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INTRODUCTION

-

Creative writing in Inglish in East Afrdica is yebt & new and novel
phenomanon. Lven to this day, there are sowz who bruch off the ddea that
an Fast African literature exisis, Incepl perhaps for James Hgugl, wost

of the African writers well lmown ocutside Africa are from VWest and South

Africa. Dut one need not justify a work on East African literature.
5 Ao

There is enouzh paterial to justify euch a work. Ia 1964, James Ngugit's

Veep not, Child was published. It wes snatched vp and pored over in

schocls. Hany young writers found thelir insplration here which waz

strengthoned the following year when his The River Betweon cams ocuv, In

~

96 3 I)u. §d GOQI’\. 6

A

ot
\1

{ited an anthology of weitings by Fast African studenis

at Multerere. In the follewing year, 1966, the Bast Africa Jourual

brought out a special creative issve which featured almost wholly works

by high school students. This was followed by the first novel to be
published within L“uu Lfcica, David Rubadirdts No Bride Price. Since

then, the Bast African 1iterary scene has become much more crowded.

But queantity alone, mxthout guality, is nol emough, And cven a
casnal look into Dast African literery Journals reveals oftentimoes
éﬁories aud poens of mediocre quality. What interests in the Pest Afvicem

Jiterary scene hovever is the {reshtness and vigour as East Afrvicens

strive Lo cows to termn with thelyr own envivonment, MNost of the short

coming from East Afeica have dnevitably au vrgonb and

.

Put a majority of them are wriltien hueryiedly

POLEXY i

" . . [ R . . 1. L " A 5
will 1ittle thought given to the exiistic reguirerents of the wodium

1
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uged. The creative inspivation thereleowo lacks ¢
ends in frustration or in vorks of little svecess.

There is little doubt, however, that with the patlfinding works
of James Hgugl, Okol p'Bitek and David RBubadiri,; a new avea of Africau
literature vae opened vp@ It is also an arez which could add something
rich and worthulile %o Fnglish literature with tdme. %his is all the
more reason why Fzst Afydcan critics are necessary to work together with

the writers in the evolution of writing in this nsw area of literature.

IS

In fact the Bast Africon scene demonds critics aow much more thoan it
demmnds wrlters. Its mallecable fowrmlessness needs to be given shape and
direction. But through a viclous circle, this formlessness and newness
of Fast Afvicon creative writing presents problens to the ceitic who‘
vants to give s consistent and rounded picture of it. It bhas not come
to a stage vhere one could show what dts mzjor preoccupations arej waat

el

its differences and gindlarities are $o the reat of African literature

..v

and to literature ab large. Talien iouVLdu41]¢, it is eazsy, for exarple,
to show hou Ngup! shous distinctlve sinilaritics to Chinla Achebej and
also shows traccs of Lawrence and Conrad, while retaiuing his original

African voice and visicn. Bub Okobt p'Bitekfs fong of Tewino is not so

Lo wmcaen:

4 A

easy %o place. Tt iz wvaiquely African - Bzst African in foct -~ @ifficult

tude poetyry and

to vlace becsuse it hovers somsvhere in between Négrid
& Ly
1l consciousness, Jis gualitly vevrants & place in

Hot vheore? And beside vhou?

. Maturelly, woeet Afrdicen writing tends to deal with eimiloe
es ace to nearly all Afvicsns was the swoso, This

P

cond chapter which tries to place Afric
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in its social and historical coutext, The coleninl ewperience and the
ensuing sccial problews; especizlly the con 1,  betwecn the traditionsl
ways and the modern, haz precccupled most African writers. DBut even here,
East Africans have shown a growing and subtle difference to the West
African writers., Vest Afvican literature has a rich Jink ﬁith traditionnl

-

African life, reflected especially in its idiom and symbolisn, and it

manages to waryy this to the modern., In Fast Afrvica,y this link with the
traditicnnl as reflected in more of the later stories and novels seens

tenuovs and the Janguage used shoevs strong Influences of Fnglish literary

ﬁ..
=

dition; and of the current uwssge of ¥ouglish in the urban arcas of
Fast Africa. There is cortng to be & literature tending more towards

wrban experiences vhile dts protagoenicts ¢lainm et least soums 111 defined

[T

link with thedir ygnt village life. This occurrence is important because
it is in this syrea thet Fast African literatuvre will find its strength,.
And in this sense, we can see why both Hgugl and ptBitek were worthy

pathfinders bt do not fit into what is still & vague pattern of the

. . 2
eterging Past African literature. In fact with p'Bitek's Song of Ccol

e atic s

and “Song of Halaya”3 and Hgugi'te play Tne He (works which are net

)

discuseed in this theois), we can see then being draws into this patters.
?

These works have at their cenber protagonists with an vrbanizned sengle

bility, bot with links to the village too. As a result, one éan predict
a veiling vhich decs not feed the poople buck with their own idiom, es
in Yest Africa, ond cue vhich 45 noi bruounuvly and tensely Urbaﬁ and

protesting es in South Afvriza, but one wvaich i concerned with the here

end novw ¢ud which, to parae

lives with the world aud nob ths words which decorate the vorld. Thoro
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is, hovever, one major criticism of FEast Afvican literature, which apsrt

fron p'Bitel's Song of Lawino and lgugi'e A Grain of Wheat, vanderlines
end Llivks together this thesis: EBast Africsn writers arve still too self-
conscious about their writing, they lack erough objectivity, and scmetimes
there 15 a strong feeling of complacency, of feelivg that what they have
to say is enough without thinking about how they say it.

The differences between West African and East African writing can
be ascribed to the slight differcnces in the soclial-historical situation,
This could also cxplain the late swakeniung of Fast African creative

writing in Foglish. Inglish has been imbedded longes in West Africa but

[z"‘
\.a‘

A L

it has wanaged to co-exist with the pecples! culiures. But there is no
doubt that Duropeen penctration inte Fast Africe wvas dCupP" nd ROTe
determined than it was in West Africa. To this day in Uganda, Catholics
and Protestants ongage in bitter polemles which might end in blows,
Political paxties are organized according to Western weliglous affiliaticus.
In Kenya there ds an cxtensive vhite settlemsnt in rural arcas. The

double migelon of the Boropeans to ¢olonize and to Chritisnize hod the

one effect of nipping as close to the tip as possible our cultural root.

*

To the Christisn missioparies, our dances and songs were an overt expros-

sion of heathenish savagery snd sin. This led to the wndermining of

3 )

confidence in the African. Ve were not fres or brave eunough to write
about curaclves and.of our background, Oar cvltuval inspiration was not
there. DBesldes we firmiy believed that Africa and Africens were no fit
subject for literaturce.

There is no denying the fact that {he West African novel had a

..

riead dvmaet on Bast African wreiters end readeva. Wevsd will be the firvei
PY L -
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to adrmit that Cyprien Fwenoi's People of the City was his favourite before

Achebe took over the honours. Vhat vas exceptional ghout these new vorks
was that they were ebout Africe and Africans, past and contemporary. And
they did not try to epologine or explain., They brought out the richness
of African 1ifoy its huwen pains end joys, its commmelity and the life
of the individual within this comrmpity.
This inspired us in Bast Africa to irwediate response and
synpathy. Here were people we knew and situations we could identify withe.
For once, we felt that the vhite men's shadow, which bad always hovered
over us lest we ‘misunderstood! or miscead Shokespeare or lest we nmilssed
the barb of the satire on communism, was no longer present., VWe could now
freely indulge our sympszthies without the risk of misunderstanding, mis-
reading or missing the point.
Aaothey point worih remsepbering dn all this is that curiously, the
African literary renaisssnce went hand in hand with the rise of nationalism.
This nationalism came to Fast Africa much later than it did to Qest Africa,
This thesis tries to draw the course which East Afrdcan literature
is following., It rocognizes the fact that Fast Africaus cannot hopse to
vrite anything wesningfvl to themselwes, end thus to the world at 1&rgé,
if they rewmain detached from their eituation. It is necessary, vhere
most of the area’s literature iz yet to coma; vhere most of the young Fast
Africans have yet to find their voices, to point this out. For "the
strugsling involvement end self-discipline of the ariist is then necded
ts give the right kind of forcq‘to the dsmsues that ove baing tr@ated“,s

My wajor apology is whal it should be:r the excluzion from this

thesis of any discvesion of This literature dates
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back several centuries and has been thrivis MW ith little encouvagerent
] <
from scholars. How fortunately, close attenidon, esvecially by the
A2 b &
Swahili Institute at Dar-es-Saleam, has revealed its diversity and rich-
9

ness. This work stands incomplete without any discussion of this liter-

ature, though 1ittle of it exists in tronslation.
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CHAPTER OHE

THE_GENERAL BACKGROUND

Leonard Kibera recently wrote in & letter:

X aw of the opinion thai an Yoot Afvicen ceritic o
writer . can®l afford the luxzury of living in an ivory
tower and divorcing literature from the social, political
and econopic deve opmeﬂf of the people. (At the some
tinme of gourse, the writer should bring ¥o 1ife African
literary foyrums and traditional tools). i

Kibera is volcing the feeling of nany Afvican writers., But the task he

0 ~

sets for the critic of African litersture is not easy. Going through

vorks of Inrvepesn ond American literavy criticism, one ls struck by the

0

divergent, end solstinegs conllicting, epproaches to llteratvie. There

are neo-cleasists, pesyechoanalysts and nceo~Christiansg Harxdists und nEo=
hwronists. These sppresches leave the Africen critic overazwed. . What
approach is he to talke if he is to be truthfvl?

Ultinmately, the answer lies in the critic being avare of what

the writer is trying te do. A writer's style, as ve witness in Jde

[N
N

Hgugid 5, ond ghould be, deterwined by what he has

to soy. It s not be an end in itself. A writer's consclousncas

is an importent factor 3n this for inevitably, it is ghaped by his

social oenvivonmont, his bsckground, end his esensidbiliiy tovards these.

Thiz gecien to bear out Kibera's point,

Litexrature coan therefove be epprosnched vwhiolly and

from thoe polnt of view of culitural sesthetics. Jozeph Olp



O

: 2 . . . fs
ceavincing erticle” argues that there is no wiveroal aesthetic stondard,
t

and from this he esks tvwo questious which ave relevant to eny discugsiocn
of Africen, or any other litevature: is there an absolute artistic
standard? And can we judge African literatvre by Western staunderds?
To waderstand African literasture, Olpuku says, one must consider the
audience the writer is addres king conscliously or subconsciously. This
will determine not oaly the lavgusge the writer uses, but also how he
uses 3t; how he handles his sywbolisn, subtleties and inogery. It will
determine the implicaticns ther 11; widerstatenants and natters of style.
Oue must thercfore wderstond the Qritcr's culture, ita aesthetics and
philoscphical implications. For Yeritical standards derive frou
aesthetics. Aesthetics ere culture dependentt lis concluslon echoes
Kibera D many weys; he calls for a movemsnit in which

wa relate curselves, our writings, our scholarship,

and ouyr zczdemlcism first to ourselven,; snd to cur

people -~ to the social, political and cultural
realities end tastes of Afvica, I{ is only this way

. v

that wve can hoave eny claim te validity as Africans
and therefore as poople.

