. He would
have become a chief. Tell me another person
who would have exposed his soul for all the
eyes to peck at (A. G We h. 265).
4&

Such a confeshionwbrings Gikonyo to hﬁ‘ﬁﬁenses~so that he may

.

" face g painful realfty he was trying to avoid His wife has”
4 AN
%adnhllcf by,another man, Karanja, and this is-a fact that
18
he has to addreSs hlﬁ%ﬁlf té. lee'Mugo, he has to be bggye

to face.the truth rather,%ban try to’ evade it -
“ N e}
, Remember that few pe&ple in d‘%t meetlng are
e " fit to lift la’stone. agalnst thgt man. Not.
" unless I -- we -- too -- # turm,open qur hearts
naked for the world to look &t (&4.G.W. ﬁ%265) g
u“‘ g _'_
_ W1th th1§ reallzatlon 1n mlnd leonyo, ready to confess his
~
‘own guilt, 1lifts the barrler that blocked the path of recon—‘

) ciLiation between hlmself and Qumblytwhom he‘has not;tQuched

ff‘/’gince his return from-détention. Gikpanahoth?judges and

i

treats Mumbi harshly partly>becapse'he‘cgn hodionger live
with himself. He has lacked the perseherahce_and'courage'tq

, endﬁre’the;hardships‘ofﬁlife.in-detentioni consequentiy»he_

N

confess§d to taking the oath

Durlng the Mau Mau war which ‘A Grain of Wheat treats in

:con51derable detallf%those who took part in the flghtlng had.

£




‘l .
to take an oath of secrecy. The oath~was{a éEClaratiqn ofb
allegiance to the cause;for which'the Mau'Mau guerillas
stood. Its primary purﬁose was to bind' its 'adﬂerents to
their cause,'ls‘as George Padmore has 1nd1cated Nobddy who'AjEu
4had taken thisﬂ@ﬁth was supposed to chfess tOuhaving takea

. s R S .
‘it, even if they were captured“and tortured; To confess'to‘

having taken the oath was 1p act of treason; it was regardei

as selling out the cause $o which one was commltted; ThlS oy

about the strategies of those who fought iJ;

)

' Betrayal'of this%grustvtgula'be punishedfb_ »inch

3 q B . . S : e
threats wereWntefled to eng
>comm1tment of the fighting

Mbiti has aptly explalned;

h

N

. *ral,._ in the following t 4 l - . o ‘
e 'v T 2 . . _1“‘ - N
LT 3 The belief behind oaths in general is that God

.or some other power hlgher than the individual
- man, will punish ‘the person who breaks the
- . requiremerts of the oath or .g@venant. Like
curses, oaths are feared- ~ap ny.are
admlnlstered rltually and at*ﬁreat expense 16

">

Having betrayed»this trust, Gikqnyo is ‘plagued by a sense of ~

. \ . Co - ' ‘ .
guilt., The sound of footsteps which ‘haunts him is a mani-

EE 2 ﬁ' ’ : ) ' ’ ’ A ! . »
, festaésonv f a troubled con!&i%nce._ At one stage Gikonyo
‘ % , ' ) : : v

.'

v " ) ST L e
lekS Mumb1 s Chlld and calls Mumb1 a‘prostitqte."For some .

t%me he refuses to talk to her, share her bed, or even‘eat'

., «

" her food* Only after‘g#go s courageous confe551on does ‘he R n‘”
14 O

o ~
. Hegreallzes that 11ke Mugo, he too must

e
“ ° it

muster\@nough coiiage to admlt hlS own gullt and forglve hls.d

w1fe for her .guil

-
4
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0

e ‘ o kPR \ ,
open his heart to Mumbi. To this end, theréfore, Kihika's

death becomes, if'only indirectly; instrumental in the

recontiliation of Gikonyo¢and Mumbi. In thls llght K1h1ka

v
Y

becomes 'a- graln of wheat' whlch must die in order to bek ;

A

product1ve,¢g1v1ng blrtb to, a new relatlonshlp,flmln‘the

words of”DaVidtCobk.’ The process of regeneratlon started~by

. the reConcili%tion between Mumbi and Gikonyo, 'becomes aﬁ 'Vﬂy
te ‘ /'

metaphor for the regeneratlon of the entlre soc1ety r1pped SN

W
oAy
,_,.1

apart by the v1olence of war. ‘humblﬁ who bears the name of"
«
the Gikuyu 1egendary mothery is fittingly used as a symbol of °

the’ potentlal ‘rebirth of society. It is she (whose name means

4

'moulder’ or ' creator '18 4 Mlcere Mug% %nﬁorms us) who

R -t

w111ﬁre create the’ leuyu soc1ety from the ruins of war. In

. ., R L . .
a way, then, Kihika can. be seén as somethig® of a messianjic

figune whose death sets in motionythe process of.rebirth of

: [
a new society from the ashes of war. Here Ngugirp b t S
, effectively to a future: pregnant w1th p0531bnllt1e '19 4n
N 1 '
-the words of- Mlcere Mugo. - o

" . . )
Revelation of his involvement 'in the murder of Kihika:

v. A T K . L . . - . -

takes off the hood or veil which has hitherto COnceal"*;

.Mugofs role as a traitor to the fighting guerrillas, as well

das to ‘the general populaee who Support the cause of the -
flghters in the forests.: One of ‘thé ‘major aspects of -
the.novel is the question of the concealed self.‘ Very many
haracters roles and acts of betrayal are h1dden untll the

oot

‘very end of the noved : 'As’well»as f;nding their'ro}esf;n L
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the changing soc1ety, characters have: also 'to d1scover and

/. come to terms w1th the tragedy of betrayal amﬂ self betrayal

.bthat evenzf/%ave forced on them,ao as Clifford Robson
contends. Arthur Ravenscroft has eloqfiently articulated this

t e .
point in-the followlng terms: = ' \“\.~ﬁ;|

» it

1

A Graln of Wheat is an advance .in Ngngl s
development a5 a novelist, and this appears in
the confident orthestration of the four )
,different dut: 1nterne1ated betrayals and their
Fonsequent ‘corroiof of selfhood..’.the four .
FE ~characters who had each been involved in the’
B - ayents. that led to Uhuru are now slaves to
j,ﬂthqlr memories of their own personal -

ok Qgequac1es.21
~The bheme of betrayal 1s 31gn1f1cantly present in the two

P &y .

4

earller novels, but in A Gra?n°of Wheat%bgugl ma%&Swlta@WQW

dominant concern. Wheﬂ’KaranJa confesses to hav1ng “taken the

»

"oath he is made a colonlal g!;ef and goes agound in a hood to

pick out those‘involved in Mau Mau activities. ‘Whlle he does

this,'Kara;”:;is plaguéd by a sense of guilt., He is aware of

4
e i

'many angry eyes watchlng him in the dark' (A.G. W. pr6).
These ‘two 1nc1dents convey a gereral atmosphere of susplclon
and of - many troubled consciences. Not only are people belng

y%etched, they watch themselves too. The atmosphére/is sultry(

with mlstrust. In the heat of the war and of countless
'>betrayals nobody is certain of anybody else's 1d%n§1ty or of
: . i ]

,1egiance' the extent of self- écrutlny reveals that .

thaarL

,people cannot even trust thems.elves,'22 ‘as Cllfford B. Robson
.

v

'puts 1t., The gradual nnfoldlng of events, reachlng 1ts~"

i

'cl1max in. Mugo s revelatlon of hlS betrayal of thlkp, adds |

[
o
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to this general uncertainty.

Karanja, having betrayed his people by confessing to
having taken the oath, then comes to spy on them from‘behind
his‘hood,”fhe purpose being to conceal his identity. It is
not only Karanja whose identity is veiled by wearing a hood.
;here are many characters in the novel who have _been involved

in various forms of betrayal who yet look good 1n the eyes
of the publlc because their. gu1lt is concealed from the

\ Ao
.

public eye. They are, in-a sense, wearing a veri of s1lence

v
2

about thelr m'ivsdeeds. So, whlle KaranJa s veil is phy51cal*
theirs” is msjnjgﬂogical "7C0nsequently, they afe,falsely
e R Vo S
venerated vﬁherr puhllc 1mage contrasts sharply with their

roles as bet,s~ 'S, ‘as 1n the case of ngo. The plot of the

novel 1s su.ﬁxfﬁhzed thafusomethrﬁﬁ,dramatdc has to happen to

S

'remove theavgil that covers their ‘true 1dent;ty Thé revela-

tion of the &ruth 1n mostecases, leaves the publlc, who have

.
i b H

all, n“hg lnvested a good deal of trust in. the betrayers,

bréachffgidwlth dlsbellef

&+ ».!)"

v

, O
"G ua ‘1 ane of the characters whose role and 1dent1ty

S8 e T o
arefmistakef??bonseqdeotly he enJoys a falsa veneratlon from

th@;odblic., For adlohg t1me he has been regarded as one of
theffzrst ;1ctlnsl of the emergency, a pltlable character
whose shirt collar gleamedjwlth dirt and whose leg had been
‘ampgtated‘ ,In'the wbrds of Robson,mh;s 'drunken vdice .and S

nnlde body flaunt the suffergn&,of those 1nvolved in- the
o (23

Vstruggle. Rather than earnlng h1m scorn, hlS braggart

3
o
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poise wins him sympathy and he is listened to with interest:
Remember us, Chief. Remember us. Do you see
these tatters?, Do you see these lice crawling
on my shoulders? I was not always like that
(A.G.W, p.l44).

