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THE DIVERGENCE Of ART AND IDEOLOGY IN THE LATER NOVELS
Of NGUGJ WA THIONG'O : A CRITIQUE*l

by

li sa Cur tis

Wha t lJe demand is unity of politics and art" of
OO>lte>lt arid f orm" and of the 1"eVOlutio>lazoy political
C'O>lte"t arid of the highest dllgNe of pB'J'f8ctio >l
i>l aJ"tistic fo~. Wo'J'ka of aJ"t. nololeW'J'. politi­
ca lly p'J'OgNlllsivfI" QNI po!J8'J'Z8SS i f they lac k
aJ"tutic quality .

With the writing of Petals of Blood Ngugi noticeably
ee ves away fro ll the exposito ry IIOde of his earliest novels to
a IlOr e di dac ti c form of express i on. This facilitates convenient
delivery of a politi cal s ent i~ent ; and i n attempting to make
this the cent r al concern , Petals of Blood Is perhaps his most
ambiti ous novel. Both A Gr a i n of Wheat and Pet als of 13100d are
the testing grou nds for a narra t h e techniqu e consonant with a
polit ica l id eology. Yet Petals of Blood is, I would argue . con­
sidera bly weakened by the discrepancy between its ideology and
its IIOde of expr ession. In this novel Ngugi identifies the
poli tical solution to t he prob l e-s o f post· independence in kenya
as t he repl ace.ent of capi t alisll with a soci alis t order. As a
r esult, the confl ict he por t r ayS t akes on a Marx ist fOMl ex­
pres se d i n t eres of class rev olt . This Kan ist s t ance is -a t i ­
vat ed by Ngugi ' s co nvic tion t hat the soc ial order of post ­
i ndepe ndence i n kenya e ffect iv ely diverge! very little fro ll
t hat leadin g up to and i ncl udi ng Mau Mau . Ngug1 embraces the
catego ri es o f "'arx fst soc ia l definition and avows that the role
of the art i st is t o art i culate "t he feeli ngs behi nd this struggle. -4
The i nt entio n 15 primarily revoluti onary. and ostensibly the form
as well as the content shoul d convey this ideo logica l impetus.

Ngugi ' s i nt ention . bot h pol i t ic al ly and artistically . is
cl ea rly articul ated i n t he col l ec tion of essays publ i shed in
HollleColli nq. His poi nt o f depar t ure is the i.pl icit preef s e that
all a rt is ideo lo gical . Conseq uently , for Ngugi all writing is
effectivel y politi cal writ in g:

*AuttlOr' s Note : I woul d l ike to t hank t he foll owing for
t hei r advice and hel p : In Nairobi: Wanjiku Mwotia and Dav i d
Rubadiri. In Oxfor d : Ian Beck. Paul kenny . Nick Royle. Joy
WAl lace . and especiall y Gabr i ell e Brown for her inva luable ad­
vi ce and careful reading of the t ext .
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It i . only in a socialid contut that a look
at ysstsrdt::y can be meaningful in i H !#!ti l1Q t i ng
today and ~J"1'IOIJ. What~ hill ideological
ptn"l114aBiDI'I, this ill the Af'ricart 1Jl"iUn- 's task. 6

Withi n Ngugl's propos ed frallleWOrk which yokes togeth er
literature and politics, the e f f icac ious i ..parting of pol itical
thought necessarily depends upon t he Individual wo r~ through
wh ich it is articulated , Ngugi ' s ~ature novels r eveal a se ·
quentia l deve lopment towa rds the at tempt ed uni ficatio n of pol i t ics
and literature. Indeed, A Grai n o f Wheat , Pet als of Blood and
Devil on the Cross di ffe r ma rkedly from the earl y novels In t heir
dialectic shift from a preva il i ng li beral humanism t o a sociali st
stance whi ch proclaims tha t t he "real enemy" is "monopoly ca p­
italism , whos e very conditio n o f growth is c ut- th ro~t competi t io n,
Inequality , and oppression of one gro up by anot her .