Ohpakn casts doubt on the validity of cne of the major themes in
African writing, that of cultural interaction. He eays that this only
affected the small eliite and when wrdters denl with this thews, they arve
not therefore tallung of the majoriiy of Africens. He fails (o realize
that elite or not,; educated or not, the Africen todsy hes to contend with

new ceconcovie and soecial realities snd this in itself is a kind of culturnl

intercction. For example, Scor of ¥

Yenerrsn giarns

Hdno end  gll its seoming defense of

Livicen treditionzl cvllure, 15 really aboul culiural interveclions. It

Greaas dts teaslionn end drava from the eonflicis of culture within one
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peopla.

Oirpalm does hovever articulate ou idea which is vitel to the
growth of Afvican literature. It is an idsa vhich also takes into aécmunt
the nature of the writer in East Africa today, and itderives from his
historical baclkground. dJowmes WNpugl and Ohot pihitek derive thoe strength
in their writings from & definite ond unifiled vision., %hey are uareser-
vedly writing from within thelr gituvation about that situation and for

the people within that situation, Thelyr styles are given form and

tute

ordginality by this wltinate involvemsnt becauwsce they ere writing from

s

a defindite cultural situation, uvasing the aesthebics of that culture.
But most other Fast Africen writers, cespecially the short story

wvriters who contributce to the litersxy jowrnals, are vuccriain of thedr

culiurad standing. Yhey lLave an spbivalent vision which males then légk
frices eltvation alvost Qiuh detachment, And this detachment
makes thelr works suiffer. It lacks o shattering impact on the reader,

and the writer conunot, in any case, geh involved encugh to give his work
strongth. This is bocavse after the impact of colonialicwm,; the Fast

African bhza not yet been able to resolve his personality. Host are in

* vhich

the condition which Freau enon ¢alled VPlack okin, Wialte Hac

of Black Tolk, io:

according to W. E., B. dulicis in The Sm

a str ange Teeling, a double consciousneas, on lmpressica
forever watching ouwrsclves through the eyes of others o o .

of measuring our sovl with thst of a world which regurds

this action wilh ecomuscnent, pity ané distrust. Oae foxr-

ever fecly his dusliity: belng at once both Avmican end

. Negro, both French end Africsn, Inglish ond Afvican;

Spandish and Afviecon, -Portuguese end Afrdican. Two souvls,

two thoughis, tvo ivvcecencilable ﬁrdoucieﬁg '

conflicting in but on« black bedy

splrit alone prevents it frow being

o 4

Vhile o fulley discugsion of this Lolengs in sociology, it is
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neveirtheless o pertinent point to makoe lu ilterary
Iiyongts fallure as & writer and an artist, for erample, comes fro

fact that he does not know vho he is; he do

his situation and his audience.

about, Grace Ogot's short storices, especially "Hight

inspire for these same reascna.

Bast Africen situation nor be detached, when as one

o in the small hours

¢ ¢

One can neither be

betveen one doy and the next

Ve have strolled through
the deserted ctreets
and geen strange figures

Under bougainvillea bushes

in traffic islan
fipgures hardly hy
snoring evzy into

the c¢old winds of the Ll@}
des p'vately dving to live.

There ere cultural debsles
too obviously stated by some of the
with the gitustion:

We of the bush love man

and tensions

"+

worth exploring:

11

criticiomm, Taban lo

o the

~
(5183

not want to accept hinmself, .

He does not therefore know what to write

Sistert, fail to
complacent about the

concerned poet says:

which are rathey

few writers who are comiing to grips

And persistently strive to reach people's ingides

Vhere we dig and sow
The meeds cf feeling.

When T talk like thisz

Hy friend calls ume enemy!
He threatens
Jith iron ropes!

calk for the

Is bush
You speak for the civilis

3
[ 24
2

Will you hear me. +» o «

peied

. All this does not mean a ey
vhich arc first aund foremost works of

the obvicus lack of svareves

to tie my hands

s of the social

2 .
sociol

cal tracts, but fov works

Q
Put writers cammot write in

and cultural values which


http:reaec;:.l8
http:c;tran.ge
http:st1%252525e2%25252580%252525a2:i.ve

12

sone Eust A an writers have shown. Any grezt realist literature from
Chaveer, through Fieldiung, Dickens and the RUSPvannnﬁeliatﬂh&s been to a
large extent influenced by the sgocial awvareness of the writers.

This is even wore true in Afvica vhevre, deanite the Anglophione
Vest Africen objecticon to it, Négritude vas a necessary socinl and

psychological rmovement before the Africon could regain his confidence., This

J

movement, which was essentially for the cducated black men living withi

white civilization and Furopean culture,; was not only strange to willions

.

of Africans, but it was also false. As Frantz Fonon observed, this black

»

man, alienated frowm his people, needed to shout out his ddentity:

Mnd it 45 with rage in his mouth and abandon in his

heart that he buries bimself in the vast black abyss o . .
thig attitude so heroically absolute, renounces the
present and the future in the nams of a wystical past,

But even the wr itérs cpposed to Négritude do concede that it was zu
Important movement. Sowe of the best poetry yel from Africa was writhen
under its dislectical bamer. md the objesction to it by Anglophene West
and South Africans iz better told by Hzekiel Mphahlele:

'ho s so stupid as to deny the historical fact of
negritude as both a pvote>t and a positive assertion

of African cullural values? '

A1l this is velid., VWhat T do not accepﬁ is the way

in which too much of the poetry inspired by it
romanticizes Africa as a sywbol of innocence, puvity

and artless primitiveness. I feel dnsulted vhen some
pcople imply that Africa is nol &lso a violent continent.

. L3

Hégritude had a cathartic effect on Its proponents, mostly from the
Caribbeoan and the then French Yedt Afyico. It injected confidence in the
Africen and pointed to the nced to stop hanging around the white man's

doorr through vhich he had been refused entry. From thisg point of

confidence, Africans could ctart a soricus self-examinaiion, self accepltence
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What Yeats says is relevant
isn't it from their people’s
are deriving their strengzth?
past bas to reconcile :tuelf
will curselves out ofe. This is
frican writers as well ag
give important pointers to the
the prezent eocial conditicons.
like th» humanity they write abouti,

history =~ what Soyinka calls a continuocus

Interpreters, Thore is no doubt that evean

it i1s the alien whkich attached to the dynamic

thems corving to envieh whel wes already there.
between Christianity @nd tradition, white rul
education versus village life, the continuous
battered perhaps but not broken.

This ig reflected in nmost Afric
is a kind of cultural ccllusion

never heen to scheol, and has hed litile conte

all the smame been changing over the

not the static tom-tom throb of

rooted in the psst has been Ly

sayss

S

to the disgcus
folk~lore and belie
But there is aleo

to the present and

dealing with

This is recognition

sam wreiting whose

For even the man in the

is society chengede
the Négritude poet, and his

cmendously affected

16

ion of folk-lore, but
fs that Africsn writers
an awereness that this
modern - which we cannot

The River Botweon.

the past and present, also

future based on their interpretation of

that the writers

are in a continvous stream of
dome of existence in The
in the most educated African,

snd changing African in

Through the struggles

versus African freedom,

dome was still there,

style and content

village vwho has

(3

L with the new ways, has

He is

by the present. Achebe

languege, though
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Jhile the Africen intellectual was busily displaying
the past culture of Africa, ths troubled psoples of
Africa were already crealing pevr and revolutionary
culturea which took intc account thelir present conditions.
& long as people are alive, their culture is alive;_as long as
p“oplo arc changln“g their culture will be changing.

The position of the ertist in African society has always been
understood. Unlike in the west, where the arts are the fashionzble domain
of the few elite and cducated, Africau ert, both oral and visual, vas
traditionally a communal affair just as life generally was. Social
experiences, ideals and pleasures, were shared both practically and in
art forms. Art too was used to link society to the higher abstract powers
which were forever hovering above that society, not alweys menecingly,
but seeking union with mrn., Works of art thereflore corresponded closely
to the basic nceds of the commuuily and were inextricably woven tc the
Gaily life. The artist wvas therefore a well inlegrated member of smociety:

The artist hezs always functioned in African socicty as

the record of mores and exporiences of his society and

25 the voice of viesion in his own time.
The srtist was not in revolt, but was working withia his society. He
was not working in eccordance with his own subjective concepiion of
reality but was trying for a social coherence and intelligibility. On
the other hand, literary criticism did not exist as e speciality or
geruwre.  Since the works were social, the best critic was the public
itself.

Jt is ne empty claim that to a large extent, African weiters
have inherited their social vole frowm their predecessorse. Both the

a

modern African writer and th@ ﬂﬂr* ct descendants of the traditional

o

oral artists (iun vhieh group I would tentatively inelude Tuituola, the
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Onitsha Yarket literature and contemporary oral artists) ave attempting

to recapture the hidden inner life, teeming and perpetually in motion,

at the heart of the changing Africen life. They ere striving to recaplure
the peoplets ethos as seen against the new conditions. Both forms of

art are not static. They are conditioned end they correspond to the
current ideas, hopes, needs and aspirations of a particular historical
situation.

Ultimately, the basic concern at the heart of African literature
is the meaning of life. Nct a metaphysical meeaning, but one simply
expressed in humanist terms - the felationﬁhip betweon man and man and
men and his envirvonment. After all the historical processes --
colonialism, Christianity, education, naticnalisn, independence, new
leaders, new econnimic and pelitical realities -~ the individual is ﬂard
put to it te understand himself and to relate himself to the now not so
simple history of his society. There is difficulty too in relating his
actions and the actions of those around him which arise out of proesent-
day nccessities, to the moral, ethical judgement ingrained in him from his
own background. le has difficulty in understanding how he fits into the
social economic changes.

Iconard Kibera's point which is also stremgthered Ly Joseph
Okpaku’s article therefore embodies many sccial and moral considerati0n$,

It also implies the need for a particulerly authentic end effective style

.

