Neaiici wa THIONG O
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Novehst, playwnght, essaylst, and lecturer, Kenyan author Ngiigi (pronounced “Nri-goog-y”) wa =

Thiong’o is one of East Africa’s'most important voices. Most of Ngugl s fiction and non-fiction
- deals with African history arid human rights issues; two acclaimed early novels, Weep Not, Child
(1964) and A Grain of Wheat (1967), are sympathetic accourits of the Mau Mau uprisings of the
1950s that determined Kenya’s future. These works have been followed by nuferots novels, storiés,
essays, and plays that deal with colonialism and neo-colonialism—that state of oppsession, according
to Ngfigi, which is “nurtured in the womb of colonialism;” leaving economic and spiritual control
in the hands of the colonists long after they have departed. Passionate about the state of the African
people’s identity, Ngiigi has written extensively about the need to preserve African cultures and
languages. He dedicated Decolonising the Mind (1986) “to all those who write in African langudges,
and to all those who over the years have maintained the dignity of the literature, culture, philosophy,
and other treasures carried by African languages.” For the past three decades has written all of his
creative work in Gikuyu, his native tongue.
Ngiigi was born to Thiong’o wa Nducu and and Wanpka wa Ngugl, in Kamiriithu, Kenya, in
1938. His was a large peasant family composed of his father, his mother, who was one of his father’s
four wives, and their twenty-eight children. His childhood was
‘scarred by violent struggles between the Mau Mau rebels, who
‘were primarily from the Gikuyu tribe, and the British colonial
forces; Ngiligi’s brother was killed, his mother tortured, and his
entire village obliterated. He attended Christian schools as a
youth and for a time became a devout Christian himself, but he
renounced the religion in 1976 and ceased using his Christian

University in Uganda, Ngiigi worked as a journalist for the

Nairobi Daily Nation and was editor of the literary journal

Zuka—Emerge” in Swahili—from 1967 to 1970. He eventu-

ally did graduate work at Leeds University in England, obtaining

“his MA and PhD. He married Nyambura, a Kenyan woman, in

1961, and they had six children.

. Ngligi’s own literary career began in 1963 (coincidentally,
the year in whxch Kenya achieved independence from Britain) with the successful production of his
first play, The Black Hermir. His fisst novel, The River Between (1965), is still widely regarded as a
classic of African and English literature. It is a finely observed and deeply compassionate novel of the
tension between the traditional ways of rural Kenya and. those of Christianity and of the modern
world (including such highly charged issuesas those: surrounding the practice of female circumcision).
The Rivér Between was written in English, as were A Grain of Wheat (1967) and Weep Not, Child
(1976). The popularlty of Ngiigi’s 1977 play Ngaahika Ndeenda (I Will Marry When I Wans), co-
written with Ngiigi wa Mirii, led to his exile from Kenya. Working class people and farmers were so
enamored of the play and its themes of empowerment and land rights that the government feared an
uprising and banned the production. Soon afterward Ngiigi was imprisoned for political dissent, an

- experience he recounts in 1981’s Detained: A Writer’s Prison Diary. He was not reinstated in his post
at the University of Nairobi after his detainment, and he left the country in 1982. In 1987 he wrote

name, James Ngugi. After acquiring a BA from Makerere -
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:Matigari Ma Njiruungi, based. on a' Gikuyu fable about a freedom fighter; again the Kenyan
government reacted in fear and anger, issuing another warrant for his arrest.