Githua's image as a symbol of suffering remains in place as
long as possible until General R. comes along to tell Mugo
the trwthlabout him., From General R. we learn that Githua
necthlsnpolied bnflete }o the men in the forest, and that he
lost his leg when the.lorry~he‘na§ driving oveﬁtunned.
'Ginhuaaappears fairlf'inffequently &n thefhoVel, but hev
sérves to unaerecorelthe'problem of knowing who peopleare,
and-is a good example of the way-in which chafacters;. |
deluding themeelvee,ﬂuse'public occasions to»mask their
personal deficieneief. We further learn from General R. thae
Glthua inVents‘a'meaning for his life..aDon't'we»all'do
that7' (A G. W p 1725 Sow » "

A Graln of Wheat has been descrlbed by Robson as a’

sequel to The Rlver Between and Weeg,Not, Chlld Many of -
L]
“the elements of ;he tyo earlier books have been interwoven

‘into thefgore<c0mplexestructure of A Grain of Wheat. The full

'contexfupf theJSOCial and political turbuience which
culminates 1n‘the Mau Mau upflSlngs cwmts across the three

'novels.‘ Ngugl beglns w1nh leuyuland prlor to- the aﬂvent of

CooaAn

colonlal rule, notlng, as Gerald Moore has but it, 'its

essentlal harmony and unlty when seen from above, 1ts

o

apparent d1v181on\and hOStlllty when v1ewed from below.'zsn

The novellst is consxstently preoccupled wlth understanding

A
a
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the nature of the forces which have shaped modern day Kenya.
In the eventg of the emergency wh1ch forms the bulk of the

‘plot of Week Not, Child the novelist exposes th% ever present

problem of man'S'inhumanity to man.26‘u Ny <
ot

Educatlon in The Rlver Between 1is, accordlng to Ezekiel

Mphahlele, 'a TrOJén horse,'27 whlch has produced the present

state of Kenya. The education which the hi%ﬂﬁ“ loved so much

¥

‘has produced a power elite to whom the reins of power were
handed over at independence, thereby perpetuating the .
exploitative structure against'which the peasants had fought!.,
Many Of those Whé recélved that educatlon had never really

w%- s
had ‘the.interests of E%Z masses at heart instead they

o

llndulge in messlanlc fantas1es in whlch they see themselves_

as the ordalned 1eaders of their people. But, as C.B. Robson

puts 1t, Ngugl remalns Optlmlstlc in hls 'b at change.

for the better is pos&lble...a pe%slstent fea -ul’e of all of .
; . - %
Ngugi's novels.‘ His writing is a continued search to realize

oy - Ry,
ey o P

the promise soggésted by the sacred grove of

The River Between.' 28 S , - ,

A

)

Certain themes such.as the repossession of the land,

cultural confllct and class antagonlsms are dominant concerns :

4

of Ngugi's writings. They 1nd1cate the novellst s commitment’

PR YN . ¢

to the value of the role of the wrlter in society. Believing

‘it to be-an abdication of responsibrlity forftheicreative 4 ‘
. 1
artlst to 1gnore the burn&ng 1ssues of 50c1ety, Ngugl has

dlrectly and . unequxvocallv dedlcated hls artlSth career to a

e 0
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dissection and examination of the social, political, cultural, “
and economic ills that bedev11 the Gikuyu society, and. indeed;

the Afrlcan societies as a whole. Another constant feature of

Ngugi's writings is his portrayal of strong female characters,

whom the novelist sees as the most oppressed section of society.

»

Because the women are the most exploited and
oppressed section of the entire working class,
I would create a:r picture of .a strong
determined woman with the will to resist and
struggle against.the conditions, of her present

being. 29 o ‘ d
Ngugi's concern with women's issues is one of his dohinaét‘
themes, and forms a significant aépéct of his work.  The
noveliseuconsistently depicts women as custddigns of séciety,
as well as symbols of the»fegeheration and-confinuity of
sociét&. The nextvchapter?wiylvtherefo;e, exblore in \

VoL . ] . . N |

considerable detail the role,of women in Ngugi's novels. :

e . .
- » - |

Jrw
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"socigty, to a reconstruction of a new society from the ashes,

of the old. Their firmness and wisdom are symboffg_gg/;/ .

‘ ' i . » . i

" THE FEMININE PRINCIPLE IN NGUGI'S NOVELS

Ve . [}

»

‘Tﬁ}qnghout his writings Ngugi wa Thiong'o displays

considerable faith in women. Only very rarely do his female@¥”
characters die, even when there is war. They have an 1ns1gh%‘

anMwlsdom that will gulde thelr children,. the remnants of l
'
uﬂﬂ

oA
A

’fegeneratidm"of society, a society which will not be

‘ . l ‘ , 1. . N
'quickened, except it,die,’ 'and'from whose ruins shall

N - Ty

,'emergé 'a new-earth, '2 in the words of David Cook. . As Woman

puts it in Thé Trial of Dedan Kimathi:

»

~'K!math1 was never alone..:will never be
ajone...as long as Women continue to bear
‘children...One day, the soil will be restored
. to the people. ' Our land shajl one day be

__, tfuly’ours.' ' ' :

P S . L Ly Cowme A
Sigrisd Peike hag’said, 'The fluture lies in the women. '  The

.onus for the continuation and survival of society~iswupon the
women of that.society, which invests an emancipatory interest

- ’ » B '.v . . N M 13 N
in them. There exists a CIose association between women and °

. l
E N YN ) . : .
the land, as Jomo Kenyatta has 1nd1cated i ?,, ‘ L

ﬂhe G1kuyu con51der the earth.@s the 'mother' .

v " of ‘the trlbe,‘fon the reasoq that the mother'ﬁa R
T bears her bu{gen for aboutieight qQr njme

- ;Uff months while the! chil&“ls in her womb{ and for
\a~short- penlod of suckl;ng * But it.is- thelv S )
s011 that feeds. the’chidd through.a llfetlme, s
dn@ again, mftex,ﬁe&ﬁ@ﬁit”ls the.sg%l that . _,*nf
‘nurses the splrivs gf%thé dead: for eternltyg A

T R

4

[ ‘. % - § . N s
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fof the trlbe 'We are g&l chaidren 0§ Mumbl/and we must ‘J

e e ,.-'

osﬁﬁp shé}t'of tearing Kabony1 apart at the mentlon of Mumbl s

Thus the earth is the most sacred thipg ‘above
all that dwell in or on ‘it. Among the Gikuyu
‘the soil *is especially honoured, and an '
everlastlng oath is t%ngwear by the earth &
Since the earth is the motheﬁ' of the trlbe, her childreﬁ
have a sacred duty to defend her ‘r&o ensure contlnulty

mother earth'should be, not . only defended  but also

1mmortallzed., £§ man tills the soil and grows crops "mother’

_earth guarantees - the surv1va1 ‘of the human Spec1es. In a

way, this is like a long perlod of suckllng

» The reverentlal respect that the G1kuyu have for their

the origin of the Gikuyu has it that Mumbi and Gikuyu were- |

the first pedple'i; history.  They had ohly daughters, nine
of them, and these became the-mothers of‘the.éribe -- hence

|

the leuyu saylng that mother is supreme; . One of Ngugi's

mother flgures 1n A Graln of*Wheat ‘is. Mumbl, who also

I
,symbollzes the regeneratlon of soc1ety, as we shall

show later in. the present chapter. Thls supremacy of the

- -

/ y 1
mother in leuyu soc1ety has given female characters a

spec1al place in Ngugi S wrltlngsufe-r ‘ ‘ F \[

Slgnlflcantly, Walyakl in; The River Between{?ppeals foT
s

the un1ty of the clam, when he reallzes that he7

+

trouble, by 1nvok1ng the Qame of Mumbi, the legendary mother

“ "n“v . / d

x 4
¥os 1 ’

A ’rﬁ
2

{
‘l’, - ' N . . »\. a N s ‘

4

.. Women has its roots in their creatlon myth. _The legend about -
S ] 8 :

*
IR |
L

P

.deeply in -

-]

Aflght together in one polltlcal mOVement Can a house 3 -~

tdlvzded agalnst ;tself stané7' (R B D 171) " The lequrrg,.
, ; ’ ¥ '
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‘name because of the‘awe 1m whlch they hold their. 1egendaryr

mother, for she occupmee a spec1al place in their hearts.
| Eﬁp etrength and foresight with which Ngugi's female

charaeters are;invested enaole theg to act as towers of

"strength-to their male counterparts, often guiding them from
. " B - ) 4 3
illus#on to reality. . For instance, Muthoni in The River
‘ » ) ' )
C ‘ . . ]
Betweem has great daring im deciding what she felt was the

rlght thing, regardleSs of her father's opposition to her

position. ‘Her: arguments 1n favour‘of circumcision are very ,

o

strong; almost too‘strong for-a‘child of her age. ‘BoldIy,
“she trieé to'oombime tﬁe confiicting ways of ife by
:aecebting,circgmcision mhilefat the same tim remaiming a -
faitHrul Christian: fWaiyaki{'tell'Nyambura; I see Jeeus.
And I am.a woman beamtifqllfﬁ\the\tribe:.m' (E;E; p;kl); The

two cultures have created a crisis for Muthoni. In this

'indigehous culture a girl must be initiated into womahhood,

for it is during the initiation rites that: -important secrets
el : . ' - . ]
of the tribe are passed on to the youth. These rituals have

. . . .
a tremdendous educational significance, for it is during such

ceremonies'that sex education.is tranémitted to the youthvofi
the”tribe. The eeremonies are performedrwhen the boys and
_girie reaeh puberty; the eiders of the tribe take this

» opportluinity to,explain the‘physiologi;al changes takiné place

in‘the.youth at .that stage'in their development. But unfor-

]

tunately .for Muthoni, her father's religion forbids partici- .

N AR . . .
pation i¥ such rituals as it considers them 'savage' and
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b

-'paéan” practices. Realizing the magnitude of -the problem,
. ¢ .

-
~ @

Muthoni_décides to rebel'against'her father in order to

— . i \
undergo the ritual to which her father is so fervently

13

opposeg. She Joes noE.thihkfthat-the,tw0ﬂway$ 6f';ife are .
mutually exclusive. To, buttress her fargument she cites her
father and mother who have undergbné’the circumcision rites,

and yet are Christians, Christianity alone does not sathfyf
her needs: 'The white~ﬁagjs God does not quite satisfy. 1
. K . \\\ ) ' . ‘ .
need something more....Or how does a girl grow into a woman?'
. ' w Lo . .

(R.B;~p.305N' Crucial to Muth?hi'svpeate”of'mind is the

unification of both ways of iife. Although this process
. . . 55 .

costs her her life, vin a way, Muthoni's death is-a fulfill-

ment of her desire. She hés Both stddied.the £ib1e and

& .

—

undergone circumcision, béf&re she &ies.AIhe/twb/Eﬁltﬁreséfind
a perfect -union in déaﬁh,‘aWaY'from the rivalries of the
world. Séaling-this’ﬁniohy Muthoni %engs Waiyaki to

tell Nyahbura that she 'sées‘Jesus'}and.thatishe is"a wgmén;

n
¢

'lbeautiful”iniihe tribe.' | &

While Muthoni is outright and.fofceful, her sister,
. E - %3 > Y . . )
Nyambura, displays more tact. She does not strain her
relations with her fathe}, and yet she is still able to get
. J " : 7 *

her own way. By presenting Nyambura 'in this way, it seems
that Ngugi‘advocates restraint against 'reckless" extremism.