-

to communiczte these. It ds these "bools' then which should form the

bagis of writing and criticism of kast African literature.
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CHAPTER TWO

ORAL LITERATURE

The last chapter has shown that African written literature can
not wholly be divorced from its oral origins. Tradition, as T. S. Eliot

has observed in Tradition and the Individual Telent, links artists to

’

their predecessors. The same idea is embodied in the VWest African
proverb: "Young palm trees grow on old palm trees'; and in Rediscovery,
Azoonor Williams tells us: ‘“Reaching for the stars, we stop at the house

. . 1
of the moon and pause to relearn the wisdom of our fathera.'™ Okot

p'Bitek's Luwino in Son¢ of Tawino also crics to her husband to '"let no

one uproot the pumpkin'.
Generally, oral forms anywhere in the world can be divided into
myths, tales, proverbs and riddles. Mythology grew out‘of a necd for a
people to explain their own lives, and it strongly influenced the people's
‘attitudes. Greek mythology, for exemple, was the basis of Creck art and
it also influenced attitudes towards nature and social relationships.
The same could be ga3id of Africa, ard the differences observed within
oral forms of different peoplets could ha explained in terms of diilferences
in the peoples' attitudes towards life, stemming from their mythology.
In Burope, singers of epics accompanying themselves with hoxps

vere commnon. Beowlf males constant references to such singers or scops.

In some parts of Kenya and Ugenda, such singers existed too. They

20
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praised people who had pleosed themy either by generosity, beauty or
valour. They were also sovght out to sing poetic elsgies at funeral
ceremounies, and occasionzlly they praiscd the brave deeds of dead heroes
in a mapner reminiscent of c¢lassical heroic tradition. DBut these singer-
poets were rare and they do not ssgem o have composed long epics. Rather,
they had short but emotionally charged songs composed according to the
singer's own taste, but with nmetaphorical references and imagery based

on wnderstood social valucs.

The major difference between thess African singer-poszts and the
0ld western poets is clearly one of backgrouand and sensibility shaped by
their socictiese C. L. VWrenn has said:

The scop or composer and reciter of poetry, ves
probably originnlly an eristocratic warrior reciting

with en irheritcd accepted technique to a trained 3
and reéeptive sudience cf the same type as hime self.”

Story telling and singing in Africa was the domain of all, and the audience
was not select. As Jomo Kenyatta observes:
In every stage of life there sre various competitions
arranged for membecrs of the several ege groups, to
test their ability to re-call and relate in song and
. dance the stories and events which have been told to then,
and at such functions, parents and the general public |
form an audience to judge and coriect the compstitors.
This widespread story telling and singing was part of the peoples'
(especially children's) wider education. Behind the apparent simplicity
of tales lay sociciy's hidden morsls and valucs. People al o learned the

art of talking, of being ertificers with vords, for tales werc supposed

ddles were held to

'1..!-

to dmpress by their becuty and dramatic appeal. PRi

sherpen children's wits.
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This populerity of oral litcrature might explain why the language
vsed was ordinary and homiletice. It was not,; as in much of the western
oral tradition, "poetic" and mostly heroic. Its effect did not so much
depend on high dignity as on the emotions it evoked, and also on its
lyrical excellence. Clarity end elegance were also achieved by the use
of proverhs and aphorisms. Proverbs and riddles were intimately related
to daily spesch and to tale-telling. The moral aspect of a tale was
usnally appended at the end of the tale in a terse statement; usually a
proverb. Proverbs vere also the measure of one's ability to telk precisely
and richly. By throwing in a number of them, the speaker could paradox-
ically speak plainly, even rebuke, while at {he came time remaining meta-
phorically complex. He could also, through the use of proverbs rhcw the
values of the )noplc and what mctivated their behaviowr. The heerer, it
vas assuned, had to know their meaning.

Most western epics talked about how to be good leaders of men.
Their protagonists deliberately chose the heroic way of life. llny also
vsuslly came from great femiliecs, am Arigtotle's enunciation of trapgic
principles indicates. Some African peopies also told stories usually
with o character of importance. But with the Gilkuyu, no person of
importance wag mentioned, as we shrll sce later; the tales' protagonists
could have been meuwbers of the audience. This is perheps better explained
by the political, economic end socisal structure of the Gikuyu. There
was no aristocracy, and most folk-tales taught how to be good men within
a homogeneous sociely. DBut this is not to GAJ that wareriors who had

proven themselves in battile were not idolizmed in songse. 1T was however
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back of the head, which swallowed {lies by the handful and sought young
c¢hildren as a delicacy. These ogres are no different from Homer's cyclops
or from Grendel and his mother in Beowulf. Then there were tales dealing
with man and animals, especially birds, and there were still other tales
which deait with men alone, elther happy or sad.

These tales with man at their center did not have the fercical
humour of the animal genre. They were usually grave and their themes
deeply emotional. In most cases, the themss in these tales seemed to he
based on actual events and appeared to be quite true. DBut imagination
manipnlated these facts, exaggerating and creating incredible situations,
such as dying more than one time, so that some of the stark reality of
the tales was removed. This was calculated to create gome distance
between the svdience and the tale. T the narrator was skilful e-nou.g:hQ
he would ecvoke just the correct cmolional response from the audience
without sinking into bathos. In this way he would make the tales an
affective mzans for the aundicnze to release its emotionse

The tales were {0ld as evenis which had happened in a distent
past. DBut by using concrete and visible evamples, the tales were also
given a firm place in the present. A1l things visible or invisible were
made, through the powers of the narvrator, present within the mind's vision
of the audience. In this way too, even the simplest story -~ and most
were quiltc simple -- would evoke a very deep emotional response. The
tales had usually wmore than one morel in them and these morals had to be
brought out clearly through the narrator'e skill. The narrator therefore

-

became an artist, re-creaiing, manipulating words, throwing in proverbs,
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dranaetizing, trying to bring alive. He built up his plot cousistently,
alternated suspense with relief, repceted phrases to denote intensily or
lengthened time or distance. The length of a given performance depended
largely on the audience. A good narrator could go on as long as an
audience would listen to hinm, repecating songs and drawing out incidents.
In this way a navrator and his audience enjoyed a tale depending on what
characters were being treated. Dialogue enlivened the tales, affording
langhter and at the semz tiwe making the audience fully enrapt in the

drama it evokede

The narrator achileved dramatic dialogue through his ability to

mimic and to identify himself with the chevecters in the teles. He became

an actor, dramatizing by movements of hands and body the antics of the
protagonists in the tales. He alternated his volce as each of his
protagonists spoke. For example the deep growl of an ogre's voice could
alternate with the sweet voice of a girl victim. UWhe use of simple
conversational languege helped give yealizm to what might seem vnreal.
So aid the use of real and conerete examples outside the tales. A
character in the tales could be likened to 'a momber of the audience in
statvre, beauly, age and so on. A visible hill, a known distance, were
menticned. And underlying @1l this was the presuwed society's love of
exagreration and pf the visval ag opposed to the invisible. fale telling
was therefore a deliberate art that reguired as much realistic detail as
possible.

. But the m

o]
)3

st effective parts of these {ales dealing with


http:ident:%25257E.fy
http:drre.matjz:i.rg



http:summa.ri
http:narra.t.or
http:prer;ne.nt

a7

translate this song into English without lJosing much of its onomatopoeic
beauty. The refrain (Caangararai-ca) is meaningless outside the context
of the song, but within the song it helps to evoke the scund of a bird's
voice,

Vinen the song was beautiful and meludious, the audience joined in,
deriving fun and enjoyment from singing aloud, and, much more important,
letting out the emotions which the tale had aroused. In this way the
audience acted as & choruse. This involvement of the audience as a chorus
seems to have been rare in the Furopean oral pattern. But the success of
the Afridcan folk tale depended on the ability of the nsrratoer to involve
his audience, to make it receptive and ready to evaluate his tale. By
arcusing the audience's feelings and making it ready to identify with
chavacters and gituatlon wilhin e tale, all were able, however momentarily,
to live in the world created by ihe imaginﬁtion of the narrator, and the
audience's own imeginative and creative qualities. In this way, all

underwent different experiences in different tales, much as reading of

different books does to o sensitive reader. 7The sad, the comical and the

o}

farcical are evoked.

n

Mre. Grace Ogot's anthology of short stories, Tand Without Thunders

has soue stéries largely taken from Imo sources whose matter is folk-loric,
"Pekayo'" helps to underline and illustrate the cvils of grecd; "The Bamboo
Hut" teaches young men to conform to custom and to listen Lo the wisdom
and zdvice of their elders and "The Empty Basket!" shows what evil might

.

come through nzglect, end alse shows that this evil con only be driven

}

away by a unified and concerted action by all those who are capable within
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ﬁh@ socicty. A better story, "Land Without Tlhunder", shows clearly how

a folk-tale dealt comctimes with a whole cosmos, linking in close proximity
the dead and the living, the natural and the supernatural. The individual
is caught up in these, his action is limited and he is always striving to
vnderstand and to come to terms with this cosmos. As in the talee, there
is a simple moral to the story. Mrs. Ogot shows how jealousy can plague
the living and why it is unwanted for it cen bring untold suffering to

the individual and in this way to the whole society.

But the most effective story.in this antholegy is "The Rain Came',
the story of a chief whose people are faced with hunger and starvation from
drought. After consulting the rainmsker, the chief is told that the only
vay to get rain is for his only daughter fo offer herself as sacrifice to
the lake monster. The story focusses immediately on the chiefl Labongtlo
who is "“getting thinner snd thinner as people kept on pestering him'. He
feels responsible to hiz people, and is the intermediary between them and
the deities. The conflict in the story is therefore one between the claims
of society and those of the individual: '"refusing to yield to the rein-
maker's request would mean sacrificing the whole tribe, pubtting the interests
of the individual above those of society". (p. 161).

The chief is helpless against the claims of societly. In
anticipation of rain, society is happy. People dance and sing and shower
g3.fis upon his daughter, and congratulate her. They accept her death as
a necessity though they are not blind to the individual tragedy involved.

.

But to them; she has become a saviour. This happiness of society contrasts

starkly with the sadness of the individual. Labong'o and Minya, the girl's
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rother, feel the acute poin of having to lese their only daughter.

Hore important, the story is about the girl, Oganda. Her simplicity,
innocence and youthful charm, her dreanms of the futwre as a happily mereied
mother, add & deep emotion to the story when juxtaposed with her immimens
dooi. E?cn when her father is telling the family about her fate, she is
sitting alone in her grandmother's hut thinking: "It must be morriage',
and "a faint smile played on [her] lips as she thought of the several
young men who swallowed saliva at the mere mention of her name'. (p. 163).
This gives & sense of human and tragic irony to the story. It is this

juxtaposition of opposites; especially the necessity of her death and

yet the tragedy of it, which gives the story its strength. The plot
becomes nuch more complete and inherently dramatic without e feeling of
conirivance.