The 1977 novel-Petals of Blood marked Ngugi’s “farewell to the English language asa vehrcle of
my writing of plays, novels-and short stories,” and Decolonising the Mind was his farewell to non-
fiction writing in English. “From now on,” he said, “it is Gikuyu and Kiswahili all the way.” By going
back to his original language, especially after having succeeded in eliminating the University of
Naxrobr s English Department while he was Chair, he worked to end “the domination of the mental
universe of the colonised.” Petals of Blood also marked a change in the focus of his wotk, from themes -
of colonialism.to those of neo- ~colonialism. For Ngfigi, the problems in Africa d1d not begin, nor did
they end, with the slave trade. Accordmg to him, in order to control the native people of Africa,
colonizers set out to obliterate African 1ndependence both by destroying African culture and by

' superlmposmg therr own culture and languages Ngiigi has sard that neo- colomahsm continues long‘

" keeping the economy Stlll in the hands of the imperialist bourgeoisie.” Caitaani Mutharabiini, or
" Devil on the Cross (1982) was weitten soon after Petals of Blood (while he was in a Nairobi prison)
and, according to the author, is one of his most important novels. : :

In a 2004 interview Ngiigi said: “In a spiritual sense I have never left Kenya. Kenya and Africa

- are always in my mind: But I look forward to a physical reunion with Kenya, my beloved country,”
. - and soon afterward he made his long-awaited return. Crowds of people celebrated his homecoming,
~ but tragedy followed in the form. of an assault upon Ngiigi and Njeeti, his second wife (whom he
married after Nyambura s death) ‘The couple and their two children fled the country the following
day. . : :
Ngugl has taught atuniversities in New Zealand and Germany, aswell asat New York Unrversrty, ‘
Yale, and. Smith in the U.S.A. Most of his writing in the past fifteen years has focused on cultural
v theory, such as the 1993 volume Moving the Centre: The Struggle for Cultural Freedom. He currently
- works at the University of California, Irvine, as Director of the International Center for ertmg and
Translation, and Distinguished Professor
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thrum flowers, tea-leaves or coffee beans of our Euro-
pean and African landlords,

‘The stories, with mostly animals as the main charac-
ters, were all told in Gikiyii. Hare, bemg small weak
but full of innovative wit and cunning; was our hero.

. from Decolonisz'ng the Mind .

CHAPTER 3

I was born into a large peasant farmly father, four
wives and about twenty-eight children. I also be-
longed, as we all did in those days, to a wider extended
family and to the community as a whole.

" We spoke Gikiiy as we worked in the fields. We
spoke Gikiiyl in and outside the home. T can wividly
recall those evenings of storytelling around the fireside.
It was mostly the grown-ups telling the children but
everybody was interested and involved. We children
would re-tell the stories the following day to other
children who worked in the fields' picking the pyre-

We identified with him as he struggled against the
brutes of prey like lion, leopard, hyena. His victories
were our victories and we learnt that the apparently
weak can outwit the strong. We followed the animals in
their struggle against hostile nature—drought, rain, sun,
Wmd~—a confrontation often forcing them to search for
forms of co- operation. But we were. also, interested in
their. struggles amongst themselves, and partlcularly
between the beasts and the victims of prey. These twin
struggles, against nature and other animals, reflected
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real-life struggles in the human world.

Not that we neglected stories with human beings as
the main characters. There were two types of characters
in such human-centred narratives: the species of truly
human beings with qualities of courage, kindness,
mercy, hatred of evil, concern for others; and a man-eat-
man two-mouthed . species with qualities of greed,
selfishness, individualism and hatred of what was good
for the larger co-operative community. Co-operation as
the ultimate good in a community was a constant
theme. It could unite human beings with animals
against ogres and beasts of prey, as in the story of how
dove, after being fed with castor-oil seeds, was sent to
fetch a smith working far away from home and whose
pregnant wife was being threatened by these man-eating
two-mouthed ogres.

There were good and bad story-tellers. A good one
could tell the same story over and over again, and it
would always be fresh to us, the listeners. He or she
could tell a story told by someone else and make it more
alive and dramatic. The differences really were in the use
of words and images and the inflexion of voices to effect
different tones. _

We therefore learnt to value words for their meaning
and nuances. Language was not a mere string of words.
It had a suggestive power well beyond the immediate
and lexical meaning. Our appreciation of the suggestive
magical power of language was reinforced by the games
we played with words through riddles, proverbs, trans-
positions of syllables, or through nonsensical but
musically arranged words. So we learnt the music of our
language on top of the content. The language, through
images and symbols, gave us a view of the world, but it
had a beauty of its own. The home and the field were
then our pre-primary school but what is important, for
this discussion, is that the language of our evening
teach-ins, and the language of our immediate and wider
community, and the language of our work in the fields
were one. o