To this éhd, therefore, her love relationship with Waiyaki-

i .
can b%,éeen as a comprbmise between the excesses of Muthoni,

Joshuqfand Kabonyi since Waiyaki, rejecting conservatism,

! -~
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advocates a new form of liberalism. . ‘ - .

- .

fhe»reiationéhip beétween Waiyaki and Nyambura in The

River Between encdmpaéses'all the;major conflicts in the

society to which they belong.3 Both lovers, like their
. ’ ' . [ ’

éommunity‘as.a whole,@gnapple with conflicti&glintefnal
forées.‘ The ;wo‘of thgh feel impelled to continﬁe,bdth in
ﬁhe ways of their fathers and in fﬁe direction of the new
ways, contrarj:§0ntheianaren£s& beIiefsA Wifhih‘thé indig-
enous-éommunity, ﬁhe.conflict is evident in the oppo;ition
_between Eﬁe‘ridges of Kamené ahd @akuyu; The division has-

: & . . ' ' ‘
‘been brought into 'sharper focus by the introduction to Makuyu

i

of'Christianipy and of ‘Western vaiues; while Kameno has

-

remained loyal to indigenous traditions. The conflict

threatens tg destroy the traditional community. Waiyakd- s

: . . ‘sv . \\" N « ’ L . ]

father and Nyambura's father represent opposite sides in the
1} N * »

conflict, and ‘the loﬁalty and obedience of the 'two children
to their'parenps has placed them in conflicting factions.
Yet the children are,drawn to reconciling their opposed orien-

" tations because of their love for each other.

v

~

S It is important to understand the internal dynamics of

~ ‘ . ‘
Nyambura in order to appreciate her relationship with

~
\‘\

/rWaiyakr. éﬁe is the .embodiment of the conflicts inherent in‘”ﬁ
S . | ; o o ;
\\;ﬁe,eqmmunity. Initially, she is content to follow her

P

father in his strict, almost fanatical adherence to religion

-

and family obedience. Gradually, she'loses‘fg%th in her

fatherfs rigid way of life.  Her first sense of .conflict’

»
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cbmes as she sees her sister attempt to unify the tribal and
', . -. B : . . i ' / .
religi&us désires within. her by undergoing circumcision.
Qgginning to feel torn by her sister's action when confronted
’ -~

with breaking the news to hsr father, she'féxperiendea_the
4 e . .

wtorfuré of a soul torn between two loyaltiéé with fear in
front' (R.B. §.40). Klthough ghe ;s éfraid of her father,
feeling that_Muthoni has ddﬁe wrong in disobeying him;‘her
fi;st'doubts are nonetheless apparent. LikeuMuthoni;ﬁwho
dec;ded to make a sepé:ate‘peace by attempting to‘meréé‘the
fwo ﬁultﬁres w}thin.her, endiﬁg up By cogéummating that'gqion

# ) .
\\iﬂ death, Nyambura attempts a similar union by eventually

drawing closer to Waiyaki. At this point it is in order to

Fecall the 'bar} grain,{'in the epfgraph of A Grain of Wheat,

thich‘ﬁust diﬁ/in order to p;oduce fruit. In Epis sense,
then, Muthoni's deathvsowed*thé_seedg,of rggenératioh. N
Waiyaki's nonspartisanship add 1ove.reveals‘£o Nyambura the

“;ruelty énd rigid destructivenesé of her fathef's insenéitiv- 
ity t§ Muthoni's death which pushes Nyambura into_the/loving
arms of Waiyaki. ioshua destroys his own family with his -~
fanatical dévotion to a rfligion he does not fuily understand.

-

Summarizing, this ffévay mbura has this to say:

’

If iféééméffﬁ stand between a father .and his

"daughter so that her death did not move him,

then it was inhuman. She wanted the other...

that held together...that united (R.B. p.155).
Thus in Waiyaki, Nyambura sees a possible resolution of her

almost unbearable conflict concerning obedience to her father:

and his religion. Waiyaki 'is the only man who can _save her
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from misery' (B;Q;'p.lfé)w

| Unlike Joshua who gets swep&rwholesale into the new
feligion{ hisvwifg,‘ﬁiriamu, has her reservations which"she
”withhoidé from,him.  Not an'argumgntative woman, shé putstup
with Joshua's ifrationality. She is a peaceful woman who
dees notylike“tensidg in her house. Wé are told thay‘her-
faith and belief in Cod are coupled with her fear of.Joshua.
Deéaz;e donsideragle hdﬁassﬁeht\from her husband, she keeps

calm, making it clear that hers is. a religiohmlearnt and

ST
|

acceg%gd:“ 'inside, the true Cikdyu-woman was sleeping' (B;E;
p,39): Moved by motherly 16;e, she weeps at Muthdni's deaﬁh;_
for her, né'faiﬁh £@kesvprecedeﬁce ovér her love fér her
‘qaughter. nHerlgrief~is\aggravated by Joshua's'impassiye and
insénéitive‘face‘at Muthoni's death. She ié cdnvinced that'
Joshua has no feelings and does ﬁot‘even caré abouﬁ the loss
of his daughter. For;Joshua an alien religion has taken

precedence over all kinship bonds.

\
N

'Mwihaki’in-Weep'Not, Child is véry mach like Nyahbura‘ih-
that.it‘is‘in jﬁxtaposgti§n witH her that'we'see Njoroge;>as
Eddah Gachukia says, she is 'the yardétick by which we
méasu:é"hiﬁ and by wﬁich he measures'himseif,'a ‘While Njofdge
is something of.a visionary, she,emérges as thé stronger,

more practical and realistic figure. Claiming him to be her

1'njuka',_which, according to the Gikuyu-English Dictionary

v7

"(ed. T.G. Benson), means a 'new-comer, she takes Njoroge to

school and looks after-him as a mother would a son. Njorogé,



é}
the 'new—cdme;' into her life,ZQEV¢s Mwihaki the warmth and
self;a;surance'shé cannot find in'otﬂers; including her own
family. Exuding considérable selfﬂcbnfidencg, Mwihaki
attraats the reader with her‘daring and iorghrightness.
;After‘her mother had febuked Njoroge’apd otheré for their
coﬁduct at’prayer,_Mwihaki is quick to soothe his hurt
feelings.  She asks qurdge to wait for her after school so
.‘th;t thgy can go home together, thereby causing his late
arfiVal; inéurriqg his mothgr's;disapprGVal; Mwihaki

. ! 1; a - T
displays a rema;kgble sense gf»frankness;'when Njorqge\i .
protests‘that hgifquldilike‘tp go home, she disarmingiyx
. retorts: fWﬁy’dg,yod keep aiope -- to aybid me? (W;N,C.
p.59); when he answers de}ensiveiy.that it is because'she
cdmes\out“iate, sﬁe reSpond§ by saying: 'No, I don't coffe
out laﬁe( ’Itis ybu;J_You try-to avéid me' (W.N.C. p.40).
ﬁThese‘sharp reﬁonétéatiéns embérrass Njorogé, who has no
option but)to.wait'for her, though he will get home late,
much ﬁd’h&s>mot£er;sidispleasure;‘ When later on their rela-
tionshipZis jeopardised by Néothq's rash attack on Jocobo,
Njoroge mqhagesfto évoid Mwihaki for éome‘yéars,.bhﬁ she’
comes to seek him §ut, toucPing hiS'heart with her character-
istic frankness: "I aﬁnlonely here....E}eryone évoids me'

|

(W.N.C. p.99). Mwihaki fully realizes the corrosive effect

-

of her father's'pogition, as a coloénial chief, on her own

personalhrelatidnships with people -~ even girlq of her age --

wholwbuld otherwise "be friendly‘towards-her, Feeiing'lonély



and isolated, Mwihaki comes 'out to seek Njoroge, who .

apparently is the only one who cén give Her the fellowship
N .

"she needs.‘"Her!Lagain, as in The River Between, we see two

youths attempﬁidg to forge a union of their own in defiance
- " )
of their feuding families., The theme is a recurrent feature
' ofbth?se earlier novéis; it appears to bé Nguéi’s inté?tion
to uée‘male—femalé'rela£ionshps to illustraté how»unity ma%
" be forged in. a society torn apart by intra—factiohal
rivalries.v Revolted by the thought that her father may.have
taken part in some of the killings which have becomg the order
of the day, Mwihaki's musing on the situation reveals her
insight and maturity: 'One man sins,.God_punishes'all...and
the éin douid be committed by anyone, ypﬁ or ;.,.' (W.N.C.
p.107). ™" o

When all is lost, his dreams of education shattered and
his faﬁiiy disintéérgted3 Njoroge suggests to_Mwih;ki that
they should run away io.Ugandé; whééeupon she displays
equanimity and wisdom in he; {éépodse: 'Don't 96u see that
what you suggest is tvo easy @Hyay out? We are no longer
.children....Let's wait for é new day' (W.N.C. p.154).
Njofogefs escapist tendencies come up from time to .time
when he attempts suicide towards the end of(the nével and when
heﬂindulges‘his messianic téndencies. However, Mwihaki's love
for him does ﬁot blind her to reality; she is a wise voice of

counsel to hdm.