In Mrse Opgot's version of the story, thy girl is rescued by her
young lover just before she drowas. In the Gikuyu version (which inci-
dentally shovws how widespread folk-tales were), the girl drowns. ut
in both versions, the audience in hearing this tals would respond muach
as the soclely in lMrs. Ogot's story does. It would be sympathetic but
would also deri%c a general satisfaction because whal scems to be a

.

private tragedy is in fact a comwunal gain. Not only is the

N

as the ultimate example of what a good mewmber of society cught to do «-

lay down her life for society ~= but she also serves to underline what
was in effect at the heart of all folk-tales: that socicely's cloims are
peramount and the individual should be totally conmii

being of zociety not Lo themselves.
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no Jlonger uvnderstand or communicate withe In short, this oral literature
is preoccupied with those same themes which precccupy writers. Basically

these can be swmmed up as an attempt to understand ourselves.
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CHAPTER THRED

LARGUAGE AND PORTRY ~

Oral literature maraged to retain its high artistic quality
while at the same time being populer and comprehensible to both young
and old. African writers have felt the need to draw on its vitality: to
be inspired and guided by it in the handling of form end expression, thus

A

giving an African identity to their work. Put the transition from oral

to written literature has been a real and ﬁeﬁting challenge. To most of
the writers, writing in either French or English comes much more easily
than writing in their mother-tongues. A recent survey conducted by the
University of Nairobi showed a high tendency awong educated Africans

to correspond in English and to vee their own languages obnly vhen commun-

icating with thelir parents, the unGdLCd ed and those of a diffevent age.
Swahili is used meinly ee a lapnguage of business, and to bridge the gap
between people of different languzges who cannot use English. Swahili's
role is, however, rapidly rising and undoubtedly, it will soon replace
English in importance. The survey concluded that this tri-lingualism,
rathur than making the nnd1v1d1\1 nastery of the languages suffer, helped
to make the languages couplement each other.

Héwcver true this might be, the number of the educated still
remains very low, and the use of English, evern in urbon arezsg, is far
lower then in West Africs where theré is a more widespread and deoply-

. pidgin Enplish flouvrishss. This

_J

rooted use of English, and where a local

33
-~
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helps to account for the widespread populorily of the Ouitsho Marke

literature, which hos no cquivalent dn Easst Africa unlens one is willing

Ele

to censider the current crop of songs dealing with social end political
themes as fulfilling the same ends

Generally, VWest African writers can much more easily not only
conmand a sizable sudience, but also slip into pidgin whenever they want
to give the fecl of cheracter. We must not, however, under-~rate the

problems of transliteration and verisimilitvde which they too have had

to face. QGabriel Okara in The Voice and Awos Tutuola in The Palm Wine

Drinkard, are groping towards a resclution of these problem The real

problen still remains that of transpoging the richness and vitality of

the cultural background into writing in & language alien to the writers'
L)

LN

pro‘agonists end  their culivral gituaticn. Ve, as the readers, are
interested in how what they say strikes the ear. Is it original and
therefore African in so fer as the writers and their protagonists are
African? Most of the writers ere educated. Some have becowe westerwnized
and rust have been alienated from their treditional roots, especially in
East Africa. Fut all the same, in terns of feeling and language, the
writers have to try being at cne level with their protagonists, however
simple they might be, without try .nv to patronize them end without giving
an impression of forcing the situation.

EBast Africen writlers have yet to face up to this problenm. lore.

1 A .
Grace Ogot's novel The Promised Land™ has becen crippled by ite Its plet

is simple and ite

4.

contents anthentic. PBut this simplicity erd avthenticity

.

is msrred by a language vhich essentially remains Mrs. Ogotis. The
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language attempis to give the simple plot lofty heights while yel remaining
riddled with sophisticated slangy phrases and clumsy sentences which
obviously could not have becen utiered by the cheracters in Mres. Ogot's
novel. It is obvious that lMrs. Opot the educated writer does not under-
stand her characters, neither is she capable of seeing the world through
their eyes. She remains divorced from her story and her story fails to
come alive. She suffers from what most East African poets also suffer
from: her manner of telling the story begins to dominate the matter.
There is something in the development of East African poctry skin
to that of its development in VWest Africa. Oloudah Equiano's eighteenth-
century poetry is the earliest knéwn by an African in FEnglish. But there

is nothing African in his poetry. It is indistinguishable from cther

verse vritten in-the Bipglish eighteenth-century postic conventionse After

Eguienco's verse, Olumbe Bassiyts An Antholopy of Vest African Verse
published in 1957 was the next important thing. But between Equiano and
Bassir, there was little development. Some verses in Bassir anticipate
]
the days of liberation, but on the whole its pages tell of imitatilon
] % £
of the VWest and uncertainty of cultural stardirzg. This is what Claude

Vauthier hes called the literature of tutelage and in Cenada and Australia,

t is called colonial romanticisme. It gratefully accepts its

[N

for example,
attitudes of subordinalion and looks elsewhere, rather than to its country
of origin, for standards of excelience, being teo ready to imitate the
perent tradition.

Bast Africa’s first anthology of verse, Drum Beat, was published

in 1967 by the BEast Africen Publishing Housce. One would have expected
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that the Eagt African poets would have lesrned from Vest Africa where, by

1967, poets like Okighbo, Soyinka, Okara, snd Clark had found their own

vigorously original voices. But, not'only de the poems in Drum Beat tell
of tutelage, but most of them are poor imitations of English poetry.

Y. S. Cheaoha personifiés Uhury with obvious adjectives vhose originality
does not strike:

She wag beautiful beyond compare

Her sparkling eyes,

Her firm warm breaste,

Her beautiful smile and merry laughter,
Spelt beauty and joy for ever. (p. 27)

In another poem, his confused heaping up cof adjectives becomes undecipher~
able:

The lush fecund green of
gently-svaying barana irees

and of eheltering friendly mangoes
the provocative beauty of naturc's
spoiled children == (pe 31).

SR

Willy DPavid Kamera's attempt to be funny becomes pitiful:
"4y wick ran out, I don't kiow how,"
"You went for a wick todsy's a week
And I am tired and weak.'" (p. 45).

Sometimes, too obwiously, the poets give vent to sentimentality:

Oh burning fextility
And mivror of immorality! (p. 78)

Agatha VWangeci's poem "for Zanziber" is sentimental rather than nostalgic.
What an Fast African, or any other reader, wants to know from an

'

L

anthology of this kind, is what it says about the condition of being Eas

African, the problems facing the poets, if not uniquely ag Fast African,

then o3 port of the world's hunsnity. Th1” neern is lacking in the

Ke Ac Kz

anthology is gocd; but it is rooted in a meta-

ul ©
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ohysical comncern with an unexplained meloncholy and his voice end sense

et

ibility tends to be romantic. Fxcept Joln Roberts who, ironically, is non=-
Bagt Africen, and Joe Mutiga who warns that "It is a time of opportunity, /
When one line makes a poet" (p. 95), none of the others seem to be concerw
ned,; or to have eanough vigouwr and personal commitment to give character

and life to their poetry.

.

The Anthology therefore lesves the reader uninzpired. It leaves
a Teeling of flatpess and of detachwment of the authors from their work.
Yet in most cases, their vse of English is "correct" and their command of
it aomj““ble In fact their failure, irenically, is rnot from an inadequate
command of English but from & fascination with the language which is not
decply rooted, but is only acquired Ifrom hooks. They have failed to
realize that a language does not work in 2 wacuume Tt works within a
culture, which they have failed to retain. Tt is this which makes their
poetry rather ccld and impersonal. This is true of Kdwin Vaiyaki's poetry
which hac been praiced for its precision and originality, but which lacks
animation and a life of its owne

One questicn that kept haunting me &s I read the anthology is the
place of these poets writing so confidently in English in Fast African
life. How do they fit in as a group of the very few educated? And how
do they fecl about their rclatiouships with other men, and what they sce
around them, and how do they recouncile their obvious vesternization to
their own beckground? This io not to ask for poetry which is obviously
bocially oriented, but to peint te the inherent questions snd tensions

which I think inform the poete' lives end which should have helped to gilve
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a coherent wholensss to the anthology.
It is not epough for the editor, Leonard Okola, to say that thare
is no protest in the poetry. 1If the poets were writing poetry for its
own sake, then the reader is interested in the art within the poetry which
eventually appears to the reader's eye as an artless smoothness.
Occasionally the poets disregard the need to communicote and are engrossed
in what Professor George Ving calls "a linguistic esotery"2 which is
incomprehensible to the reader.
Okolé is aware of the problems inherent in this anthology though
he dismiszges them casually. In his introduction, he tells us:
By the time an African has assimilated
sufficient ¥nglish to be able to convey his inasp-
nost feelings in that languege, he has wade it more
or less his own and he can no longer describe the

language as 'foreign' excepl in the very brozd sense
that it is non-vornaculare.

i

This statement presumes many things one of which Okola rezlines when he
hopee that this Inglish:

i

Will eventually be an ¥ast African Fuglish, fully

reflective of the culiural peculiarities and natural

speech habits of the indigenous people, rather than

just a poor imitation of Angle-Saxon English.
The hope is not realized in this enthology.

There are two ways one can aponroach the use of a forelgn language.

The first is to ewbrace it profoundly. This would mean having a native
command of it, and knowing and wnderstanding all the principles of its
vernacular usage. It would alsc mean knowing 811 the hidden currents
‘veneath its surface which move towards its fulure usage. In short; to

master it in such & way that its usage would be indistiinguisheble from

that of & native speaker. This presupposes thinking and feeling within
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never be trampled out¥. (p. 96). For youth therefore, ﬁh@re ig hone,
though their cultural past is now, in the words of the village elder, only
a "mutilated taproot". It is from this mutilation that youth needs to
struggle, to

Walke, and wade through the mist

Over your eyes. DBe a man

Valk to a speor

And learn the nmessage of facing, alone,

The twang of its stem, and the silent pover
In its blade;

Rise to fece isolation's challenge. (p. 35).

The poem is one of loneliness end disintegration. Okello, the

protagonist, is sitting at the village vaths. Ten people

O
=
o
0
:JJ
=
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o+
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&

going about their different businesses, people from different walks of
life, pass by him and £oik to hime This gives the poom ils locse strue-
ture, Tt is a collecliiovn of voices all united and underlined by the pic-
ture of the orphan boy eitting peasively, lonely and unhappy, drawing
pictures in the send. Kach of the voices either tells of loss and
alicnation or helps to bring them ocut. Okello himself is dislacatcde
He is isolated and weaned from his past. In fact he is not just an
orphan. He is on the one hand Africa personified, but cut off from her
own tradition by the impact of colomimation; but oa the other hand, Okello
is also the son of this Africa which no longer has any roots in the past.
He is dispossessed. He is left without the protective mother image of
country and culture:

She rushed to the false hopes of romance with

The wild cat in the western glow,

. Unhezeding the sscret in the talk

Of the droms. (p. ).
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As Okello's uncle observes, home is now cold and dead

The silencs in the home

And the dead bone's stories

And the yavn in the gransrieces

Silence the rumble beat of the drums. (p. 20).

fhen Okello rices from the footpath without the warmth and
protectivenesa of his past; his clensmen end friends, what is he going
to become? The village elder as well as warning on the need for courage
and strength in fecing the future, also points to the nature of the present
life. He points to its fragmentation and isolation:
The alsnooeanof bones in the old homestend,

Scattered in a jumble, question the fate of

The flesh that once walled their unity

And sing the credo of the final isolation. (pe. 29).
This isolation does not only result in moral corruption but also in & pain
and dehumanization which Okello YLl] have to bear:

Young man, you have brought new

Nerves to bo hit; tosmsed, tested,

Taught and survrized to a deadenings

To drain out itls passions

Till even generating sympathy is a prcehlen

And nothing is tregic anymore. (pe 40).