And then I went to school, a colonial school, and
this harmony was broken. The language of my educa-
tion was no longer the language of my culture. I first
went to Kamaandura, missionary run, and then to
another called Maanguun run by nationalists grouped

around the Gikuyu Independent and Karinga Schools!
Association. Our language of education was still Gikiyii.
The very first time I was ever given an ovation for my
writing was over a composition in Gikiyi. So for my
first four years there was still harmony between the
language of my formal education and that of the
Limuru® peasant community.

It was after the declaration of a state of emergency
over Kenya in 1952 that all the schools run by patriotic
nationalists were taken over by the colonial regime and
were placed under District Education Boards chaired by
Englishmen. English became the language of my formal
education. In Kenya, English became more than a
language: it was the language, and all the others had to
bow before it in deference.

Thus one of the most humiliating experiences was to
be caught speaking Gikuyn in the vicinity of the school.
The culprit was given corporal punishment—three to
five strokes of the cane on bare buttocks—or was made
to carry a metal plate around the neck with inscriptions
such as T AM STUPID or I AM A DONKEY. Somietimes the
culprits were fined money they could hardly afford. And
how did the teachers catch the culprits? A button was
initially given to one pupil who was supposed to hand
it over to whoever was caught speaking his mother
tongue. Whoever had the button at the end of the day
would sing who had given it to him and the ensuing
process would bring out all the culprits of the day. Thus
children were turned into witch-hunters and in the
process were being taught the lucrative value of being a
traitor to one’s immediate community.

The attitude to English was the exact opposite: any
achievement in spoken or written English was highly
rewarded; prizes, prestige, applause; the ticket to higher
realms. English became the measure of intelligence and
ability in the arts, the sciences, and all the other branch-
es of learning. English became #4e main determinant of
a child’s progress up the ladder of formal education.

As you may know, the colonial system of education
in addition to its apartheid racial demarcation had the
structure of a pyramid: a broad primary base, a narrow-
ing secondary middle, and an even narrower university
apex. Selections from primary into secondary were

' Karinga Schools Run by the Orthodoxand Pentecostal churches.

* Limuru Located in the Nairobi region.




" Jim Hawkins ..
Stevenson’s Treasure Island, Charles Dickens’s Oliver- Twist, and:

through an examination, in tmy time ‘called - Kenya
African Preliminary Examination, in which one had to

 pass'six subjects ranging from Maths to Natute Study

and Kiswahili," All the papers were written in English.
Nobody ‘could pass the. exam who failed the English
language paper no matter how brilliantly he had donein
the other subjects. I remember one boy in my class of
1954 who had distinctions in all subjects except Eng-
lish, which he had failed. He was made to fail the entire
exam. He went on to become-a turn boy in 2 bus
company. I who had only passes but a credit in English
got a placeat the Alliance High School, one of the miost
elitist institutions for Africans in colonial Kenya. The
requirements for a place at the University, Makerere
University College, were broadly the - ‘same; - nobody
could go on to wear the undergraduate red gown, no
mattet how brllhantly they had performed in all the
other subjects unless they had a' credit—not even a
simple passi—in English. Thus the most coveted place
in the pyramid and in the system was only available to
the holder of an English language credit ‘card. English
was'the official vehicle and the maglc formula to colo—
nial elitedom., 8

. Literary education was now - determined by -the

dominant language while also reinforcing that:domi- -

nance. Orature (oral literature) in Kenyan:languages
stopped. In primary school I now -tead simplified
Dickens and: Stevenson alongside Rider Haggard Jim
Hawkins, - Oliver - Twist; Tom - Brown®—not Hare,
Leopard and Lion—were now my daily companionis in
thé-world of imagination: In secondary school, Scott
and G:B. Shaw vied with more Rider Haggard; John
Buchan, Alan Paton, Captam W.E. Johns. At Makerere
I read English: from Chaucer to T'S: Eliot w1th a touch
of Grahame Greete.