' Eddah Gachukia argues that education, in thisléociety is
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, ‘
seen 'as a symbol of deliverance, of salvation for the whole

: 8 :
family.' Nyokabi, hav1ng realized this 1mportance of
education, impresses upon Ngotho the need to have one of
‘their sons, educated:

‘ If Njoroge could now get all the white man's
learning, would Ngotho even work for Howlands
and especially as the wife was reputed a. hard
woman? Again, would they as a family continue
living as Ahoi in another man's land, a man
who clearly resented thelr stay° A(W

- p 19) ’ k“ % PR

Once again we see Nyokabl tackling Ngotho GVGrJ he strike

issue, drawing his attention to the consequences and .
'p0551b111ty of fallure of the strike action. Her caution
dlsplays a realistic approach to the 1mpend1ng turm01l
"What [sic] black people to us when we starve?' (W.N.C,
p.60). Thefé areé variqus.ways of reading Njokabi's response,
but whatever attitude the reader takes one thing is clear:
Nyokabi is‘not fascinated by 'reakless' nationaljism that
endangers the_lives of the families of those involved. Some
readers may dismiss her positian simply ‘as unpatriotic. For
her, the needs of her immediate family must be caterad for
first, and only ihen can Ngotho staTt thinkiég about his
'reckless' nationalism. Having spoken openly-abdut her
position, she gets into trouble with Ngotho, from whom she
gets a beating for her‘raalism. The advice NyoKabi givés

to Ngotho in persuading him to send Njoroge to school

actually anticipates Juliana'sﬁoytburst after Ngotho's attack

*in Jacobo:



I have always told him to &ake them away from
the land. T have ralways sdid that such Ahoi
are dangerous.‘ But a man will never heed the
voice of a woman until it is too late. I told
him not to go. But he would not listen (W.N.C.
p.63). ‘ R
The relationship between Gikonyo and Mumbi in A Grain
of Wheat helps bring out the effects of a situation where a

oL wheat

friend cannot be distinguished from a traitor. While he is
in jail, we see how the thought of Mumbi imbues Gikonyo';
mind with the will and resolution to live so that some day he
may be re—q&ited with her. ‘Upon his release he is so
frustratéd tqﬁfjnd Mumbi with another man's child that his
first Jmpuls; is 1nstantlre3ect10n of the 'prostitute' and
her llttle 'bastard Haunted by visions of Mumbi responding
passionately to Karanja's seductive power, he sees his wife's
‘conduct as an act of betrayal However, in the heat of
Gikonyo's 'madness' hlS mother's attitude towards their
matrimonial crisis calls for a critical re-assessment of his
response to an unfortunate situétion. Wangari, Gikonyo's
mother, warns her son: '"But you are a man, now. Read your
heart, and know yours%lf' (A.G.W. p:lOZ). Wﬁile realizing
the full import of her 'adulterous' conductJ Mumbi keeps her
poise, continuing to tender good advice to her husband when
appropriate. This woman, who seemed the model of perfection
has soiled her good image with a single incident in her life.
However, viewed from another angle, Mumbi is presented by the

novelist as a voice of ‘pity for the universal weakness

of mankind. Without malice, she hastens to serd Karanja a
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warni@®g note as soon as she learns that his life is in
danger. It is she again who urgeé Mugo,*the betrayer of her
brother, k;hika, to fnrgetvthe past, and look to the futuﬁe.
Completely devoid of malice and vindictivenesé, Mumbi is
ready at all‘times to forgive others for their human frail-
ties. The plea she hakes to Mugo is a passiqgate appealito
bury the hatchet, and plan for the Yuture:_"ﬁpeak about the
1iVing' (A.G.w.bp.209), she urges. In this cﬁntext, there-
fore,.Mumbi should be seen in the light of the positive
redemptive role Women play in Ngugi'serveis. Eddah
Gachukia, writing in Busara in an article entitled 'The Role
of Women in Ngugi's No;els,' makes the point 'that the
‘insight and wisdom of women are importaﬁé'factors in creating
a better countryt' APerhéps it is Mumbi'sbmagnanimity that

has prompted Sigrid Peike to group Mumbi_ofié Grain of Wheat

and Wanja of Petals of Blood into one 'category and connect

them both with ﬁhe legéndary Mumbi.'10 ‘According to Ulla
Schild's review of Sigrid Peike's thesis, Mumbi and Wanja are
grouped together and connected to ﬂhe legendary Mumbi, the
mother of the tribe because of their beauty. According to
the review Peike sees the beauty of ;hese‘iwo women as a

, . . . 11
reincarnation of 'Mumbi the heroine.' .
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Generally, the relationships between Ngugi's male and
female characters are one-sided., While the female characters
are sgem mostly as magnanimous, and sympathetic, the men are
depicfed‘mostly as fidkle villains who exploit their rela-
tionships wifﬁ their female counterparts for their own
selfish ends. This is particularly so in Ngugi's later

works. In A Grain of Wheat, for instance, Kihika values his

wife; Wambuku; not for what she is, but for her rolg in
relation to himself.  Despite her infidelity, Mumbi is a
fdrceful woman; when she speaks her voice makes an instant
impact. Afterbspeaking to Mugo, the latter had to admit that
'"Mumbi's voice was like a knife which had butchéred and laid
naked his heart to;himself' (A.G.W. p.152).

Gikdnyo strikes the reﬁder as an example of simple, frail
humanity. Ngugi's handling of the Gikonyo-Mumbi relationship
shows that his treatment of tme 1ové theme has matured since

the adolescent déys of The Riyer Between and Weep Not, Lhild.

Certainly, Gikonyo and Mumbi are older than their cOunterpartg
in the earlier_moyels, and the-diffefemce in the levels of
maturity is reflected in their conduct. mTheir love‘fs~“” o
described in 'terms-of.sensatimns, inner feelings and jeal-
ousies,' as Eustace Palmer argues. '"They seek to communicate
their feelings gowards each other in terms of motifs and

12

symbols Two passages in partlcular descrlbe leonyo s

romantic love for Mumb1 in reallstf“terms, his Sklll at

[

playing a guitar, for instance, is turned into an 'expression
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'merge to become an '"enobling and purifying'14 force in the

- 98

of that love:

But he found his hands were shaking. He
strummed the strings a little, trying to
steady himself, Mumbi waited for him to play
the tune, As his confidence rose, Gikonyo
felt Thabai come under his thumb., Mumbi's
voice sent a shudder down his back. His
fingers and heart were full. So he groped,
slowly, surely in the-dark; toward Mumbi. He
struck, he appealed, he knew his heart fed
power to his fingers, He felt light, almost
gay (A.G.W, P.9l).

On another occasion, when Mumbi brings to Gikonyo a panga
which needs a wooden handle, he takes the opportunity to
carve it as an expression of his love for her:

The touch of wood always made him want to
create something. But now he felt as if his
life depended on giving himself wholly to the
present job. His hands were firm. He drove
the plane (he had recently bought it) against
the rough surface, peeling off rolls of ‘
shavings. Gikonyo saw Mumbi's gait, her very
gestures, in the feel and movement of the
plane. Her voice was in the air as he bent
down and traced the shape of the panga on the
wogd. Her breath gave him power (A.G.W. p.94).

It is impressive to watch the skill ang devotioﬁ of Gikonyov

striviﬁg,after perfection, for only through perfection can he

adequately express his love for Mumbi. Experiencing 'a holy
-

as Eustace Palmer puts it, which is 'in love with the

*

calm,
earth'13 as-a result of his carvings, we see love and art -
\

3\

novel . .
Mumbi, though a simple character, is presented as one of
the best people in the village. Unlike the othens, she does

not seem to be tortured by inner conflict, but,
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unfortunately, a collocation of circumstances comb;nes to put
her in an awkward position where she finds herself unsure of
herahdsbahd's love. Though very eager to discuss with
Gikonyo her infidelity, her task is made all the more
difficult by the latter's refusal to discués her child. By
refusing to discqss éhe child Gikonyo causes Mumbi a great
deal .of m:;tal anguish..‘Sﬁe knowétshe has wronged her
husband, though unwittingl}, aﬁd she will be the first to
‘admit iF.’ Unfortﬁnately, Gikonyo's refﬁsal to discuss the
child deprives her of tﬁeRQppo;tunity to explain what
happened. On Ehe other.hénd Gikonyo's conduct is irrational,
if understandable, for he must dec1de one way or the odﬂer
his any choices are elther to end hlS marrlage wlth Mumb1 or
to acknowledge the baby'and discuss it with her if they are.
to continue to live tagethér;‘ The child is a.living reali;y
which has_cqme to stay; fo-try'to-wish'ifla@aylis bpfh |
immature and impfractical. »

Mumbi's infidglity}Qwh;ch most critics regard as
adultery, is in fact, as Derek Elders points bht, .
'seductiof. '3 Having r;sisted reT:ntless pnéééure from
Karanja, who gcquired considérable power during the
‘Emergency, Mumbi's resist;ncé'was bound‘to wanévsooner or
later, In additiéh,.Karanjg had helped her and her mopheré
in-law during difficult timés. Opon heéring from Karaﬁja that

her husband would soon be released from detention, she

becomes overwhelmed by eéxcitement and surrenders herself to
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Karanja. Uhfortunately, a‘pqegnancy results and this puts
undue strain on her relationship with her husband. On her
‘way home, after visitingjher‘husband in hospital, Mumbi is
caught by rain;randj 1ike Mugo after his confession, she 4
surrenders herseIf to it Maklng no attempt to take shelterk
.from the rain, Mumb1 is completely drenched by the time she
reaches'home. This 1is significant’in that it is her way of
dogngipenamce. Knowing that her hushand's response ‘is
irrationaluvshe nevertheless atknowiedges her infidelity has

serlously wounded his- prLde.' This form of penance recalls

Mukaml s solitary walk in the stormy night to the '§acred

’tree» in Secret.lees. Though she wants to stop visiting
\\x . v i ' ! ‘ ! S ,
leonyo in hospital, her mother prevails updn her'and'shet

cont}nues her v1s;ts. When next she ?isitswhim she noticesj
that he is now eager»to discuss the child. It woulduseem'thatj
8 , : : : . '
Gikonyo;SGOO hasvdone some kind of penance, and has eome\to]
reaiize the jrrationality;of{his eonduct; conseduently, he.is

'now‘ready‘to acknowiédge the éhiidvand 1§ even’prepared‘to
discuss.the matter., Both'Mumbi and“Gikonyo have gone through
kharrowing experienceS°'what'has»happehed between.them cannot”d
be glossed over llghtly Both need t0'openvtheir‘hearts;to .;

each other, and re- plan the1r future in the 11ght of changed

circumstances. ’ .