The woman whose hushand is of Okello's clan on the other hand is

embittered. She is sure that when Okello becomes educated, he will be
as much of sn exploiter as all the others in the "car c¢lan', with their
"Made in ItalyY shoss and prostitute secretaries and false disdain c¢f the
villagers end their simple village life. She complains thet Okello will
bring tourists to take notes et

My funeral and cavture our ghadows

In Mochines for Foney. (p. 47).

She could have belenged to Loawino's clan tco. She is used, much like
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Real in the reality of uvareality
ind lseting din wiloestingness. (
And the woman whose husband is of Okello's clzu says:
We shall be Gentiles of their
Religion of the Jooting of the Blaclks,
By the Black Bastards, for Becoming
Black-Purples! (p. 47).

This clumsiness does not happen always but often encugh to give the flow

of the verse a heaviness., This spoils the overall tone and mood of the

poem. The diction becomes at places brashly inauthentic., Oculil ds then
too obviously present in his poenm, trying to impress, to be clever.

A long poem vhich does overcoms these weaknesses evidenced in

Okello Oculi and other East African poets is Okot p'Bitek's Scng of ILawino.

)

ptBitel waneges quite successfully, ez his publishers tell ve, alwost to
evolve "a new Afvicen form of Fnglish literature and languazge'. The song
4

thirteen related soengs each dealing with a

¥

vhich ieg really a series of
particular sepect of life, was published in 1966 by the East African

Publishing House. It is a trancposition of an original Acoli work into
¥nglishe. Though ptBitek admits to having "elipped a bit of the cagle's

wings and rendered the sharp edges of the warrior's sword rusty and blunt;

and has also murdered rhythm and rlose (p. 6), he has managed to retain

the richiess of the owviginal Afyican song and to recapture its mood and

o

ethos. Ite diction and imagery strike the ear as peculiarly Afvican.

(For example: "words cut more painfully than sticks"). piRitek hes

(Ci.

tramsposed into the Ryglich longuege a freshmess and vigovr of language

and imogery vhich sustzins the yeader's interest to the end.
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FOOTHOTLS (CHAPTER THRIE)

i}

1 - . . . o . ; s
Grace Ogot, The Promised Lond, Neirobi: East African Publishing
House, 1966.

2 . . \ .
George Wing, Boolk Review, Fast Africa Journal, V No. 1,
(Januvary 1968), p. 58.




CHAPTER FOUR

SONG OF JAWIRO

The initial drony in Song of Lowino is Lawino's use of the

language which she ie so much opposed to. The iroany of Lavwino protesting
in Euglish against her husband who insulis her in Eoglish and who has

(3
fallen in Jove with a girl vho speaks Ioglish 1s comparablie to that of
the Hopritude poebs protesting in their nasterts Jeanguage. Language

L Ls el g <O o
has alwoys been the African's weapon of protest azgainst the white man,

This situation is again conparable to Caliban protesting agsinst Frospero

Al

-

The first part lays down the quarrel between Ocol and Lswino.

Ozol altacks Lawino because she is unlettcred; she is primitive, foolish,

.

she does '"mot know the ways of God" (p. 16) and she is superstitious.

Thisz is the bagis on vhich the rest of the poem works. In each of thes
following paris, Lowino does not only defond and justify her ways, but

she also exposes and attacks the claims of modernity and civilization in
the African of Ocolt's caliber. In a tone that is at once satiric and

B e b : . 1 s
an affirmation of life, Lawino laughs at her husband Ocol™ and Tina, the
educated wornnn who hes becowme hewr husband's wmistress. These two have
beceone alievated from theiy own African background snd are stiriving, somo-

timen grotesguely (and to Lawino, stupidly), to cut off and dissociste

therselves from their past. Yet Lawino never loses hey appreciation of
» »
these two as fellow humam Lelﬂ”f She is compasnionate. She realizes
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the ead consequences of the lesn of the traditicanal village 1life, and
the lack of a new cultural bhasise She wants to win back her husbhand.
A

ting

She lovingly cajloles hiwm, pointing to the richnessz of life he hag let
himself b” woced away frowm. Then she defliantly, intimately talks to the
clansmen and villepers (and in this way to the whole of Africa), pin-

pointing with humorous accuracy the incongruity of the Turopsan convene

tions, essumption

s and attiludes being adepted by the educatzd African.

Lawino recaptures situaiions and brings thewm alive in & vigovous
(&)
way, retzining the spontineily and energy of the natural voice. There

thought; there arce ejaculations and

o

are quick shifts an
rhetorical questions: "Do you think that the young men slecpa? / Do

you know what fire cuts bis inside™  (p. 35). ‘The toae of the pcen
chenges with ber changing audience so that it dogs not cloy on the eor.
There are also witty phroses and imagery. By her constant and direct
sddreases Lo somebodys wrother, friend, clan;v\l, hushand, we are kopt
involved and the poem remains dramatic. Lawino's manner of talliing
denends come response.  She appeals to us.  She touches vibhrant cords of
Africanness and our African values. For example, in the second port
where Tina is ruthlessly attacked and cericatured, Lawino to11b us that

ehe is not doing sc purely out of ousy, though she csnnol help being

[N
@

a little jeolous: "It [deslousy] catches you unawares / Like the ghosts
that bring fevers'. (p. 2k). She is siruck with pity and sympatly:

I am not wnfair to my husband,

I do not corplain

. Because he wantls another womny
Whether she iy yowng or agedl!
W L\; cver proevented nen
T, .

rom wonsing women?  (p. 27).
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She then goes on to tell us in striking lines that a woman should try
winning her husband by good cocking, a cheerful disposition, good
manners and hard work. She is restating the fraditional African values
-« which she accepts simply. Hers is humane and natural advice.
The language used in the poem is simple and straightforward.
p'Bitek is deliberately exploiting the folkloric spontancity, siuplicity,
directness and lyrical quality found in songs and ballads. The language
therefore strikes one on {irst reading as unpoetic, unflowery. But
behind this apparent eartlessness, there ds very deliberate art. It is evi
that p'Bitek has painstakingly worked on it to achieve this deceptiv
simplicity and racy, terse, diction. Usually there arc short sherp
lines whoge words leap oul te the eye
Listen
Hy bhusband,
In the wisdom of the Acoli
Tins is not stupidly split wp
Into seconds and minutes,
It does not flow
Like beer in a pot

That is swcbed .
Until it is finisbed. (p. 97).

. ,. o

The ceomparison of time's infinity to the limited quality of beer is not

only African, but striking in its fresh originality while at the same time

-embodying a simple apd universal truth.

Y

There arc pagssages which echo the Bible,; especially the 014

Testamsnt which was itself influenced by oral tradition. Biblical

iguage has the same formality and folllloric tone which appeals t
Jen ge t ¢l formality 1 folldl tone which appeals to

the viriter who wants to recapture the beauty and dignity of orel

literature:
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But only recently ,

We would sit together, touching each other!

Only recently I wouvld pleay

On my bow-harp

Singing preiszs to my beloved.

Only recently he proumised

That be trusted me completely

I used to admire him speaking in Englich. (pp. 21-22).
Here we have also a good exemple of how the poem works. There is the
repetition of certain words and ideas ("only recently") which not only
occurs in one stanza bul in a whole part.

Then there is the use of coatrast. The fifth part for example
works almost excluszively by connrwﬁﬁanﬂ various concepts of beauty.
Natural and healthy hair ie contrasted {o the lifeless, straightensed
hair of Tina. 014 methods of adornment and perfuming ere contrasted to
the new. The cleenlincss of tap-vater is contrasted to Tina's dirt and
her rotting unvas hed head ds contrasted to the "beautiful headkerchiefls
of many colours" (p. 61) covering it. The stanza quoted above evokes
the lyrical beauly of traditionsl village life., But just before this
lyrically besutifunl versgs, we have been given an intimation of the value
Judgenments which Ocol is now making. He is now in love with a "modern"

]

woman, a “beautiful gird / Who speoks English' (p. 21). These unfounded
values are immediately undermincd by the words used to describe them,
which have not cnly become colloquial but alse cliché. Just after this,

Lawine shows vs what this modern and beautiful women iz like. In lines

which eveke & clear visunl dmage which disgusts, we ave told:
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Eer lips are red-hot

like glowing charcoal,

She resembles the wild cat

That hus dipped its mouth in blood,
Her mouth is like raw yaws

It looks like an opon ulcer,

Like the mouth of & fiend! (p. 22).

Tina end all those misusing the modern valuss are deliherately
associated with imagery of sickness, lifelessness and dirt while the
most lyrically beautiful stanzas in the poem are those which describe
the beauty of the natural villege life. This can also be seen in the

&
sound of the last tvwo stanzas quoted above., The first one flows easily
with relatively soft sounding vords. But the second c¢ne hag shori,
sharp sounds whicli are harsh and jarring. p'Bitek lets the sound merge
iuto the sense of what he wants to say. This i& seen even more clearly
in Lawino's tongue-twistling attempts to pronouance Biblical nawes in
\codi == names which p*litek is soying are allen and meand
Acoli names which p'litek J g are alien and 1

The swift, direct and, at times, incisive style and sound pattern
of some parts of the poem helps -~ its purpose of jolting us from
complacency into a re-assessment of our cultural situation. p'Bitek
uses language which not only involve uz by its sheer energy, but which
also appsals to our feeling and thought. The visual inmagery in the poem
is clear, Absitract concepts are usuvally compared to someihing concretely
apprehensible:  '“the stropg gum of the joke / Will reconnect the snapped
string / Of brotherhocd" (p. 183). By the use of such imagery p'Bitek
evoltes a rich viealth of assoclations. In a spate of unseliconscious
praise, Lawino says thal hsr Yoreasts shook / And beckoned the cattle"

(pe 44). llere not only is her besuty and physical atiraction evoked,


http:Jiclc:nc.sG
http:lifelcsr:ma.sn
http:ton,:-;nH%252525c2%252525b7%25257Etwif;'d.ng
http:app0n.ls
http:feali.ng
http:someUd.nc



http:assod.at:i.on
http:hro1'.gh
http:cr%252525c2%252525b7os.se
http:ctGO%252525c2%252525b7%252525c2%252525b7ma.t.es
http:symbo1i.sm
difficu.lt
http:lick:i.ng
http:I%25257E%25257Euv:L.:.to



http:perha.ps
http:e.ga:i.ns
http:f3atiDfyi.ng
http:co:r'p.se

\n
N

.