Thus language and literattire were taking us further
and further from ourselves. to other selves, from our
World to other worlds. '

" What was the colonial system doing to us Kenyan
children? What were the consequences of, on the one
hand, this systematic suppression of our languages and

' Kiswahili *Swahili lariguage.

Tom Brows Characters in Robert Louis

Thomas Hughes's Tom Brown’s Schooldays respectively,
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the literature they carried,and on the other the elevation
of English and the literature it carried? To answer those
questions, let:--me first .examine the relatlonshlp of
language to human expetience, human culture, and the
human perception of reality.

-CHAPTER 4

-f,anguage, any language, has a dual chabracter: itis both

a-means of communication and a carrier of culture.
Take English. It is spoken in Britain and in Sweden and
Denmark. But for Swedish and Danish people English
is only a means of communication with non-Scandina-
vians. It is not acarrier of their culture, For the British,
and particularly the English, it is additionally, and
inseparably from-its use as a tool of communication, a
carrier of their culture and history. Or. take Swahili in
East and Central Africa. It is widely used as a means of
communication across many nationalities. But it is not
the carrier’of a culture and. history of many of those
nationalities: However in parts of Kenya and Tanzania,
and particularly in Zanzibar, Swahili is inseparably both
a means of communication-and a carrier of the  culture
of those people to whom it is a mother—tongue
Language as communication has three dspects or
elements. There is first what Karl Marx once called the
languagc of real life, the element basic to the whole
notion of language, its origins and development: that is,
the relations people enter into with one another i in the
labour process, the links they necessarily establish among
themselves in the act of a people, a community of
human beings, producing wealth or means of life like
food, clothing, houses. A human community really
statts its historical beingas a community of co-operation
in production through the division. of labour; the
simplest is between man, woman and child within a
household; the more complex' divisions are- between
branches of production such as those who are sole
hunters, sole gatherers of fruits or sole workers in metal.
Then there are the most complex divisions such as those
in modern factories where a single product, say a shirt or

_ashoe, is the result of many hands and minds. Produc-

tion is co-operation, is communication, is language, is
expression of a relation between human beings and it is
specifically human.
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The secondaspect of language as communication is
speech and it imitates the language. of real life; that is.
communication in production. The verbal signposts
both. reflect and aid communication or ‘the relation
established between human beings in the production of
their means of life. Language as a system of verbal
signposts makes that production possible. The spoken
word is to relations between human beings what the
hand is to the. relations . between human: beings:and
nature.. The -hand through:-tools mediates between
human beings and nature and forms the language of real
life::spoken words mediate between human bemgs and
form the language of speech L g

word imitates the spoken Where the ﬁrst two aspects of
language as communication through the hand'and the

.spoken word historically evolved more or less simulta-

neously, the written aspect is a much later historical
development. Writing is representation of sounds with.
visual symbols, from the simplest knotamong shepherds
to-tell the number in a herd or the hieroglyphics among
the Agikuyu gicaandi singers'and poets of Kenya, to the

most -complicated and - different letter and prcture

writing systems of the world today. :

In most societies the written-and the spoken lan- ‘

guages are the same; in that they represent each other:
what is.on paper can be read to another person and be
received as that language, which the recipient has grown
up: speaking. In such a society there is broad harmony
for a child between:the ‘three aspects of language as
communication.-His interaction with nature and with
other men is expressed in written and spoken symbols or
signs which are both a‘result of that'double interaction
and a reflection. of it. The association:‘of the child’s
sensibility is with the language of his experience of life.
But there is-more to it: communication betwéen
human beings is also the basis and process.of evolving
culture, In doing similar kinds of things and actions
over and over again under simiilar circumstances, similar
even in their mutability, certain - patterns, .'moves,
thythms, habits, attitudes, expériences and knowledge
emerge. Those experiences are Handed. over to the next
generation. and become the inherited ‘basis for their
further actions on nature and on themselves. There is.a
gradual accumulation of values which in time become