There is a sense in Which,the relaxation of hostilities
between Gikonyo and Mumbi resembles the reconc111at10n between

John Thompson and Margery Thompson on the eve of thelr
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[ 4
. - ’ . .
departure for Britain. ' This easing of tension reassures

2

eMargery in the samevWay as the renewal of their relationship
" reassures Mumbi. Although Margery knows that on arrival in

Bfitain they will have to start all over agai%, she is at

.least ‘certain that the worst is oﬁer. It is Margery, not
R Y ’ .
: g \ o o
John, who, in an embarras31ng mom%nt during their farewell

party, saves the S1tuat10n by takﬁng the initiative to go and

J o .
hold her husband s'hand. By théfsame token, it is Mumbi who,

at the end of the novel, pbints the way te a pOsitive’
resolutlon, After all the betrayals and 1n3ust1ces¢1n the
heat of the turmoil, 1life must continue. To this effect,
Mumbi, a strong-mother>figure, declares:

'I must go now. I'm sure the fire is ready at
home. Perhaps we should not worry too much
about the meetlng...or...about Mugo. We have’
got to live.' Lo
"'Yes, we have the village to build, ' Warui /
agreed. 'And the market tomorrow, and the//
fields to dig-and cultivate ready for the/next
season,' observed Wambui, her eyes trylng to
see beyhond the .drizzle and the mist. /
"And children to look. after,’ flnlshed/Mumbl
as she stood up and took her ralnsack/ready to
leave. Then suddenly she turned round and
looked at the two old people, as at/aged
wisdom which could tell youth the secrets of

-« '+ life and happiness (A.G.W p.275). ’ Y

/o -

.The.regeneration of>thejwhole Gikuyu culture is }mpiicit
in the symbolic references t; Gikonyo and Mumbi to the mythic

) ancestors of thelr soc1ety, Gikuyu and Mumbi. 'The slight

»

varlatlon between the names of Gikonyo and éﬁkuyu is

‘mitigated when the reader takes into account Jomo Kenyatta's

vexplanation that "in correcY Gikuyu phonetics 'Gikuyu'should
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be pronounced 'Ge-koyo.'"16 This view derives more strength

‘from‘GikbnyO's‘musings while.if'detention that his 'reunion
.-with Mumbi would see the birth.of a new Kenya}‘(A.G.W; D.
121). When Gikonyo finally decides‘to‘open ﬁis heart to
Mumbi, he is in facf setﬁing in motion{a whdle process of

regeneration. The title-of the final chapter of the novel,

'"Harambee,' gives further weight to this contention,
implyihg, as-it does, a coming together of a communal effort.
The desire for communal .cohesion and regeneration.is finally

symblized in the stool which Gikonyo plans to carve for

Mumbi: S

He would now carve a thin man, w1th hard llnesi

"on the face, shoulders d head: bent A :

supporting the welght Hi's rlght han ﬁwould

stretch to 1link with that of a woman, ‘also "

- with hard lines on the face. .The third flgure
‘would be that of a child on whose head or: Vo
shoulders the other two hands of ‘the man and -
the woman would meet, Into what 1mage would
he work the beads on the seat? A field
needing clearance and cultivation? A jembe?

A bean flower? <(A.G.W. p.279).

As their reiationéhip mellows Gikonyo alters the imagé of the

woman on the stogl leg: 'I' shall carve a woman big, ks . with

o

child" (A.G.W. p.281). The stool thus symbolizes the ;ebirth

"of‘Kénya. However, this ié a ;eﬁaissance born of the need for
@omﬁunal éfforfffqr~c1earance:and cultivation. This, then,

is the final vis£on of the'symbblism»that is subordinated to
the realism uSéd in the portfayél of the commﬁ;}ty. Both

Mugo and Kihika aré,ftherefore;_'gréins Qf.wheaf' which have

been sacrificed so that the wheat may grow again, with

~
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Gikonyo‘and Mumbi, and by implication the Gikuyu communigy.as
a whole, as the beneficiaries of such sacrifices.\ The fact
~that Muhbi has come t0'symboliié régeheration of society
lends credibility to éigfid Peike's argument linking her to

the legendary. Mumbi, the beneficent mother of the tribe.

‘Whether or not Wanja in Petals of Blood .can be deéc;ibéd_id

-
o vhﬁ\'

Loy
{

. ' & ’ 4 t . ‘
similar terms only on account‘of»@e: peauty would require-a-
) g . . . ' AR T % k ‘ " ’

leapcof thé gmagipatién; as Ulléléc@iﬁdlwqtld but it.
Beaten an& ;éjedted b; her hu;Band oﬁ acééuﬁt of 'cold
“thighs,' Wééga{i,.Gikonyo's:mOther; decides that '"there is no
home_with a boy;ghild where the‘heaa of a he-goat shall ﬁét‘be
cookgdf (A;wa. p.85); taking heﬁfgaby, Gikonyo, she boards
the train to Thabai. ~Th;ere‘ she sends him to sChool where he
' learns_sufficiént skills in'cargentry:to enable him éo*make a
living.' Coming hoée'in tear§ afDer éurrendering herself to
Karanjé, it is not to the cohdemnation and*scoldiﬁg-of ai
mother-in-law tﬁat Mumbi_coﬁes; but'tQ Waﬁgari's.cohfort and
understanding}- Wangari's moﬁheriy and Homél; réalish; as she
calls té all the 'earth' to‘witﬁeSS‘a son'é 'aBuse' of his
mother, wins. her the admiration of thé reader:
| "Come all the earth and he;r a son, my son -
o answer me. Does[sic] not concern me ﬁﬁf‘ K B
brought you forth from these thighs? That the.. ‘
day should come -- hah! --"touch her aghin if
you call yourself a man!' (A.G.W. p.201).
- The usually g;ntle and'homelyFWangari has worked hersélf

into an untouchable fﬁry; When the need arises Wangari is

capable of rising to the occasion. Consequently, Gikonyo is

-
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unlikely to 'touch' Mumbi again. When Wangari‘Says‘to

Gikonyo: 'Read yJur'own heart, and know yourself' (A.G.W.

\

p.201) she is in fact, though unwittingly, addre§§ing that

message to all thé\chqracteré in the novel, and: indeed to
- o l .
those of us who are often quick to point an accusing finger

at the flaws and sins of others, little realizing that we too

-

have our an defitienties, that we are, in faét, part of

‘the same'frail:humanity. Hers}is a call for a‘general sense
of introspéction,-a k;nd of soul seérching fhat is necéssafy
'fdrnan objective understanding of others, tempered, as it is,

by an uhderstanding that the observer, too;-is but a. frail

human being. -
The story of Wambui, the woman who carried setrets from

the forests to the villages and back froﬁ\thé villages and
towns to the forests, in A Grain of Wheat, dur{ﬁg\gpe

Emergency, -serves to underscore the role that women”zﬁh\\\

play in a revolution. Wambui knows the ﬁndergrbpnd moveme;éé\\
in the RifthallEy. Rather than emphasizing the humor of

gbing about with a gun tied to her groin as Eddah Gacﬁukia
doeé, the reader should view this woman as an accomplished
strétegist who knew how to circum?ent a network of police and
homeguards. Her outburst to the Gikdyu policemanvwho starts
sear,ching her all over, echoes Wangari's‘outburst to Gikonyo
quoted earligr; and has a universal significance wg;thy of
.extended attention: |

T

"The children of these days...Have you lost
all shame? .Just because the white man tells



you so, you would actually touch your ) bl )
mother's...the woman who gave you birth? All

right, I' 11 1lift the clothes and you can have

a look at your mother...and see what it'11l : i
brlng you for the rest of your life. She ‘
actually made as if to 1lift her clothes and

expose her nakedness. The man involuntarily

turned his eyes away (A.G.W. p.24). .
In this soclety this k1nd~of talk would amount. to a curse;

knowing it onl;’tot well, thé Gikuyu pbliceman'is unlikely to
touch the woman agait} Knowing their limited thsicai
strength, wohen‘use their wit -and common sense for self-
defence. " Contrary to G;C:M..MutiSO'é view, womén, at léast
in Ngugi's writings are not all that hglples§.17  Okot

p'Bitek supports this contention, observing in his book

B - 3 . Y . “
Africa's Cultural Revolution, 'that women are endowed with

skill, not duplicity; that they are not fal;e even wHen théy
lie.' 18 “ /

; 4Karanja's mbther, Waifimu, has stffered‘through thé loss
of her children; the only survivor waleatanja t‘_limse'lf.~ She.
'ha@’high hopes for him, but:Karaﬁja exhibited attributes

which did not presage a great son. His mother complains’

about and even threatens to break or burn his guitar. In a

s

way Karanja exhibits qualitiés_similat to Unoka's, Okonkwo's

father, in Achebe's Things Fall Apart. He is a.light- .

Héarted,'mérry—go—ltcky kind of fellow. Sigﬁificantly,
figures like this aré éeldoh successful in traditional
society; that is why'thg_émbitious and industrious Okonkwo
came' to hate.his improvidént‘father, and it is in this sénser

that Karanja's mother is gravely concerned about her son.
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’Aftef stolding'Karanja, when the anger has subsided; Weirimuf
would gently.and soothingly tell her son 5 st ry‘te illus- |
.trate the fate of everygidle person. Long eft r her death,
it is the.thoeght ef'th}s ;tory that, remihdlng\Ka;anja of
his mother, gives him a feeling'of nostalgia. Dhring the
: v ,
Emergency she disappreves of Karanjafsco—operatfon with the
white man in.beeoming a homeguard 'and later a colonial chief.
Expressing her;dleapproiel of, and bitterness at, hef son's
betrayal of h1s people, she wérns'him' |
"Don't go agalnst the people. A man who
ignores the voice of his people comes to no
good - end' (A.G.W- p 256). »
‘AshamEd'of‘her‘son, but acknowledglng their kigehip_bond,
'.weirimu cohyeysrthe bitte;qess,mixed with her dilemma yhen
she says: 'a child' from your womb is neper throsh away'

(A G.W. p.256). : g

'In The Trial of Dedan Kimathi the Woman plays a’ symbollcb

role. As the Girl and Boy.eit'ét»hef feet 'she represents

~all the working mothe;sléhlking‘to thei; chi-ldrexl.."19
Initiatlng the yputh infbfthe pelitical struggle, she.educatee
the grown—upslin the-demands of the guerrilla war.ytShe |

oo

. . ) 1 § -
::pndertakes to feed the fighters in the forests, at her own

personal risk. Like Wambui in A‘Grain,of Wheat, she is not

<

even afraid to take up a gun to face the enemy. In her con-
frontation with Johnnie, the half-interested trooper is both

stunned and overwhelmed by her determination and resolve.