He has lost contact with reality, and what is worscy he has becons
enasculated; so that he cannot apply hiz education practically.

This part is importunt for the understanding of the whole poen

f.\}

For bvesically what Lowino has been telling Ocol is to have integrity,

to be honest with himself: "You are a man / You are you'! (p. 203).

The underlying question is how to reconcile the African in Ocol to the
foreign. lawino sees the false attempis at aping and rcjecting wholly
his past as sulcidal. His past is still lurking within him and trying to
slille it is killing an cosential part in hime p'Bitek is therefore
making & point that is of great importance to Africans generally, and
nore particularly necenmsary to Bast Africans. We cannot continue beidng

in-holveen men without firm roots auyvherc. p'rlitel is

to go back to the pascing village life, but rather to stop for a moment's
golf--evomination before we go anywhere; before we wholly lose our mane
hoodf We need to replant the puﬁpkin in a new homestead. The questions
which ILavino raices arve not simple, and the last two paris show decp
sympathy and vnderstanding. Her final point is that it is from a:
appreciation and involvement with the Jife around us that we shall gs=
a new vigour and creativity.

Throughout the song, we realize that though Iawino stands
staunchly Tor the traditional,; she docs so not because she is opposed to
the new; bult becoune she mot understand ite The poew; though it has
echoes of the Nigritede movement does not belong there. Not ouly does

3t recognize the value of the modern ond foreign, but it also implies

2 might be inevitable aud that the rew might have its

Yo o de T B
that chan :

place, @lol

old. Iaowine in hee gimplicity is left speechlens

i
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by the many “wenders of the white men". (p. 68). She has a clock in
her house which to her "Is a great sovrce of pride / It is beautiful to
see / And when visitors cowe / They arc highly impressed™! (p. 87).
She agrees to let Ocol eat white men's food if he enjoys it. But she
would like the freedom to eat what she likes because she does not enjoy
white men's food and kow they eat. She asks defiently: '"How could I
know? / And why should I know it'? (p. 78). |

All she is asking then is that Ccol stop pouring blame and contempt
on her beceuse of her following the customs of her people which her mother
taught her:

I do not understand
The ways of foreignors

But I do not desples their custons.
Vhy should yeu despisc yowrs?
Tisten, my busband,

You are the son of a chief.

The pumpkin in the ¢id homesiead
Fust not be uprooted! (pp. 29-30).

Eventually it is Ocol who is under attacke He has great need to
Justify hinself as Lowino does. She tells very clearly and with meny
repetitions and mwch detall the reasons for the traditionsl way of life.
She describes, brings to life and justifies thz dances, the adornments,

the religion and the whole creativity of the traditional way of life.

Nething is passed over hurriedly. She has o curiosity and an eye which

registers everything. Iven the unspoken is cvoked by associaticn, os
in the example she gives of the ten girls going Lo split firewood, cne

of vhom isstruckby a black mombas

-
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satirizing o whole society including himself. BPRasides, the unspoken

social norms which always lie behind a work of satire and which help to

>

give the reader some basis and perspective do not exist. We understand
Ocol's predicament though we might not condone it. Arnd even in her most
biting comments, lewino retains her humanity and compassion. She is
not providing answers, she is posing questions.

Though it is hard to deterwine the satirist's values, we have to
look closely at his langusge which reflects not only his characters' social
position, but also their virtues,; vices, valueg; which are in turn an
agreed or understoced social norm. %hus the poet in choosing his persona
or mask has to do it in such a way that we get a feeling that the voice
is rational, average, not eccontric (though perhaps siiple; even naive).

Sueh characters siwplify issues and makes them seem ridiculous throvgh

9]

imple reasoning. They pose as imocent, as 1f they did not knrow, thns
exposing the real.

Lawino could have well fitted this role if pfBitek's sole purpose
was to write a satire. But given the purpose of the peom her choice as
the poet's persona seems dubious. Her extreme advocacy of the tradit-
ional puts her on the opposite side of Ocol's extremo aping. Readers
who feel the inevitability of change, and who might theinselves be chunged,
rezent her., She is too knovledgeable and yet too simnle to be their judge.
The song reflects Lawino's simple vision which leaves out e sensible
discusgicn of the basic cultural questions she raises. Tho complex
nature of Ocol's cheracter, whose predicement is much more complex than

Lawino can eppreciate, is left out. In Fact So o de concorned

nere with the situalion than with the characters. It is becsuse of this
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simplicity that p'Bitek cannot use Lawino wholly. At times, as in parts
eight and cleven, he can barely hide behind her. 1t is for this resson
that the poem runs a high risk of being considered an out-dated Nigritudist
werk. Butl on the other hand, it io precisely this questioning which the
poem either raises or inspires which gives the work meaningful value. If

we can be neither Lawine nor Ocoly then who are we?



FOOTHOTES (CHAPIEBR FOUR)

1 . s . . . .
Ocol's nmme is significant. In his glib way, Lo Liyvong gives
: Meo Son of Ocol or Col: Sun of Black, Blackman,

an Lo Liyong, rd (Nairobi 1969), p. 1h2.

its moaning ad
(&

5
African®. Teb
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One is not sure whether to take Boro ag only one of the freedom fighters
fighting for the land and for frecdow (which isnnrc convincing) or as a

peychotic case, which Ngugi hints at bul does not exploit fully.

Fpugi shows an ipability to depict the older characters o Howlands,

Jacobo and Ngotho, who inflnence the action of his novel. It is by leoking

forward to thedr rough of VWheat that we realize

Just how inadequately th portant characters are treated in Veep lNot,

Child. Howlands, whosc equivalent in A Grain of Wheat is John Thonpson,

remaing & stock figure of the Iuropean settler in Africa. He h2s no
redeening qualities as a men and his later presentation as a diabolical
figure vwho passionately secks the elimination of Ngotho and his family

is an obvious artistic fliaw, Jacobo, like Karsrnja in A

brutalizes his own people on behall of the white man, so much so that his

killing by Boro is Ffully justified, or so Ngugi would have us believe.

Yet the few times we gee himg he dis either cringing in front of Hewlands
or lecturing Mjoroge paterually on the values of education. The reader

1 3n his own mind. Neither is he

N

s not allowed to justify this deat
A

allowed the benefit of its dramatic, if grisly, interest. Ngugl merely

reports it. And one sugpects that Nogugl is not egual to the task of

showing convincingly such ap incident judging from the way he prezents

the shooting of Howlands by Boro. This potentially highly tense and
dramatic situvation is nevertheless presented with a casual emotionless—
ness and fistrness as striling to the reader as the &ct of Hovlands looking

atch, which ds the lesh thing

he doesg, other than trying 'to c¢ling

Lo 1ife with all his might" Lelore Dorots Ygun went of £ (p. W5).
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in Tast Afrdca. But it is this which gives the novel universal signif

cance, for by treating a very particulor set of circumstances,; Npugld

v

uluAh*iO7y reveals universal treits in mane His role is to deaw this

situation naturally and intimalely and to present the individuals within

it sympathetically end compassionately as men. He makes us aware that

£

e 3

the resulting betroyal of society by the individusl is only natural to

men. Indeed his strepgth in this novel is to show that human veaknesses

can be shown sympatheticrlly from all sides, both good end bad. The

strength of the novel therefore lies in its probing inside the characters
and presentir

& roundad pletuce of thase choracters within s well

;) -

v d e P R, N R Y
articulabed scololiye

and piven noaning through the individusl.

Nogugits raanging back Lo the past dees pot only trace individusl history

bul through this, he gives meaning to the pelitical drams of the novel.

The socia) doos nol rerain a chadovy picture as in the

'\!.

'--n

two no al anguish are involved.

S SR
a0 sty
& SUrong

free {rom

attenticn to Winzeldf. Eeo suffers frow

. U 2 TN UV SN S r
oan recognise the traiis of &

this why the others look up

:tion; onvy or Jealousy? Ue is the one who articuleics

the others.  Though he draws dnspiration fiom Yoses

v, he ¢olls Tor o socinl apocealypse, vhere o1 will

ihility and nenz will bz
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Thie is where the test for the individusal lics:

A1 oppressed psople have a cross to beors The Jews
refused to carry it and wvere »‘uitnrOJ like dust all
over the esrth. Had Chdist's death a meaning for the
c¢hildren of Israel? In Kenya we wsant & death which will
chenge things, that is te sey we want a true sacrifice.
But first we have to be ready to carry the cross. X die
for you, you die for me, we beceome a gacrifice for one
ancther. So 1 can szy that you, Keranjn, are Chyist. I
an Christ. Bverybody who takes the Outh of Unity to
change things in Kevya is a Christ. (p. 110).

But after the emergency, vhere the novel begins, the characters

are cought in & state of nausea and disgust. Kibhika's messianic hope

have fail

of the no

ed, and the characters goather around Muge, the emotional cent

.

vel, with their dislocations and anxieties which are disconc

. . n ; o dey o . - 2
supmed up by Githuz: "The Fucrgency destroyed us". (pe 6).

T4 is from this point that wo go to the pust Loz

to the pr
and idylli

anothcir,

Fald
fight for
worid wihio

playing a

Mumbi., I

presont.

the men i

1 34

ceent.  Hpuzl talk

je sweetnese whera young men rushs

er

ertingly

atrace our way

1 to the trainc %o meet ons

to talk, to gossip, to laughe {(p. 8%), end later to dance and

the honour of their different ridges in the forest. It is a
se fvllness and creativi is underlined by Gikoryo's gultar
nd carpentry, his love for his mother and his lyrical love of

t arouses nostalgla when secn against the corrupted world of

Ngugl then lets uws mo¥e through the emerger

7 and this is

chidlling cpigodes, like the denth of Gitogo, which

the picture of deatl and atrocily which has shaped

nte what they arc.

A novel is, of course; not just & story. It is slso a work of

toechnical schievement, Ngugl confiderntly ro

i ot

the

Lack to the days of simple communal feeling



role is to give form and gome meaning to the apperent formlessnecs end

i
flux of human experience. And this inevitably involves the exploration

and commection of the different events involving man. Thus dn trying for
ol

a wholsness of vision ranging from the past to the present, the form of

Ngugits novel bocomes insepsrable Fbmwhat he has to say. We are interested

in the links he creates races in the novel, oue at

L]

the beginning, and the other at the ¢nd, sre both parallel and contrasting.