One of the -are foraidable te s rs faci ng the pol itically
.otl vat ed artist is the creation of a cohesive wor~ which does
not Iler ely disguise pol tt tcet dogMa behi nd the cove r of fiction.
Ngug i's difficulty lies not so lIuch In th e fac t of expressing
political intention in a lite rary wo rk as i n deterai ning a .ade
of expression which of itself conveys a given poli tical convic ­
ti on , The develoPlllent of alternative fo"'5 of nar ra tive techni­
que ..arts the successive phases of Ngugi's political thought. The
use of lIultiple narrators i n A Grai n of Wheat is fu ndalllental to
that novel's pervasive humanism . By postula ting a vil lage com­
munity as a collective narrat or In Peta ls of Blood, Ngugi de­
monstrates an Increas ing concern wit h soci al col l ectivi sm. Yet
this bro ader pers pective never adver t ently disavows the ro l e of
t he i ndi vidual.

Indssd. (~a) thought 1'IoOtJ. things could ~sr

bl1 ths SQ1IIS .vl17l in triNing t hs past of his F«JPI I1,
ths past hs had trid to g1'af1PIs with in SiJ"iana.
and at rtmorog schDol. ""ich past Iola8 O?IS talking
about? •. Afr'ioa, af'Ur all, did ""t havs ons , but
seNl"l21 pasts which lo.'el"tJ in ~tual struggz. .
1M:J.gu pN8ssd 01'1 iJrugu ••• AI'Id' .ldUmly as Uts paet
U1If ou.d b.fo 1'8 hiM . hs 8a1J. or~ hs SaIJ, tJzft
fae. of his mt!:eJ"!

(Pe t41l1 of Blood, p . 214 )

The intrusion Of personal motives on ostensi bly soc tal pr eoccupa­
tions, as i n the example above , prov ide use ful structural Ltnks
i n the plot of Petals of Blood , but signifi ca ntly undermine t he
Intention of collectivist expression . This is a diffic ulty wh i ch
needs to be rati onal is ed both at the levels o f pl ot and cha rac t er ,
and at t he more abstract pla ne of the author 's engagement in th e
highly personal endeavour of writing. Ngugi avowedly fulfills
what he perc eives to be that personal respo nsibility to the
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HUMANIST INDI VI DUAL ROLE

COlTlllun i ty at large by dedi cat in g hi s work to ~All Kenyans s t rug ­
g11ng aga i ns t th e neo- col onial stage of imperi ali sm"7 and "to
all t hose wri ters i n Kenya and el sewhere who have refused to
bow to th e neo- cct cntel cultur e of s i l ence and fear . "8

"DO GMATIC" POLI TICAL RATI ONALISATION

This need for r a t i onal i sa t fon of i ndividual intenti on r e­
r t exes t he di f fi cul ti es i mpl ici t i n the direct t ra nsposi t io n of
Mar xis t cat egori es onto a very di fferent soci al and cul t ur al
context , and t he i r subsequent expression i n the novel form .
There is a se nse i n lolh i ch i t is t his particul ar br and of poli­
t i cal expr ess i on wh i ch i s pro blematic. liber al huma nism le nds
itsel f to "conventio nal " novel fOrnls in a way tha t dogma t i c
political wr iting does not . In my j udgement o f Ngug1 we s hould
refer t o Brech t , for example , who has successful ly arti culated
an express ly Marxis t political i nte ntion t hro ugh th e mo r e di rect
ap peal of t he t hea t r e . Th is r a ises the ques t i on wheth er the
"novel" wi t h i ts conventi onal t endency to understatement i s the
approp riate form to embody explici t po'l t tf cel dogma. In t hi s
artic le I pro pos e to begin wi th a dis cus s i on of A Gra i n of
Wheat in wh i ch I woul d arg ue that art i st ic ach ievement and pol i ·
tical in ten ti on are s uccess fully fused. This may be tak en as a
sta ndard by whi ch t o j udge Ngugi' s s ubseq uent novel s .

I

A Grai n of Whea t stands apart f rom Ngugi 's la t er novels
i n th e manne r i n wh lch it univers alizes the human s t ruggle for
order and meaning i n a changi ng wor ld . Set at th e br i nk of
Kenyan independence, t he characters actively se ek out pat t erns
i n t he seemi ng daily chaos of t he i r l ives. Go i ng beyond the
sociolog lcal or pol i tically demonstrati ve manner which char·
actert zes Ngugi 's s ubseq uent wo rks , t he domi nant emphasis in
A Grain of Wheat is on t he i ndi vi dual' s role and respo ns ibil ity
i n an fnrnedi at e social context . Pas t and pre sent conspi re t o
break t hro ugh th e protective shell of s elf-a bsorp ti on: man is
see n t o be mor e t han t he "bundl e of accident and i ncoher ence
that sits dow n to br eakfast ,,,g mo re than t he sum total of his
dail y ac tiviti es and pre occupa t i ons .