In Petals of Blood the two women whose resolution and
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ingenuity impress the reader are Wapja&émg her grandmother,
Nyaﬁinyua. As a yoﬁhg school girl Wan ja f%\séduced by a
married man who cunningly promises her a good life but
.1aughingly abandons her when he learns of her preghancy.
Faced with the ignominy‘df having an illegitimate child, she
throws ‘*her baby into abtoilet affer birth, Her sense of
guiit for having killed her baby manifests itself in tﬁe form
Qf‘thé memory of the child which returns to haunt her. In A
“her attgmb&s to ;tone for the murder she undergoes mental
anguish, wishiné to have another baby who wili be 1e£ to
~live. In her Bid to realize her wish shelgsks.Munira'to
"break the moon on' her, Qut‘unfortunatély‘fhéir relationship
proves s£erile;"The failure of their relationship to bear
 frui£ points to Munira's fajlure to interact gnd:se;‘thé
pace in'matters of social dsgcoﬁrse. | ;

As a barmaid, Wanja's 'salary is not rggulaied,' as-G.D.
Killam points but, '"but paid according to the whim of

a

‘ the employer. She is a member of thé most ruthlessby °°
explqited category 6f womén‘ih Kenya;;zo She comesy to °
.Ilmordg_tO'fihd péace in'a feturn't05ﬁhe soilwof.her
‘kanéestops. With Munira she seeks to fuifil a péophecy of thé
local sage, Mugo wa Mwa;hi; who upon c?ﬁsglt;tioﬁ’had said'
that Wanja Could’concéiQeia cﬁild duringvthe‘time.of'theAnew
moon. She théréforé aéks Muﬁira to 'break tﬁé moon on} her.
The failure of tﬁeir union }ncreases:the‘éouple's sense of

. o
alienation.' .For Wanja, Munira is only the instrument through
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which she may fulfil the prophecy, but the 'joylessness of
his life, his inability to become involved with people is

characterized by his sexual impotency,'g? in the words of

EECSA

G.D. Killam.
Wanja and Abdulla enter into a partnership to brew and
sell Theng'eta. This‘brew'defives its name from the
Theng’eta.plant which, growing wild on the plainé, symbolizea
luxuriance, vitality and vigor. The plant is also associated
'with Ilhorog's éristine traditional splendér,'22 as Eustace
Palmer indicates.  Theng'eta makes a ve}y potent drink which\

‘only the old can drink:

Theng'eta is the plant that only the old will talk
about. Why? It is simple. It is only they who
will have heard of it or know of it....It was when
they were drinking Theng'eta that the poets and
singers composed their words for a season of_

N Gichandi, and the seer voiced this prophecy.
 (P.B. p.204).

Theng'eta was.ﬁﬁe'drink that Nyakinyua, that embodiment of

traditiomal values, ahd her husband brewed, and it is

significang, as Eustace Palmervcon;énds, that it was stronger
. 1]

and much more potent than the "impure adulterated variety ﬁow

mass-produced by‘the greedy cépitalists in their sophisticated

123

distilléfies. - The beverage also symbolizes truth and

purity, for the red Theng'eta flower was used to 'purify' it;
this purified liquor had the power.to force people to face

the truth about themselves. In a revealing passage in the

novel Nyakinyua has this to say of Theng'eta.:
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'"This can only poison your heads -and
intestines. Squeeze Theng'eta into it and

"you will get your spirit....It gives you

sight, and for those favoured by God it can
make them cross the river of time andywalk with
their ancestors. It has given seers'ftheir
tongues; poets and Gichandi players their
words: and it has made barren women mothers’ 'of
many children., Only you ] '
faith and purity in your

Converting this traditional symbol
luxuriance into what most critics,

see as a 'debased modern spirit by

' . 24
innocence by the corrupt and depraved agents of modernism,'

Having lost her business partnership with” Abdulla to the

5

big businesses from the city, Wanja resolves not to allow
herself to be éxploiﬁed any more. She builds herself a
brothel, becoming madame to a.group of girls whom she hires'

_out to the rich business men who want to satisfy their sexual

9

passions. G.D. Killam has further argued that Ngugi has given

125 Wanja is certainly

Wanja 'a stature 14rge; than life.
imgued with an inexhaustible energy in her Zést for life.
Surmountiﬁg ordeals which others around her do not survive,
she controls her‘destiny in a way that othe;s cannot do. She
hés been, in‘theAwordé of G.D. Killam, 'a barmaid, madame,

'26  Her movement from one social level to

victim and victor.
another places her in a unique position, making her in many
creative_waYS the embodiment of Kenyan womanhood. It is

probably this mercurial quality in her that enables her to
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move with apparent ease from one social level to another that
has prompted Sigrid Peike to discern in her a somewhat
supernatural quality; making her equate Wanja and Mumbi &

A Grain of Wheat with Mumbi, the Iegendary mother of the

tribe.

Wanja enters into her career as a 'whore-mistress'
without any feeling of guilt, adjusting quickly to the new
law of the land. She tells us that her'heart is tearless'
aboutAwhat she has committed herself to. 'You know I triéd'
(P.B. p.31N). ‘Realizing that times have changed‘she moves

swiftly to be in tune with the changed circumstances. To

this end, she tells us in a rather embittered statement:

Kimeria, who made his fortune as ia Home Guard
transporting bodies of Mau Mau killed by the
British, was still prospering...Kimeria,

who had ruined my life and later humiliated me
by making me sleep with him on our journey to
the city...This same Kimeria was one of those’
who would benefit from the new economic
progress of Ilmorog. Why? Why? I asked :
myself.  Why? Why? Had he not sinned as much
as me? That is how one n%ght I fully realized
this law. Eat or you are leaten. I have had
to be hard...ILt is the only way...Look at
Abdulla...reduced to a fruit
seller...oranges...sheepskins...No, I will

never return to the hérd of victims...' (P.B.
pPp.293-4).
( ' .
‘When-Wanja says, 'Eat or you are eaten,' she is in fact‘

talking about the new commercial ethos which has gripped
-Ilmorog, together with the athndanf social climbing énd the
-y 4 .
“cut-throat competition that has become the norm in Ilmorog.

The close association between women and land is

everywhere evident in Petals of Blood( The rains that come.




after the ritual ;isit to the city, during the course of
which Wanja becomes.once more a victim of Kimeria's sexual
lust; are a purification and a cohsecration of ;he people's
parched souls. The journey,'in_this regard, becdmes a’ ‘
spiritual queét for redemption; it is a nécessary sacrifice
which'must be taken before deliverance comes. The humiliatior

that Wanja suffers at the hands of Kimeria, that rabid

]

social climber, is a necessary sacrifice, for when the whole
clan is endangered an individual must be sacrificed so that

the community may be redeemed, for no ipdividual is g:eater
i )

than society. In this sense Wanja is both victim and
‘redeemer.  Oniy after that journey into the spiritual wilder-
ness of the.city do the rains come, and people go back to

their normal pastimes of story telling and myth making.
The older folk told stories of how Rain, Sun
and Wind went a-wooing Earth, Sister of Moon,
and. it was Rain who carried the day,and that
~was why Earth grew a swb6llen belly after being
touched by Rain. Others said, no, the
raindrops were really‘the sperms of God and
that even human beings sprang from the womb o °
mother earth soon after the original
passionate downpour, torrential waters of the
beginning (P.B. p.196). I

Normélcy res;bred, pgople can now go on with their everyday
chores. The rains hgve broughtiwith.them‘a spirit of re-
birth which is counterpoised witgvkhe 'erétwhile arid souls o
individuals,'ZJ agrEustace Palmér has argued. Ngugi once

again takes the opportunity to use water as a powerful symbol

of regeneration and purification; as with Mugo and Mumbi in

A Grain of Wheat, and Mukami in 'Mugumo'7iN\Secret'LiVes



A 0

112

and Other Stories, Wanja walks in the rain:
Wanja was possessed‘of the rain-spirit., She
walked through it, clothes drenched, skirt-hem
tight against her thighs, revelling in the
waters from heaven (P.B. p.196).

Walking in the rain, in Ngugi's novels, always bodes well for
society. It symbolizes a troubled conscience that stands in
dire need of purification, as iﬂ the case of the drop of

’ "

water that haqés precariously over Mugo at the beginning of

A Grain of Wheat. This drop of water is of douAse a figment

of Mugo's imagination, appearing to him in the form of a

’ -

“dream; it is a false creation of a heat opp;essed brain.
"

However, it reveals Mugo's troubled conscience. The water
symbolism assumes mythiC\proportions, conéidering that most

of the characters who walk in the rain in Ngugi's novels are

women. It is the women, those supreme mothers of the tribe,

v

!

who must do penance, so{that the entire society may bé
cléansed. -Walking ip the rain, therefore, is a form of
penahce which purifies the soul.

.The death of Nyakiny&a, Wanja's powerful érandmotﬁer,
occurs at phe ti@e it does to hérald the passing ?way of the
old ways. Whén the homestead of the trgditionaiféage, Mﬁgo
wa Mwathi, is razed}figt by bulldoze s, the shrine of

‘traditional life is-des Toyed; the act signifies to Nyakinyua

+

‘andfher peers that thWéir time has passed. Significantly,

Nyakinyua and Muth

i in Tﬁe River Between are the only
female characters who die in the novels of Nguéi. By their

very ritualistic nature, their deathg enhance the already

/
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considerable stature of women in Ngugi's writings. Their
deaths, particularly that of Nyakinyua because of her age,
become a ritual passage 6f an era in their societies,
heralding the death of the old ways. These are' 'grains of
.wheat' which must die to _start a process of‘regeneration.

Like Mumbi in A Grain of Wheat and Wanja in Petals

of Blood, Wariinga in Devil on the Cross represents that

regeneration. Like Wanja, she changes radfcally in the
course of the action of the novel, but in each phase of her
life she is an honest and séraightforward girl who, through
no fault of her\pwn, falls'prey to ‘the Villainous‘manhinations
of men. ‘Getting ihvolved with a married'man at an early age,
like Wanja, she gets pregnant, ruining her chances of
pursuing her educational program. Looking for work after her,
pr;gnancy, Wariinga becbmes bitterly disillusiénéd‘to realize
that she cannot obtaiﬁ a job‘without sécrificing her
integrity. Those in éositioné of influence are Scorned fof
abusing .their positions of‘t}ust, thereby holding deéervingw
aéﬁdidates at ransom for motives other thaﬁ required by
officiai protocol. As Cook and Okenimkpe contend, 'Wériinga
was the chosen prey of Boss Kigara.as~much as she was of her

.

ruthless landlord.' 28

The rather melodramatic eﬁding of Devil on the Cross is,
as Cook and Okenimkpe put it, "as symbolic as theu'great'f
comﬁetition betweenvthe ca"talist thieves. .
metaphor for the role thatngugi'sees for the gum in the

J
s
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ultimate 'conflict between classes;'3o ni

as Cook and Okenimkpe

. ' L N ' . .