The last one calls to wind the first cre which ended with exhiiarating
pleasure leading to Gikeonyo's end Mumbi's idylilic lpve. The geeond ons

N

ends with pailn which is an indication of how much the situation has
changed. And yet from this last race and the resuliing pein comes recon-
ciliation. In the s=2cond race, Karanja thinks he is going to moke amends

for the first race, end as in the first, he fails. Muge's wendering

into the now derelict ¢ranch c¢alls to nind the noment of his brave moral

comnmitment when his fight on behsl{ of the preognant Wambula led to his
arres Then there are the recurring incidents when Mugo stops outside

the old woman's house, corpassionate and yeb unwilling to ectablish
connection with her, a contradiction which is central to his character.
The first time he sces this wonmen, she evokes a whole lot of pas

incidents: the shooting of her son, ijogo; Mugo's agitation on sceing

her on his return from detention; his taking food to her aud her hut

reminding him of bis boyhood with bhis aunt, Aad we come to the present

again with Mugo feeling "ancther to enter the hut and talk to

her. There was a bond between hep perbaps because she, like

him, lived alone. (p. 8)c Bul he falters mud goss

loneliness and reluctant
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the only one who vislts the old womar

him for her dezad sen. This iz of symbolic

e

significance. It unites lugo
to the fates and fortunes,; the enmzrgeancy brought to the people.

Negugi also lets us look at some incidents from different points
o both Houbi and Gikonyo coufide in Maugo, both can ro-
live and rescgess thelr poast experiences. Ve are allowed to see Munbi's
betrayal of her love Tor Gikonyo through her eyes end through Gikonyo's
eyes too. Gikonyo is also haunited by the guilt of his betrayal of the

!

oath. They bolh reveal esch other's weaknesses and puilts so that we sec

these through different and contrasting eyes. Yo hear details of a rape
o Py

from both Pr. Lynd, the victim, snd Li. Koinandu, the raper. Thompson's

glib nmemorandum of having gpat on an inferner's face contrasts to Mugo's

travnatic pictuvre of ite Then there is the crucial meeting between

S
Y
[EN
ot
o
NN
»
.y
s
b
o
8
N
“a
[

ugo end the contrast belween what it wuas thought to be like

and how it really was. Thero is also the drony of the villapgers dancing

around Mugo's hut, singivng his heroism, which contrasis to Mugd's abject

fear and remorse. Al the end of the novel, the immment realiza

P

tion of
Gikonyo's drenm of corving a stool for lMwbi, a desire born long before

while he was in detention, tiles the vhole past of the novel to a hopaful

futuvre.

This scquence of evente not only reveals the necessary cosplexity

Y

the characters® noture but also leads to a thorough wnderstending of

theim.  MNougils technique is to follow & Lhrough different

incidents aud backgrounds much as a cipe-camera doeas.  In going bhack {o
.

the story himgelf bLut from

his chavacteors? viewpoiviis. Tbis helps Lo nske the past more in
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memory is of the brave but futile copmu strugele during the days of

Harry Thukuw, rescnts the old woman's claim of the resurrection of her sont

1

"Those buried in the earth should remein in the earth. Things of yestier-
day should reroin with yesterday". (p. 198). Ngugi does not want his
cha:acteré to do this. The vhole mode of telling the story, underlincd
especlally by Gikonyo, Mumbi and Mugo, demands that the people reassess
themselves and rescolve the muddles of their lives as the only possibility
of rebirth. This would enteil) taking into account the responsibility of
the consequences of their own actions. Karanja, the man who betrays his
own people through an impulsive bcl*of in the moment and in the invinci~

bility of the white man's rule, does not, at the end of the novel, wani

-

to face up to hig past actions of brutal

(=]

dizing his own people, MHis life

mh

;nomﬂ“og has gone, T have lost{ Muwhi. His mind hopped
from image to image, follewing no coherent order. Jrcidents
in his Jife would pop wy and then disappear. (p. 261).

.

lugo, the central character, is a betrayer. He is welghed du\
by a wracking sense of guilt. The first time we see hinm, he iz nervous.
The image of his worn out blznket, which pricks his body, is one of a
flat, bald cxwistence as well as poveriy. His life is one long dull
monotoiy, nothing fits in, nothing is meaninglful:

He lLiked porridge in the morning. Bul whensver he took
it, be remembercd the half-cooked porridge he au in
detcntlon, Eow time drages, everything reps :
Mugo thought; the day ahead would be Just 1i
and the day before. (p. 4.

“
axvs

te
ke

Huch later when he is unnerved by the storiss of both Gikonyo and Mumbi,

he ghmdders and sbhies avay from accepting that events arc linked, could
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;5 avoul the old weman, kis fighting for Wrabuwia at the trench, are
geod indicaiions of it. He is drrevocably drawn and bound te the pecnle

ronic and sad vision

e

arcund hin. AU one point, we ave allowed to gee the

of himsell as a saviour, atoning for his gullt by speaking to, and leadi
the pecple:

It was he, Mugo, spared to save pezople like Githua, the ¢l1d
vomon, and any wha had suffered. VYhy not take the task?
Yes. > Uhuru celebrations. He would
lead tke )ﬁuplk uni }xrv hlu past in thelr gratitude.

Nobody nced ever lmow sboul Kihika. (pe lﬁ6>e

Thoughts 1likes thesze reveal the man burdled within Mugo.
It is this which leads to the final climax of thz novel., Muzets

meast herolc moment comes when he is impelled by his own sense of guilt,

and upon nje is going to be eccused for the crime he

to slend in froant of the crowd which werships him and declare

O
C‘
,4.
o
:.r
=9
-

7
. . . o
to it his treachery. From the

we have seen the

nesd for him to do this, and as in Gikonyo, the movement in the novel is

from this painfully tense situvation, to reliesfl if not redempltion. As

scon a3 he has absolved himsclf by speoking "felt light. A loud

o
]

of many yesrs was lifted from hiso shoulders. Hs afident!,

o
=
)
n
=y
g
oD
2
-~
9]
jol
=t
o]
-

(pe 267). Thouzh this is only e momentary feeling, it is long enough for

all the scaltered dmages of his Jife {o fall into place end for him te
evolve as a new peracnality. Whalt gives him force and steluvre at the end
je bhig co acceptance of the comsecquences of his scltions. All ouwr
faltering sympathy “or him cowes oul as admiraltion.

. Ihe three dnmportoant chsracters «- Mugo, Mumbi, end Gikonyo «-

pluy upon each othe ey enpledes thoeldr Y“eeparste delusiong”
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.

inpossible. For Gikonyo, the emergency brings a grief thst his moment
of envichment, of love and fulness which felt "like being born again' (p.

has been shattered. Even after the emergency he "talked of a world wheve

love and joy were possible". (p. 80). He casts his mind back wistfully

to the ,a st because he does not want to face the present oand his haunting

'

guilt at heving confeszed the oath. Thie foilvre to grapple with the
present is reflected in his lack of understanding of Mumbi's predicament

which led her to beiray herself and {heir narriage. Understanding would

lead to symy
Fumbi before he has learnt to forgive himself, He therefore lives with
his conscience only by magnifying Mwmbi's guilt. She is not pure, but

he condenmns

her as being shaclutely impurs,

Murbi ds the most tenderly handled character in the novel. Her

beauty and tenacity win vs, Just as they affect Gikonyo, Karanja and Mugoe

During the emergency, she lives in the fezr of inadverlently giving away
her hopes of being noble. The enmergency tests her capacily for fidelity
ard she alwost wins. That is why her surrender comes as a rude shock to
us. The betraysl of her principles comes as the climsx of an sagonized
life and it hapopens incomprehensibly. Zut much more than din the othexr
characters, Ngugi had the challenge of ”}ow¢“5 us thaet Mumbl did really
betray. He should have made her betrayal shoclingly credible. But he

only passzs over it casually -~ perhaps becsuse he lets Mumbil tell about

athy.  Sympsathy demands forgiveness and Gilkonyo cannot forgive

114)

it herself -~ and the effect on the reador is thet of shocked dncredibility.

The emotionsl struggle is the baesis on which the novel's dr

»

eventually cor to liee. The ewmoticnol crux occurs when Mawbl stivs in


http:f::%25252522l.ce
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Mugo the need to redeen himself. Az he comes te fesl her effect on him,

o

the drama in the novel becomes the intensity of his alarw and the need

to keep his hsart scaled in the fuce of Murbits attempts to open it

him in the eyes, now reacting out to

to open his heart; for a minute, at lcast,

rets of his power over men and fato And
P

she hzld him haluncod el her fingertips, and suddenly
krew her power over him. (pp. 208-209),

Her story especially makes him painfully aware of his own predicament

and the burden of his puilt, which is inseparable from the suffering of

'

Something heaved forth; he trembled; he was at the bottem
of the peel, bul up there, above Lnx pool; ran the ezrth;
life, struggle, even amidst pain and b]ooa and poveriy,
seemed beautiful; only for a momsrnt; how dared he belicve
in such a vision, an illusion? (p. 171).

10 |
th

Ultimately, she shales him out of limbo. Her voice becomes "a

)

knife which had butchered and laid naked his hesrt to himself', (pe 299).
He cannot go back to the bottom of the pool after this. Mumbi has opened
up his avarencss. She alsc becomes, for him, a symbol of hope, inspiration
and life:

He lazy on the bed, awsre that he had Just lost somsthing,
Many tirmes, the scorn in Mumbi's face flashed through the
duxrk, and & sghuddering ho oouia not control th: 4 dnto
him. Why was it important to him now, tonight, what Mumbi
thought of him? She had heen so nesre Ile could sce her
face and feel her warwm breot She had szt there, and
talked {o him and given him & glimpse of & new eacth. She
had trusted him, and confided in hiim. This simple trust had
forced him to tell ber the truthe. She had recolled Irom kil
He had lost hsr trust, for ever. To her now, sc he reasoned,
saw and felt, he was vile and dirty. (p. 2606).

The dimmedizte longing to win back her respect and trust gives him

courage to confess to the huge crowd of hin betreysl of Kihikar "low elce

<3

could he ever look Hupbi in the face'™ (po 267). It is this Tinal act
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Ve finally come to feel that we cannot, thai we should noty judge him for
he is cne of us. This too is how the other csnractérs feel ebout him.
Karanja admits:  "he secems to be a courageous man", and Mumbi agrees
"ees"t (p. 258). Wembui, who is very stecadfast to the cause, had doubts
as to the validity of Mugo's doath:s "perhaps we should not have tried
him, she muttered”. {(pp. 27§w2?6).

go's last act of courage has important social dmplications. He

1,1

is an aati-hero. IHis defiant act of bravery at the trench takes hinm by

surprize, and his resistance to the tortures in detention stems from a

deep feelinglessuess. In fact the irony that runs through the structure

of the novel is that of the people makiag hir & legend of courape, His
4.

last act of heroism is opposite to that of a war hero. He is led to admit

his puilt and weaknesses. Yet this is the positive point the novel is

roxing. The story prevares us, especially through its choaracters, to

reasses Uhurwy after all the suffering in the strugglﬁ for i

tribute to war herces like Kihika, bul underlying it all is a warning

o2}

that the time of herces and of taking uvp erns in clear cut dssuen
Ll
vaszlte The coming of Ularu iz not an altogsther Aoliziously hapny and
& PI
Utopinn affsairv: "It was not exactly a happy feeling it was mors a
disturbing sense of an inevitable doom. (p. 2h6).
Thury celebrations should have become an occasion Tor hearte
searching, the beginning of reassesement and reconstruction as we stopped

3

into the new era after a protracted strupgle and suffering, as Gikonyo end
Hunbi are willing to do. Yuge's chsracter, and his lost act of accepting

his responaibility, fit the role of poiniting the way for the others. There

insipid and negative about the Uhoru ceolebrations, General
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R. becomes almost tor course of unr

rhetoric at the memory of thelr hacking to pieces the Rev,

olling his political

Jackson Kigondu

Before CGeneral R.'s speech, the Rev., Morris Kingori gives a rhetorical,
mechanical and complacent prayer meaningless in that situation. Later
the traditional sacrifice of a rom is even more meaningless, as Warul says

The field was so empfy. Oxnly four (or were we

We slaughtered the rams ~~ and prayed for our v
it was like warm water in the mouth of a thirst
was not what I had waited for, these many years

Muge's acceptance of responsibility, for which he dies

positive thing in the whole cerenmony. It is

individual, and through him, the whole society can expect
fulfilment.