f'1oeViously (HuB0) liked to see eve nt s in his lif fJ
as isolated . 77lings had been fated to happen at
dillepent moment8 . One had 110 choi<JfJ in anything
as surely (UJ one had na ehaiae i n one re bil'th.
He did not , then, t i l'fJ hi e mind by t:rying to
COMBct hiuzt went beloN lJ'i th wha t l oZZotJed altel' .
Numbed. he ran lJ'ithout thinking 01 the road. its
or:lgin 0 1' its tmd.

(A Gl'ain of fr'heat . p . 195)
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Behind the novel there is the notion that to admit to a
pattern of causat io n is to acknowledge one' s larger responsibi ­
lities . Having had no choi ce f .. one ' s birth does not al l evia t e
the bur den , if not th e coepuj s , ,I , to create pur pose and lIeani ng
in l ife . It is an awar eness of th is caese ttve tnrus t which
Ngugi repeatedl y shows to be l acking 111 the .en of the new
world .

7f!ose bw-ied in the ea1'th should remain i n the
«n'th . 7flingB of yestfU,(:!ay ehould N!I'IIain lJi th
yu tel'day .

fA Grain of ""olJat. p . 198 )

Thro ughout t he novel, t he ghosts of Illen and their acti ons
ri se and poi nt an accusi ng finger at both characters and reader.
Appeal s on t he gro unds o f cenrrcn humanity s eek to engage readers'
participation i n t he fa il ure to creat e the i dea l so ci ety from
the Utopia n vis ion which pi nned i ts hopes on Uhuru. That vis io n
was f1awed. its reaH zat io n r epeatedl y exte-ne 1fled ..,i til each
success ive refusal to acknowledge perso nal respo nsi bil ity; t he
very condit i on o f that vision ren ders all ac ti on i neffec tive.
The author's vis ion fo rc es upon t he reader a rea l i lati on th at
ma nki nd is fa ll en; Uhur u-Ht opl a is eternally out o f reach. Th is
r ec ur r ent failure t o achi eve pr oj ec t ed goals does not in the
novel undel"Wline the val ue of th ose goals , as each episode r e­
veals -a n ' s pot ential to excee d his se lf- illpos ed t tet tet t cns .
Far f~ e.bodyi ng a vision of grea tness , A Grai n of Wheat is a
ea-pas sionate and IIOdest expos i t i on of ~n 's C08RO n f ragi lity
and hfs pot ential fo r gr eater s t rength t hrou gh sel f - knowl edge.

The st r uctur e of A Gra in o f Wheat is central to the expo­
sitory nature o f i ts narra tive . The abbrev iated and repet iti ve
episodes heigh ten the pervasive sense of lIisappr ehension t o
which th e characters are subject . The reader becomes engaged
in the uncertainty of t he charac ters , i n t heir Het te d vis i ons,
and with tbee , gropes towards SOlie la rger unders t anding of a
COlllllOn hilla nity . The superillposition of t ilne and even ts is
remi niscent o f Picasso's t echnfqu e of portrayi ng a fac e in
seve ral a tt i t udes and at different mo ment s simultaneousl y.1 0
This results i n t he cr eat ion of hi ghl y comple x chara cters •
.oul ded by thei r various c irC um$tances, many of which ar e be­
yond thei r conscious knowledge and co-prehension .