. have argued.'In-this COnflict of intersts, Wariinga,'unlike
EY .

heghcounterparts in the ear11er novels, is prepared to act:

r’w.’v‘ . ¢
rather than recoil into an escaplst cocoon. Shooting down’

the Rich 01d Man who.had-defIOWered her -and destroyed her ¥
'prpspects»for fufther eddtation,QWariinga.haS'choéeh td act

alone 1nstead<of Submlttlng to exp101tat10n. This seems to "

)

hint at the role that Ngugi sees for women in the 'conflict

between c}asses.' 'Invchoosingﬂto act alone” Wariinga has

o ' s

exacted rétributionm for' the evil that the Rich 0ld Man
Y ’ o ) ’ :

epitomizes. So injustice was avenged, not by the people's

¢

collective will, but by one lonely woman who loved it. The

‘use to yhi¢h3Wariinga puts the gun is very much similar to
~ : -~ .é .

N a

. that to which Ehnite'puts it in Achebe's A Man of the People.
After chiengoko's thugs had: run Max over. with their jeep
“Eunice took a pistol from her hand-bag and pumped two rounds of

bullets into Chief Koko's chest. The endings of the two-
. . . .. . : ) : - e
novels, Devil on the Cross, and A Man of the People are.

similar in many respects.

Women ere“potentasymbols of‘centinuity ﬁn‘the writings
ef-Nghgi, thereby epitomising a regeneratlve power, WOmen‘as
the.custodlans of the trlbe s Contlnuity have the future on
their side. The increasing‘stress oh this aspect in hi%
later wrltlngs brfhgs te a cllmax Ngugl e coneerns with

.women s»1§sues, thereby puttlng h1m 1n the malnstream of

feminist writing,~ He con51stent1y portrays women as the
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guardlans of soc1ety, and nowhere is this point made clearer

than in The Trial of Dedan Kimathi when Woman argues that:

gt
'Kﬁmathl was never alone...will never be
alone...as long as women continue to bear. .

~children....One day, the soil will be restored

to the people. Our land shall one day be

truly ours (T.D. K p 21) 315f'
‘ o ®

In another telling passage in hls prlson diary,~Detained:

f;&“&rt

The Writer's Prison Diary, Ngugi has said of women:
: — , | s (N

Because the women ‘are the most Exﬁloited and
“oppressed sectich of the entire working class,
I would create a picture of a strong

determined woman with the will to resist and -
struggle agalnst ‘he conditions of. her present
being....Isn't *Kkenyan history replete with this
type of woman? ...Wariinga will be the
fiictional reflection of this resistance

h€T01?£ of Kenyan history (D.W.P.D. pp. 10-
11).3 ‘

It is this emancipatory, as well as regenerative role for
which Ngugl spares his female chargcters. As long -as women
contlnue to bear children there w1ll be men enough to llberate
and defend the land, in such a manner the contlnnlty of Ehe
clan is ensured. For. this reason moet of the female

characters in Ngugi's novels, 1ike Wariinga in Devil on-The

Cross,‘marchfout trlumphantly at the end of the novels to
'meet their fate,' as Cook and Okenimkpe contend 'immune for

the moment by.their innocence and purity of purpose, from the
v 33 ‘ . ; | .

v

In his later novels, Ngugi is self-consciously didactic,

furies around them.

~wproviding a new education for women. In this sense his
) " i : . p . .
‘recent writings reflect much contemporary thought, feminist

“ .nd non-feminist alike, in realizing a feminist experience
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that is rich, strong, vibrant and self-assured. He is thus

positively in the mainstream of modern writing.



CHAPTER V:
CONCLUSTON

Very little‘critical'attention‘has'been paid to the

theme of land in the wrltlngs of Ngugl Hardly a full-length

es ex1sts to date on th1s important subJect Moreover,
"whatever has been: writteh(on this theme has been.scattered
over numerous essays dealing primarily with other vital

‘topics.werthy of critical scrutiny in Ngugi's.work, The
vpaueity of eritical'méterial‘on this topicAconstitutes a
serious c}ltlcal 061531on conelderlng the s1gn1f1cance of
'land in Ngugl s wrltlngs;%e well as in the ent;rety of the

leuyu social fabric.

Future literary criticism on the writings of Ngugi will

do well to pay a good deal more attention to this aspect than

it has hitherto enjoyed. The cultural conflict and political

confrontations that run across Ngugi's writings have, as

) “ . L
their basic cause, the expropriation of land. Yet, the

"tendehcy among essayists is to underplay this aspect, -and

only make a cursory’mentioh of it.

The theme of land is not always manlfest in Ngugl s
£330

writings. Th1s is probably t-é reason why G D. Killam has

said that the land theme in The River Between is 'a little
more than a leitmotif.'l Most of the problems that we see in
Ngugi's'writings have been cdused By dispossessing. the Gikuyu

el : ]
of their land by the Europeans; in this regard, what we see -

- 117 -
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and that.which has attracte{ considerable critical attention

—— is only 'the tip of the iceberg.' Writing about The 01d

Man and the Sea. Ernest Hemingway has told us of the signif-
icance of the underwater part of the iceberg:

First I have tried to eliminate everything )
unnecessary to conveying experience....Anything
you know you can eliminate and it only.
strengthens .your iceberg. " It is the part that
doesn't show....But the knowledge is what makes
the -underwater part of the iceberg.?

Although it does not always surface, the question of land isy

indeed, ever present in Ngugi's works. Like the nine tenths

R

of Ernest Hemingway's iceberg, it is no less.real than

»

the more manifest themés which have enjoyed far more -
»prominent criticél scrutiny. Knowledge of the basic

o underljing Cauée pf’the Eultural confligts and politital
turmoil in-NgugifS'wéfks is whaf makes Ernest Hemiﬁgway's
. icéberg theoryhrelevanp here.

The societyvunder review inVestS land With religious
associations. Land,\fof the Gikuyu, is npt~onl&‘a‘means df
fliveiihbdd, ig_QISO,'unites the‘iiving members of‘the tribe’'
as well as providing an enduring link between the livipg,

3

"'the dead and the unborn posterity,'” as Jomo Kenyatta

informs us. Perhaps"even moré revealing is,Mugd'Gatheru's~
attitude toward the place of his daughter's.birth, West
Hampstead, England:
I felt sad to leave the birthplace of my
daughter. In fact, I still feel sentimental
about it because it was there that the

placenta of my daughter was disposed of as soon
as she was born; if she had been born in
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Kikuyu Country,‘the placenta would have*ﬁeen
buried near our gate by the oldgwoman who
acted as midwife. At the hospital 1 was told
) o . A

it had bgen burned” “ : :

The burial of thé pla&enta at birth,;like the cutting of the,

genital B}gan at circumcision and the subsequent dripping of

blood, unites the individual mystically with his or her '
’ : »

‘ancestors and with the will of Ngai,‘for in the:words of Jomo
Kenyatta, ‘it is in the ancestral lands that the ancestors lie
buried.' Jomo Kenyatta further informs us that it is through
'incarnation'that-the futﬁre generation is linked with the
past, thus bringing spiritually -the three groups, 1i-.¢€. dead, -
living and unborn, into one organic whole.'5 It is this
organic link between the‘dead; the living and the uanrn that
is uppermost in the Gikuyu”mind; it i8 a sacred bond, always
lurking in the background to Ngugi's works, The notion of
the spiritual ties bétween the thregigroups bUrsts forth
;occasionaliy when Ngugi wants to make a significant point
abo%t his peoﬁle. In a further telling passage in My People
of Kikuyu, Jomo Kenyatta has said that: |

TheAKikhyﬁ have a-saying which means: "There

can be no ground for ‘friendship with one who

seeks to deprive you of your land, your women

and your cattle.' For they hold that without

these three a nation is dead. The earth is

the mother whose breast gives suck to the

children of the nation. She supplies

both men and women with material comforts of

life, and thus enables them to bear many

children, and during their infancy they

~receive the nourishment of Mother Earth

through the breast of a woman; and when this

natural food fails in ‘the woman, there is the - :
cow .to fill the.need.6” .
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According to Jomo Kenyatta, the buying and se11ing‘of”
.Gikuyu land is all done symbolically in the form oan Wedding

ceremony, because the Gikuyu do not think that it isprOper
. . , ‘ .

' or any part of

reverence to sell 'the mother of the people,

her, in a straight cash. transaction. Deprived of his piece
S .o

of earth, his shamba, the Gikuyuwﬁan suffers 'a spiritual

Lpﬁs,' as Ngotho putsAit in Weep Not, Child. For land has a
Ny ' '

‘sé;éé of mystery about it} it possesses a spiritﬁal ;nd

. . _ ’
mystical‘value to ‘those who eke a living from it. In Gikuyu
trédition land is the single most valuable thing that they
inherited from_their Creator. Land, therefore, be;oméé an
ihtegral part of ancestral worship, hence Ngotho's”rhétofical
que;tibns; .'When a man was severed from the land of his
ancestors where would he sacrificé to the creator? How could
.ihe coée into cpntéct.wifh thé fdu;ders of the tribe, Gikuyu
"and Mumbi?' (W.N.C. p.110).

One o£ the most. potent weapons in.the bittéf fighé to
recépture Kenya's lost MOtheriéﬂd was education. It is
significant that critica} op;nidn‘on'tﬁe fole of education in
Ngugi's fiction varies. There ére some critics who view
edﬁéation as a powerful weapon that was used in the struggle
to reclaim the land; on the other hand, there are those-
critics, led by.EzeRiel Mphahiele, wholviéw education as a
'Trojan_hb;se'7 which enabled Europeaﬁs to make inroads into
traditional society, thereb§ undermining its unity and

cohesion, It is moteworthy that the kind of education_ that
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was offered -- and that which most of the characters in
Nguge's fiction received -- was pfimqgﬁlxymissionary

education:vaccordingl&, education and feligion went hand-in-
hand in this context. The two became twin weapons in ‘the

A - . 4
deculturation of the 'tribal' AfriCaqf creating a new being

of him, something. which "Mugo Gatheru aptly designated 'a

child of two worlds' in his book, A Child of Two Worlds.