almost self—evident truths governing their conception of
ugly, courageous and cowardly, generous and mean_ in~
their internal and external relations. QOver a time this
becomesa way of life distinguishable from other ways of
life. They develop a distinctive culture and. history.
Culture embodies those moral, ethical and aesthetic
values, the set of spiritual eyeglasses, through which they
come to.view themselves and their place in the universe.
Values are the basis of a people’s identity; their sense of
partrcularrty as members of the human race. All this, is
carried by language. Language as culture is the collective
memoty- bank of a people’s experience in- history.
Culture is almost indistinguishable from the language
that makes possible its genesis, growth, banking, articu-
lation and indeed its transmission from one generation
to the next. : .
Language as culturealso has three 1mportant aspects. :
Culture is,a product of the history which it in turn
reflects; Culture in other words is a_ product and a
reflection of human beings communicating with one
another in the very struggle to create wealth and. to
control it. But culture does not merely reflect that
history, or rather it does so by actually forming images
ot pictures of the world of nature and nurture. Thus the Y
second. aspect -of language as culture is as an image-
forming agent in-the mind of a child. Our whole
conception of ourselves as & people, individually and
collectively, is based on those pictures and images which
may .or may not correctly correspond to the actua.l
reality of the struggles with nature and nurture whlch
produced them in the first place. But our capacity to,
confrontthe world creatively is dependent on how those* 7
images correspond or not to that reality, how: they '
distort or clarify the reality of ourstruggles. Language as
culture is thus mediating between me and my own self;
betWeen my own self and other selves; between me and
nature. Language is mediating in my very being: And
this brings us to the third aspect of language as culture.
Culture transmits or imparts those images:of the world
and reality through the spoken and the written. lan:
.guage, that is through a specific language. In other

“words, the capacity to speak, the capacity to order

sounds in a manner that makes for mutual comprehen-
sion between human berngs is universal. This is the



.
universality of language, a quality specific. to human
beings. It corrésponds to the universality of the struggle
against nature and that between human beings, But the
particularity of the sounds, the words, the word order
into phrases andsenténces; and the specific manner, or
laws, -of their orderihg is.what distinguishes one lan-
guage from another, Thus a specific culture: is not
transmitted through language in its umversallty but jn
its particularity as the language of a specxﬁc commugity
with aspecific history. Written literature and orature are
the miain means*by which a particular language traris-
mits the images of the World contained in the culture it
carries. o -

» Language as communication and as culture are then
products of éach other: Communication creates.culture:
cultute is a means of communication. Language carries
culture, and culture carries; particularly through orature
and literature, the entire body of values by which we
come to perceive ourselves and our place in the world.

How people perceive themselves affects how-they look,

at their culture, at their politicsand at the social produc-
tion of wealth,at their entire relationship to nature and
to other-beings. Language is thus inseparable from
ourselves as- a community. of human beings with a
specific form and character, a spec1ﬁc hlstory, a spec1ﬁc
relationship to the. World

o

CHAPTER §

So what was the colonialist imposition of a foreign
language doing to us childrenz 7
' The real aim of, colonialism was to control the
people’s wealth: ‘what they produced, how they pro-
duced it, and how it was distributed; to control, in other
words;-the entire realm. of the language of real life.
Colonialism imposed its contro] of the social production
" of wealth through military conquest and subsequent
political dictatorship. But its most important area of
domination was the mental universe of the colonised,
the control, through culture, of how people perceived
themselves and their relationship to the world. Eco-
nomic and political control can never be complete or
effective without mental control. To control 2 people’s
culture is to control their tools of self-definition in

1 i

relationship to others. 1
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For colonialism this involved twoaspectsof the same
process:.the destruction or the deliberate undervaluing
of a people’s culture, their art, dances, religions, history,
geography, education, orature and literature; and the
conscious elevation of the language of the coloniser. The
domination of a people’s language by the languages of
the colonising nations was crucial to the domination of
the menital universe of the colonised. S