Ngugi also employs t his t ech nique o f lIul ti pl e perspec t i ves
i n the consideration of past events : his plot coap rf s es mo re
th an the isol a ted moments of simpl e heroism i n t he s t r uggl e
for pol itical liberati on . Even the immedi at e world is the
prod uct of conflicting and frequent ly unknceab'le event s. Thei r
fragne ntary nature i s c~ulative, and gradua l ly approaches th e
painful revelation that the ene.y in a social s truggle is now
ours elv es .
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Each of th e char acters is i n t ur n burd ened by the s ense
of pas t events gradually and Ine;w;:o rab ly st i fl i ng them, and
fo rti ng them to confess ion. The novel its elf echoes and re ­
echoes various Inc i dent s and vi ewpoints , he ig ht eni ng the
e eorest ve aura of each i ncid ent. Para llels and con trasts be ­
tween s i.llar events at differ ent peri ods of t l~ s erve as re­
. f nders o f the tendency o f the past t o force itul f upon pr esent
consc io usness , and the illposs ib llity of personal d15sociation
is conveyed by the IIla nner i n which it 15 internalized by i n­
dividual characters . The two ra ces between Glkonyo and Ka ra nja
bOth cl ima;w;: wi t h the uniting of Gikonyo and Mumbi . Yet the
joyous unio n at the end of t he first r ace cont ras ts viv idly
with the more t entati ve re union of t he seco nd. Mugo' s por rid ge
i n the openi ng s cene performs a similar function , for cing upon
hi s unw illing co nsci ence memori es of suffering and degradation
In the detent io n ca.ps . E;w;:perience and suffering have reveal ed
t o each of t hese cha r act ers the ir flaws and shortcOllings . The
gul f between desi r e and the will t o act ion is widest a t .aMents
suc h as these, as Ngugl su ggests that only greater suffering
w111 bring the moral s t r engt h that will all ow the characters to
r edi scover meani ng In the ir act io ns . th is sugges tio n is im­
pl lc it in the unders ta ndi ng char ac t e rs attai n o f pas t events,
as these are r eal ts t tca'll y paraded i n fragmenta ry fol"lll In the
co nscio us lIemory. The involvement o f the r eader depends on
t his ac tive witness ing of the pas t s o f the vari ous characters
as eac h encounters his own eeec rt es with in the fra.ewo rk o f the
novel.

When the same events are seen from diffe ri ng poi nts of
view , the r eade r is enabl ed to perceive t he true compl ex t ty o f
t he wo rld of t he novel , and t he limitat io ns of ht,lllan perc eptions .
The discrepancy be tween th e fa cts of I(ihika 's meeti ng with
Hugo, and what it 15 thought t o have been by the villagers; t he
two vi ews concer ni ng the i nci dent o f the dog attacking Karanja;
Thomon ' s ct i nlcal IIelllOrand~ of sp itting in a 1tar 's face ,
se t agai nst Hugo's anguished account o f how he betrayed I(ihika ;
the two accounts o f the raping o f Dr.lynd; all these add up t o
a sense o f the elusiveness of reality, of trut h as an ever­
sh ifting qual i ty which i s ult imate ly undefina ble .

The l i nks between t he photo-mo nta ge qual i ty o f the novel ' s
s t r uc t ur e are the lJIeans by whi ch t he histo rica l dillens io n i s
i nt roduced i nto the frallleWOrk . An e;w;:a.ple of this occurs in
th e passa ge which introduces the t r a i n, an illt1ge whi ch serves
as a vital link between subsequent events .

71Ie inm s nak. had t i Nt c7'aZJZ.d o:lcng thia pl ain
befo re climbing up th e u oczrr.ment on ita !JaY to
Ku Wt114 and KaI'lpo:l.a; f ozo 0: long time 7Juzbai !JaB th e
envy of flUrry ridgee not eo (fl'GC9d lorith 0: J'aiZwy liM .

fA Grain of lo1lea t , p , 83)
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Already there Is a sense of the trai n being more than a symbo ­
l i c soc io lo gi cal phenomenon . It t ouches the lives o f men ; and
t he narrat ive winds with t he tra in 's prog r ess t o gr adually i n­
cl ude -ar e particula r references (-love affai rs were oft en
ha tched the re ; INny lIliI r r1ages with th ei r attendant cry of woe
or j oy had t he i r origi n at t he s t at io n platfo~ .- (ibid. ) unt il
it brea ks upon t he consc iousnes s o f t he characters i n t he novel,
and becomes i ntimat ely woven with the fabri c o f their lives :

' I 1'<Il'91y I'IiBBed the tl"ain, ' Gikonyo IIOlJ r emember­
ed , y Bal'8 latn, 1Jh8l'l thi8 ~ onl y a myth. ' I
touad to l"Ub should~ lJitJ: th. ""'" a7Id~ . •
'U t th . day I ~lItId th . train t.ICUI thB happiut
i n "fY tife, ' h. told Mugo.