But accepling responsibility ds not easy.  Reuspons
times ds frightful and hard to face as we gee in both Muge

Qo

So [Mugol was responsible for whatever he had densz in the past,
whatever he would do in the future. The conzciovsnzss fr

(p. 267). This fright is not without resson on the more

1.
Yo g
acoe 3’\’ 2

H,
o
5

nee of regponsibilit

"Your decds alone o

will condemn you. .

hirs own actions" (pe 270).

Ve cannet dispute the justice

is willing to come Torward and acknowledge responsibi

&30

\)

":

tionm. General R, himeelf is the lenst qualified to ju

Y

]
[

all tle people at the mecting have their oviz hidden guilt
vould rather forget or ignore.the forcee of wealness and
within it (as Gikonyo iries to) which inevitably leads to

Y omall.

is the

only through

No one will ever.

five?) left,
illage. Butb
It

(P- 273)0

.
only
this that the
rope and
ibility some-
and Gikonyo;
for
ightened him"
immediate level

fiocm

33

cape

dge Mugo.

e

Buw

evil lying
the sliding

®
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back to saying with Kugo:r Ythe day ahcad would be just like yesterday,

v
and the duy before". (p. &) And asking with Keranja: 'was death like

W,

that Freedon? Vag going to detention frecdom™? (p. 201). Mugo's fate

at the cnd arcuses a curious mixture of decp emotions:  awe, admiration,

and celf-shame -« (why didr't he let Keranja take the

act therefore becomes a challenge which is not taken up.
Gikonyo's epitaph for lMugo is valid:

"He was & brave man, inside,' he said. "He gtood bLefore
much honour ises were heaped on him. He would have
beconma a chie: Tell me another person who would have
exposzd his soul for all the eyes to peek at. He pmused
and let his eyes 1~~r‘r on Musbi, Thenhe looked avay and

said, "Remember that few pec%1~ in that meeting ere it
to 1ift a stone against that e Mot unless I e we o
too ~- in turn open our hcarts naked for the world fo
look at". (p. 2

/v\y..v
N3
~ ™

It dis Fuge's confession which takes away the pleasure end value

2]

out of the Uhuru celebrations. Its total implication is the cuestioning

the meaning of Uhiuru for the peeple. Iike Gikonyo's and lumbi's n

*“wolup on, (in the last chapter called Ha public endeavour),

fugoe dis showing the only way that Harsubee would come about. Reconstru

a9

invelves huwman relationships foeunded on honesty and trust. Tt is only

Y

ction

through thase that the deep wounds left by the war could be healed. Above

>d not on unfoundsd

all; he shows the need for npew dedication, b

confidence, but on a dogged determination not to bhetray, not to make the

past struggle and pain futile bubt to bring it te fruition like the gra

(TS e
of whent.

But the fallure of this : ﬁnd to reconstruct and moke Uhwiry meand

.

ful gives a disturbing element to ths story. Tt is an dmportant elewsr

which Ngugl into the opgn but rather

in

nge
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hirts at subtly. Very early in the novel we overhear Terul telling Mogo:

"Like Kenyatte is tellins us . o o, these are days of
Vhuru rna Kezi'. e po unba and ejected a jet of maliva

onto the hedge.
Cn the sens page we are intreduced to Githuz who cries out to Mugo: "in
the pame of blackmun's frecdem, T salute you'. After this he bows "several

times in comic ghter from several

children. It

corruptions. But vliimetely it is CGithua's mocking laughter we come

back to at the end of the novel. Githua is nol only o hypocrite; but he

articulates sociely's hypoerisy when he mockin
enbarrasses the

confeassione He is the men least

pecple as much as Muge doese It

pain end suffering, is only the brooding

tered by Githua's mocking laushter and cynicism,

7

The novel's political seiting thercfore becomes one of challenge

which ng, esnceially near the

and the

This is what heoieltens the dizostro

ol wens of HMugo's

end of the novel.

fate, Wnat after all does he die for on the sceial level? As the

232

his death becouos a moytyreden, 2 noint of v 11 ] tion for others.

PPN ey ToNE
Ccave marLyr

Cleerly, this is Kihila's role

.
in politis terms.  Mago i wey An s death,
PR PR o~ rp T ey e “ ) - PR, kN EASOPPINGR i N P 4 1A e = ) S v e, e Ao emy
as a grain of wiesat, couvld be breucht {o fruiticn on the more imporlaond
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DA ST

FEAORGING T AND COLCIRESS

It is now ohvious that T regard the w

and Okot p'Bitek as the best, so far, produced i

oL

derive their power of imagery from a modest and
and the lexture of their works is bold, honest a

concerned with a vanishing village life and the
pumpkin in a new homestead, the necd to mould a

heaven out of the old once.

ost of those wri

zi

ting after Kpga

nore concerned with contemporary 1ife. They ten

of

their individual 1ivcs

acutely conscious

past

conflict in their works is one of trying to live

legocy ol the past. Professor Arnold Kettle no
Jeonard Kiberats and his brother Ssimucl Kakiga's
storier

295

ne particularly,

atween the sor*

1
[¥]

n

and p'Bitek

Bilek are,

of edwajon

of both James Ngugl

n Bast Lfrics. oth

simple local setting,
nd original. Both are

to replant the

nev earth and a new

have tended 1o he

a to bhe morc toplical

They are,; nevertlwless,

in the village, and the
with the present and the

bed this in his review of
anthology of short

a bBurepean outsidor,

the yourg
necess

ities

onora T t the
g~or-le sophisticated

aanrih

Lnad
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Wnat Professor Kettle says applies, of course, to VWaiyaki in

The Riwver Between, Rjoroge in Yoev Not, Child and even to Ocol in Soiy

a rather less obvious sense. But it is more noticesble in the

.

short stories, a luvge munber of which tend to deal with young men, Iresh

out of school, sceking jobs or trying to 1ive wiilh the realities of urbm

-t

Do 2 R , .
life. Dovid Rubadiri's cheracter, Lombe, in lo Bride Price and Peter

3

Polangyc's Ntanya, and especially James, in Dyins in tke Sun, also belong

to this group. It is from this preoccupation with the present that we

should expzct roet of the forthcoming literature from Zaot Africa to derive

its themes. This justifices a closer look at how nmost of these

.

sbout their present sitvaticn, and this is articulated; i

. . 7’
ently at times, in ILzouard Kibera's "Letter to the Hounting Past',”

The dmportance ¢f "Letter to the Usunting Past" arises not so

much from its dramatic intercest, neither is it an excepticnal work of
art, though Kibera docs achieve some forceful and striking phrases. Ve

are interested in the "Letter" nore from its close appraisal of the

aullior's present in relation to his past. ersa does recognize that
the past -- addressed as "You' in the "leiter' -~ is part of his present:
"Wou and I revolve in a tied history'. (p. 221). But this link with
thﬂ past o tenuous:

I never knew you, never rmeb you o o o 1 do not know

moch about the old wine, Trom the cradle, the beatter

part has drunlk of the new gouwrd. (p. 220).

It ie this alieration from the past which makes MHibers renlize that his

Place is in the present:


http:v;:i:t.ll
http:JT,',J.Ch
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For how can I, so involved in wvhal you term aimless
struggle, go back? Fere I am, groping paddle in hand,
pledged to blend in the mortar the ethnic of the native
and the exotic grain. In the derk cheos of my endeavour,
is it a wonder that I am, as you bitterly accused, the
penumbra, the black sheep of a finer and gone scciety?
But no, wait: Gone . . « yes; but Finer? (p. 221).

It is thiz need to struggle which forms the moral peint of Ngugi's

A Grain of Yheat and p'Bitek's Song of Lawino, and which, when neglected,.

leads to the dangers we sre warned against: "the emptiness of paper telk
which conceals the lie in cockiail occasions and yields nothing real to
reinspire the native ego". (p. 223}.

Kibera eventually stales with sharp awareness vhat is gradually
coming to be the central concern in last Afvican writing. Shortly
stated, thies is the need to resclve the aptimonies at the individua}
and soclal levels

You spab the vehement spit of .scorn and bid that 1 Jook
roung of the day. I know we have failed you. The
reality of urban day, alive with anxiety, idleness and
igrorance; the grandcur of the nocturazl neon snd the
brothel harlot for the escapist -- these have yielded in
ny fellew urban youth a certein bsrrenmness, a lamentable
moral depravity for which you indict me. T do not mean
to exonerate them. But . . « T know that somevhere deep
inside lurks the reservoir of good craving for an outlet,
a direction, but only untapped in the brainwashing escapisnm
£ ephemeral novelties. (p. 222).

o
<
ot
o
s
s
A

(o35

The "TLetter® ends with a resolve to "divorce this complex which pains the

mind", to "stay and strive to yield shape to this transitory embryo. o « o'
(p. 22%).
The "letter" is obviously not a story but a terse statement

L8]
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a
3

tenpting to express coherently a fragmented and tortured consclence.

Tie dwportance lies in exoressing themes which Kibera, for example,
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5.
]

It ds this sensitivily vhich T

writers to cultivate if their wriling isg to find & places beside {the

of the world's literature. This means, in effect, cz2lling for a

ment and & moral stand. It means & genuine concern with what ig
to the prople around them, and a moral stay

such as sayaly, and intrigue. And

are com e define, the moral stand tsken must refloct

ay awarene

¢f this complexity in man. I feel strongly that an enther
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there are more Ngupis end p'Biteks, people who, in thelr writiyg, show

Tosl Africon moral climabte, Boast Africar

a provocative ox

literature will not be said to be "growing' ne matiter how much writs

is published.
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