Take language ;as communication, Imposmg a
forelgn langhage, and suppressing the native languages
as spoken and writteny were already breaking the har-

. +mony previously existing bétween the African child and

the three aspects of language. Since the new language as

- a'means of communication was a product of and was

reflecting the “real language of life” elsewhere, it could
never as spoken or written propetly reflect or imitate the
real life of that community. This may in part explain
why technology always appears to usas slightly external,

. their product and not ours. The word “missile” used to

hold an alien far-away sound until I tecently learnt its
equivalent in Gikuyu, nguwruku/n and it made me
apprehend it differently. Learning, fot a colonial child,
became a cerebral activity and not an emovtionally, felt
experience. . A : -

- But since the new, 1mposed languages could never
completely break the native languages as spoken, their
most effective area of domination was the third aspect of

language as communication, the written. The language

. of-an African child’s.formal education was foreign. The
language of the books he read was foreign. The language
of his conceptualisation was foreign. Thought, in him,
took the visible form of a foreign language. So the
written language of a child’s upbringing in the school
(even hisspoken language within the school compound)
became divorced from his spoken language at home.
There was often not the slightest relationship between
the child’s written world, which was also the language of
his schooling, and the world of his immediate environ-
ment in the family and the community. For a colonial
child, the harmony existing between the three aspects of
language as communication was irrevocably broken.
This resulted in the disassociation of the sensibility of
that child from his natural and social environment, what
we might call colonial alienation. The alienation became
reinforced in the teaching of history, geography; music,
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where bourgeois Europe was always the centre of the
universe. ' _

This disassociation, divorce, or alienation from the
immediate environment becomes clearer when you look
at colonial language as a carrier of culture.

Since culture is a product of the history of a people
which it in turn reflects, the child was now being
exposed exclusively to a culture that was a product of a
world external to himself. He was being made to stand
outside himself to look at himself. Catching Them Young
is the title of a book on racism, class, sex, and politics in
children’s literature by Bob Dixon. “Catching them
young” as an aim was even more true of a colonial child.
The images of his world and his place in it implanted in
a child take years to eradicate, if they ever can be.

Since culture does not just reflect the world in
images but actually, through those images, conditions a
child to see that world a certain way, the colonial child

was made 'to see the world and where he stands in it as

seen and defined by or reflected in the culture of the
language of imposition.

And since those images are mostly passed on
through orature and literature it meant the child would
now only see the world as seen in the literature of his

language of adoption. From the point of view of alien-.”

ation, that is of seeing oneself from outside oneself as if
one was another self, it does not matter that the im-
ported literature carried the great humanist tradition of
the best Shakespeare, Goethe, Balzac, Tolstoy, Gorky,

Brecht, Sholokhov, Dickens. The location of this great
mirror of imagination was necessarily Europe and its
history and culture and the rest of the universe was seen
from that centre.

But obviously it was worse when the colonial child
was exposed to images of his world as mirrored in the
written languages of his coloniser. Where his own native
languages were associated in his impressionable mind
with low status, humiliation, corporal punishment,
slow-footed intelligence and ability or downright
stupidity, non-intelligibility and barbarism, this was
_reinforced by the world he met in the works of such
geniuses of racism as a Rider Haggard or a Nicholas
Monsarrat; not to mention the pronouncementof some
of the giants of western intellectual and political estab-
lishment, such as Hume (“... The negro is naturally
inferior to the whites ...”), Thomas Jefferson (“... The
blacks ... are inferior to the whites on the endowments

* of both body and mind ...”), or Hegel with his Africa
comparable to a land of childhood still enveloped in the
dark mantle of the night as far as the development of
self-conscious history was concerned. Hegel’s statement
that there was nothing harmonious with humanity to be
found in the African character is representative of the
racist images of Africans and Africa such a colonial child
was bound to encounter in the literature of the colonial
languages. The results could be disastrous.

—1986