DI DACTIC THR ESHOLD

This structu r al bridge be tween eve nts before and after
the Hau Hau r ebellion contextualis es the concerns o f individual
char act er s with in a pol itico-historical fr allleWOrk . It is by
th i s placing of the concerns of individuals at th e cen t re of
focus that Ngugi succeeds i n huma nising his polit i ca l express ion .
When this patter n is r everse d, and t he broa dly poli tical takes
pr ecedenc e ove r th e personal , t her e is a tendency t o overs ta t e
the irqnedfate r elevance of t he polit ic al disposition. This
change o f pers pec ti ve Ilhi ch is so cl ea rly appare nt in Peta ls
o f Blood Is foreshadowed i n A Grain of Wheat at r are ~nts of
au t hor ia l intrusi on . The second chapter of A Grai n of Wheat i s
pri lllar il y co nce r ned Ilith the fOl"1llation of - The Party , - a nebu­
l ous or gani zat i on rendered i lllpor t ant by vi r tu e of its l ongevity .
I t is one of few pass ages i n t he novel not at t ri but ed t o one
o f the cha rac te rs; t he narra to r here is the omnisci ent author
whose t one apes th e pr ophetic all egorizing of "the Gikiyu s eer " :

( ,[JIB Rnoty 's) o roigi'IB can, 8 0 the 1'*'1'le say ,
bB tl'aCBd to tJi. day th e r.tlti te-xvl aaow eo the
country , clutchil1g the book of God i n both hands,
a /OI(l{Jtc lo1itnesB that thB t.'h i teman lJa8 a mes8e"lflsr
fl'om th s Lord . His to~s IJCW coa t ed ",ith Bugar,
his humility UQS t ouehi"lfl.

(A Gl'ai>'l of Wh eat , p . 13)

The passage is i nfus ed with a sardoni c bitterness Ilhich does
not disappear when the narrative turns to Gfkuyu lIIythology.
The iron ic ecc e obscur es the s)'lllboli c i llport of such inclusi ons ,
so that when a deliberate statement about th e bi r th of th e pre­
se nt in the past is made , t he connection is l argely unconvin cing .
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7hen nobody noticed i t . but leeki ng back we
can see t hat lIaiyaki 's bleed contained l<Ii thin
i t a seed. a grain, birich gave birth to a
political party l.Jhose mai n s t rengt h thereafter
sprang from a band LJith the soil.

(A Gl"ain of Wheat . p . M)

The failure here is perhaps attributable t o the i nci dent al role
of th e Par ty i n the fra mewor k of the novel , and also t o the
undi sgu ised di dact i c i nt ention. Ngugl 15 mo r e successful i n
art iculating h15 ideo logical in t en t i ons when tnt s 15 confined
to the mani pula ti ng o f t he expressive as pects of form. In A
Gr a i n of Wheat th e s t ruc tur al patterns o f recurri ng even t s evoke
a mora l orde r whi ch is i nt er nal ised by the cha racters . The
episodic fo rm permi ts a s truct ur al l y cycl i cal treatment of t hemes
wh i ch cont ext uel ts es t he novel ' s mor al order i n a s pecific syn­
chro nic moment in Kenya ' s past . This technique of gener at i ng
i nt ernal t hematic self- r efe re nce encircles the worl d of A Grai n
o f Wheat, and Ngugi ' s huma n15m extends out war ds from this t o th e
world beyond the novel . By thu s pro vid i ng an enclosed cont ext
in which armed rebell i on is an i nteg r al part of th e mor al order ,
t he novel' s form provi des jus t ificati on for cer t ai n violent
act s which would otherwis e be little mor e than senseless savagery.
The t heme of vio l ence for example, is one of severa l in the novel
which is cycli cal in its pattern . Ther e is r epea t edl y the dis­
t in ct i on between acti on wher e th e consequences are unders t ood ,
and r ut hl essness , cloaked i n seeming acts of hercf sn , whi ch masks
an under lying bar barity :

••• hOIJ IIJeV1Y took the oath and a:J"" l'IOI<I licking
the toes of the lJhiteman? No. you tak" an oath
to confirm a choice alrlJady mxde, ",iii derrisitm
to lay or >lOt to lay your life f or the peopl-e
lies in the heart. the oath ia the loUt er sprin­
kled on a man's hsad at baptism.