"~ This education had the effect of alienating its recipients;

- | .
o

the tragic result for'th? Westefn—educated indf&iduél was‘aﬁ
lﬁss of touch with the mainstream of traditional African
society. Indulgence‘in messianic fantasies‘became’a common
form of escape for such people. Finding themselves 3ithout
aﬁy solid ba;e from which to operate in gjther cpltdré, tﬁey‘
hanker after oid prophecieé abouf the emergence of a son from
the hiiis-to*lead his people to the promised freédom. This
‘has the result of créating weak charécéers, who, rather than
helping to promote change in the cqusl-of eQenﬁs, become
victims of ci:cumstanqes, paésively accepting the«status quo.
ih spite of this effect of education on its recipients,kfor
the Gikuyu.knowiedge of the enemy's magic 'became the solé
 objec£ive. Ignorance was the declared enemy of the Gikuyu, and
education was tﬁé weapon,'8 as Kar;ri Njama puts it. This is
pafticularly apparent in the way the geﬁéral public enthﬁs—

iastieally responds to Njoroge's departure for further

education:
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When the time for Njoroge to leave came many
came near, many people contributed money, so that
he could go. He was no longer the son of Ngotho,
but the son of the land (W.N.C. p.148)
To this end, therefore, education has the same effect as the
oath of unity, the placenta burial in the birth ritual and

initiation. ~Of the Gikuyu who journeyed far to acquire

education with the single purp@se of reclaiming the land,
. "

Jomo Kenyatta was the chief.
The §ikuyu see the story of their tribe in a somewhat
similar light to that of the Jews in the 0ld Testament. When

the colonial administration imprisoned Kenyatta, as we have

séen in Weep Not, Child, the Gikuyu people saw this as
pegsécution of their leader, indeed, as persecution of their
messiah. Jomo Ken?éttadhad,.by this time, assumed mythic
dimensions in keeping with Mugo wa Kibiro's prophecyf His
imﬁrisdnment therefore became the trial and persecution of a
Gikuyu political as well as spi;itual 1eader. It éppeafs
that the Gikuyu political system was a.theocracy -— a system
in which poliﬁical and feligious leadership are blended
1;‘;together§i;ames Olney has declaregzthaﬁ those in poWef '"tried
‘him as the Jews tried Jesus and anly came short of crucifying

19 Kenyatta's detention, trial and subsequent

him.
imprisonment became.the last straw that broke the camel's

back.in Weep Not, Child. _The historical»events‘chrqnicled‘in-

this novel made the Gikuyu even more resolute in their belief
v ) : .
that, indeed, Jomo was their promised saviour through whom

their providential®destiny would be realized:
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There was a man from God whose name was Jomo.
He was the Black Moses empowered by God to
tell the white Pharoah, 'Let my people go.
(W.N.C. p.88).

‘Parallels between Jomo Kenyatta and Jesus Christ abound in

[

Ngugi's earlier fiction, particularly in A Grain of Wheat.

It is probably .for this reason that Ngugi has written in

Homecoming, his first book of essays, that: 'One could say

that if Christ had lived in Kenya in 1952, or South Africa or
Rhodesia today, he would have been crucified as a Mau Mau

. . 10
terrorist, or a communlst.'

Ngugi's later fiction reveals
disaffection with Jomo Kenyatta and his administration. In

‘these later works the novelist has completely abandoned the

idolization of the 'Black Moses' of The River Between,andA

Weep Not, Child; instead he has taken a satiri;al whip and
flagellated the object of his former reverencé. Writing in
hié prison diary, Ngugi has said of Jomo  Kenyatta and his
admiqistrationﬂ

But by 1966, the comprador bourgeois, led by
Kenyatta, Mboya and others, had triumphed:
This faction, using the inherited colenial
state machinery, ousted the patrioticielements
from the party leadership, silencing.those who
remained and hounding others to death.

In another scathing attack on the Kenyatta administration-
Ngugi has written:

In Africa, the comprador-led KANU goverhment
took a less and less pro-Africa position, cul-
minating in that shameful act of allowing
Kenyan territory to be used by Israeli

Zionist commandos to strike against Uganda and
in its tacit support for the Muzorewa-Smith
regime in Zimbabwe,. 12
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The image of Ngugi that has emerged from this study is

.

one of a commentator on those aspects of society that he sees
as negative. Deploying all the resourcqé at his {éfposai,
Ngugi fur£hers the views and pplicies he édvdcates. Taken in
totality, his fictional and polemical works reinforce‘this
view. Commitment to Fhe_trahsformation of ;heir sdcigties
has dbminatédf tﬁohgh in different ways and to varying
degrees, phe-thinking~and writings of Ngugi and Achebe. Their
“works are, in fact, an é$pohsalef aybhilbséphy of life that

they would- like to see take ro~t in their societies. Writing

in his book of essajs} Morning Yet on Creation Day, Achebe
had this to séyi 'Here, then, is an adequate revolution to
espouse -- to. help my society régain its belief in itself and

. puit away .the complexes of the vearg of denigration and self-

'13

dehigration. If Ngigi's pronouncements have perhaﬁs been

.

“less ﬁrofodnd and certainly less quoted than those of

o4

Achebe, his fiction is no less than an espousal of an

'adequate revolution' which he envisions for his society. As’

indicated earlier in this study, Ngugi's thinking has turned
more and more Marxist. Oné cannot go far .before one is

v

assailed’ by well known words such as 'peasants,' 'masses,'’

and 'proletariat,' particularly in his essays and later
"works.

— \

In keeping.with the numerous statements he has made,

some of which have been quoted in the introductory chapter to

‘this study, Ngugi ‘has related his art to the social issues of
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the daﬁ so that, according to Cook and Okenimkpe, 'it

closéﬁ% mirrors the changes that have taken place in his

v14

reformatory and polltlcal thinking. While many critics

have assertively argued that Ngugi's art has been choked by

Ty

hié‘politiéal commitment, Cook and Okenimkpe have strongly
argued to the contrary:

While the facts of the writer's upbringing and
personal experiences form the staple of. his
subject matter, literary values are not
questioned. It is part of the universal
heritage of literature that it should seek to
highlight the problems which burden, manacle
and maim mankind. For the youthful Ngugi

these problems included, at- “one level, family
‘afflictions such as ch&ldlessness, marltal
strife and kindred feuds;and at another level,
communal adversities such as droughts or
floods, and the vast societal dilemmas of
colonialism, confrontation between religions,
creeds and patterns of behaviour, and Mau Mau, -
Resolution is sought in terms of man's
enduring splrltual values,l3

S

Ngugifs achievement iB his fifst_three novels lies in being

'able to absorb historical events into the framework of the-_

~

116 according to Robson.

narrative and yet still create fiction,
The névelistws work shows that in a dynamic social situation
human beings are, in fhe words of Robsoh, usually 'caught up in
a complex pattern of events t§ which they react in unpre-

|

dictable, irrational ways; they suffer and cause suffering.'l7

x The novelist in Weep Not, Child and A Grain of Wheat looks

closely at the Emergency to show how those involved aéted out
of personal as well as political motives. The clash between

the ridges in The River Between is seen in a way that brings

out their different moral standpoints. Ngugi consistently
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refuses to sentimentalize the protagonist of this novel. Both

strengths and weaknesses are delicately balanced so as to avoid

oversimplification of the 'hero. In The River Between the

novelist moves forward chronologically, starting with the
serene and 'undisturbed ridges and ending with the opening up
of Gikuyuland,'18 as C.B. Robson contends. Although

The River Between is mainly chronological, it has many

pressures built into it. These increase proportionally as
the situation develops in order to underscore the underlying‘
tensions.

ln Weep Not, Child the novelist uses time shifts to

juxtaposé events: exampleé include Boro's killing of Mr.
Howlands and the news of Ngotho's rash conduct. In this novel

events move more rapidly than in The River Between. This

quickeoed pace of events is suggested by the tensions and
trauma caused by the Emergency together with Njoroge's child-
view' of the world. In the words of C.B. Robson, the

interlocking of viewpoints in A Grain of lJheat gives a sense

'of psychological and moral density.' 19. Moving with more
: versatility between various time dimensions, Ngugi achieves,

in the process, more complexity and compactness of form in

A Grain of Wheat.

‘The movement of the_.three novels, seen as a whole, is

mainly linear. 1In The River Between, it is the struggle

within. the family, the Waiyaki-Nyambura affair, eduéation,

and religious and political rivalry. "Weep Not, Child treats
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the subject of growth and development: leo;age grows up

surrounded by the role of his father, the activities of the

Mau Mau and cqlohialists. A Grain of Wheat traces the
‘inevitable movement towards Independence: .this movement is
occasionally interrupted, howevef, ‘to allow the novelist to
explore ghe state of mind of ﬁhe various ‘characters.

In his social commentary, Ngugi has come to see his
earlier yorks as being too reticent about the nature of

social problems in his society. Aimihg at .correcting this

imbalance, the novelist came to write A Grain of Wheat in

which he awards blame across the board. \A watershed in the

author's development, A Grain of Wheat marks a departure from

the mildness of the social commentary and emphasis on

messianic visions realized in the first two novels, elements
. :

which the novelist has come to see as complicity vwath evil.

Apparently acknowledging this line of thinking, Ngugi is

known to have said that he now finds The River Between rather

J
embarrassing as the product of his pen.

-

- . X
Completely dissatisfied with his former lack of critical

* . :

vigour in handling social problems, Ngugi has taken 'his

satirical whip' and in Devil on the Cross, 'raps'20 his-

society f8r complic{ty with evil. Ngugi's'anger in this,. his

latest novel, is tempered 'with pathos verging on tears, but

’
.

often with bitterness, thohgh‘this is hardly discernible
because below it flows  compassion and a zest for 1ife,'21 as

Ime Ikiddeh informs us. In this avowedly Marxist ,novel the
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author uses the satirical mode to undermine and"expose'thc
)

profligacy of ‘the elite, expecting in the words of Cook and .
Okenimkpe that "the w1der audience w1ll eagerly take part in,
14

122

the satirie. unmasking of their overlords. The burlesque '

self- exposure of the 'demi gods of neo—colonialism provides a

: su1table stylized fictional setting for a straightforward

»

didactic statementﬁn In Devil on- the Cross Ngugi-sets out to
L«

teach,c It is a didactic work in-two senses: first; in

expos1ng in farcical terms the economic 'malaise' obtaining in

oF

jkenya. The slapstick farce of the self exposure of the
'thieves'lin what "amounts to a thieves den is intended as
corrective educatlon. Secondly, the nonel is didactic in
prﬂv1ding a new education for women, who; Ngugi argues, belonfg
to’ the most oppressed class. | |

- . - ) LN ‘ ) .
Ngdgi's writings are a continued search for a solution

to the problems that bedevil smc1ety ‘)Presenting the Gikuyu

o

myth and ancestr as a llVing reallty, the novelist has

chronicled as Cli ord Rdbson says, 'Gikuyu lTife and

custons,. conveying the atmosphere and character of

' Gikuyuland Beneath all mhis~lies a zest for:life,'informed
' .
and carried through by Ngugi' s belief that change for the

better is pos51ble. - In this regard, therefore, his writing‘

©

is a continued search to reallze the promise suggested by the

sacred grove'23 in The River Between,
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