(A Grain of Wheat, p . 218)

A Gr ai n of Wheat can be read as an al l egorical expos ition
o f th e mult ifac et edness of guilt Th is 15 a major t enet of
Ngugi ' s humanism. The manner i n which Ngugi extends h15 range
o f re fe rence t o i ncl ude the reader is als o the mea ns by which
the varied express ions of guilt t n the novel are part of his
unt vers al t se d s t at ement about the human condit io n. The pur pose
of the confess io ns is not so much s elf- exoner at io n as a r e­
a ffirmati on of· t his conmuni ty o f experience .
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foW' businee8 ill not to cZeal" Ii0W' ool'l8cienae.
But to Z.1D"J1 to bear the burdel'l8 on yoW' oon­
8ci~.11

(T .5. Eliot. 7fre CDclctaiZ PartyJ

The ubiquitous nat ure of quflt fi nds express i on fro. t he
very openi ng of t he novel . I t is significant t hat the guil t
of Hu90, being subl teated , is exper ie nce d as i r r atio nal terror .
thi s al lo ws Ngugi t o delay a confro nt at io n o f the t heme until
its per vas iv eness has been es ta blished in the novel. Hugo is
a betrayer, who , having never ta ken the oath , has commi tted a
violation of personal honour . His guilt i nvades the r eader be­
fore his cr-tee is even suspected:

Hugo /dt~. H. LIaS ZIii ng on hill .back and
loo king at th . l'OO/. SOoty locks hwtg from the
fern and groJJ8 thatch and all pointed at hill heart.

fA Gl-tlin of Wheat. p . J J

The sense of naked terror in feel ing ~ f i~l y cha i ned to the bed
fra.e - ( ibid.) Is heightened as the object of fea r co.es sharply
into focus : a drop of water delicately suspended above Hugo'S
horr ified eyes , gathering -grains of soot~ as if i n ant i cipatio n
o f an act of ove rwhelming dest ruction. With "a f inal heav e "
Hugo frees hln:K;plf (rom t he nightmilre , but not ( rom I ts t hreaten­
i ng portents . Throughout the novel Hugo driftS in a state of
suspended ant eet tcn , never fully confident of the disti nction
between drea. and reality . 80th for hi . are infused with a
sense o f foreboding, anticfpating retribution of such .agnitude
that this existence becomes a death~i n-life acted ou t i n t he
JIl i nutiae of phys ical endura nce.

/b.J h. lay W1d.,. the blanket and zoenniPl8d
1l1UIett l «1. f~. a6 in th. az.-. that a
droop of cold lXItin' !o»Uld.~ZIi pi~ hia
."U.

(A Gl-tlin of IIhflQt. p . 3)

The t reatment of guilt gives dep th to Ngugi 's eval uation
of nerctse - t he con fl icti ng demands of personal and publ i c
re sponsibility . In Hugo thi s treabnent is JIlOs t expl i c i t l y
differentiated because of the ambiguity o f the val ues attached
t o his co nfessio n (s ee p. 146 ).

The irony of Hugo 's Messianic vis i on is compounded by the
belief that this fulfillment of social duty will allay all
sense of gui lt . There are complex moral struc tu res behi nd
th is irony . The condi t io ns of freedom-fight ing necess itated
a JIlO r al order In which vi olence resulted in heroism, not gui l t .
Uhur u , howeve r , has brought a new order - not the anti cipated
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Utopia, but a world in which the terms of actions have been sig­
nificantl y altered. Mugo ' S action is applauded as heroic by the
values, however implicit , of the new order , because it is con­
ce r ned with personal responsi bility. It is nevertheless iro nic
that the confess io n is motivated by Hugo 's re fe rence to the terms
o f hero ic act i on which no l onger obtain. The greater burde n is
now on t he value of act i on t hat is not heroic:

Think ,
Nei t hep f ear nap courage saves us .
vices are f at hered by our heroiem,
are f oroced upon us by our impudent

__z

Virtues
crimes .

(T .5. Elio t . Gel'Ontion)

Hugo' S escape from fear brings ot her to rments in its place.
No longer is there the burden of guilt : the c1 ima ~ of self­
real i zation is the acceptance of responsibi lity .

No sooner had he f inished speaking th an th e silsnce
around. the lightness t.ri thin. and th e sudden freedom
pressed h8aVily on 'him.

(A Grain of Wheat, p . 26 7)

I t is fitt i ng that Hugo' s cli max o f self- r ealiza t ion , seen by
hi m as an al truis t i c ges t ure , para doxicall y i sol at es hi m from
his fellow men, and r es ul ts in hi s execu ti on. It is through
t his par adox of mo ral injusti ce res ult in g from the need for soc ial
red ress , tha t Ngugi attem pts to compound the reader' s i nvol ve­
ment to t he poi nt o f i nvi ti ng t he reader 's se l f- impl icat io n.

'Your deeds al one wi l l condemn you ' is the ju dgement pro­
nounce d on Hugo; but is t his true mo ra l j udgement , and if so ,
ar e we then not all also guilty ? When General R. discloses
t bat Githua has been fabr i ce t i ng hi s 1i fe as a freedom- fi gher
and his heroic ach ievemen ts to play on our sympathi es , his
r eact i on is hi ghl y revealing : "Do n' t we al l do that? " In his
a t t em pt to come t o t e rms with Humbi' s adultery, Giko nyo sums
up t he mor al condit ion o f all t he cha r acters :

' [Mw:/o ) !JaB a brave man, i l'l8ide.' he stat ed . 'Be
swcd before much honour . praises !Jer e heaped on
him. Be lJOuld have beaome a chief . Te'Ll me another
person LJho IJOUU have erpoeed his soul f or a'Ll eye s
to peck at . ' Be paused and l et hi s eyes linger on
Mumbi . Then he looked alJay and said, 'Remembep tha t
f el.1 people in that mee t i ng are f i t to l i ft a s tone
agail'l8t that man . Pot unless I - lole - too - tUl"n
open our hearts naked for th e oopld to loo k at .

(A Grain of Wh eat, p , 26S)
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I n spite of thls comon fragili ty - t he need to c reate
a fiction i n order to r ender individual action lIeantngful ­
there ts a sense in which c reating such fi ctions places a better
world furthe r beyond r each. In the openi ng chapter we are ex­
posed to the full subtlety of the author's ironic assault on
this propensity. Githua , i n a grotesque sel f-parody , sidl es
up to Hugo:

'I" the _e of blackman 's fre.Jom. I sa lllte
YOll. ' 79le" hs botJed s lWfl'al tinres in comie
deference , '

fA GJoain of Wheat. p . 51

That freedom , so easily sa ti rized , 15 clear ly of an tfI us t ve
nat ur e . Githua In his senti~ents echoes Warui, whose earli er
encounter with Hugo assaulted the reader 's complacent assump­
t ions about the nature of i nde pendence :

'Li b x..q,atto: is telling us. ' hs Iolomt 071.
' thu e 41"8 days of Uhuru I'IQ Xtui .' He
pauud tl7Id -.iected a Jet of saliva OI'Ito Ut.
l4Jdg•••

fA Grain o f Wheat.. p. 51

The . 11dly iron ic tone of Githua and Warui is turned upon
the characters by the ove rriding authorial irony in the recording
of their actions . As the novel progresses that irony becomes
increasingly scathing when seen f n terms of indivi dual and social
failures whi ch have turned ' f r eedom' i nto a new kin d of s lavery,
climaxing with Karanja 's suicida l yet sardonic spe cul ati ons :
"Was death li ke that f reedom?" [p . Z6l)

The characters who cling to obsolete val ues i n a r api dly
chan ging world are those who are seen to be guilty . The only
character who es capes the responslbl1ity of mak ing a personal
sac r i f i ce which t s not heroic ts kihlka . His life ts confined
to a t i-e when phy1; ical hero i s. was of unquestionable value.
Hl5 .o r al trespasses ( t he lIurd er of D. O. Robson) are perhaps
j ust ifiabl e In th ls cont ext. He never has to cope with the
grea ter moral trial s posed by a 'liberated' nat i on .

The "ew Jerusal etl 15 a f icti on , like t he fi cti onal acts
of hero l5. lllen crea t e , wh ich lIIus t crl.-ble before the realisation
tha t no action takes place i n a voi d. Each life that unfolds
i n the novel t ouches the lives of others. According t o Ngugi,
or de r and lIIeaning in our lives are onl y attainable through
patterns of understa nding, where the i lllpli cat i ons of the past
and o f projected hopes shape our present actions.

' T'itrte present and time past ar-e both p6rhap8
proeeent in tinre fUture . A>1d time fUture COI'I ­

tai>1Sd in tiMe past .
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I f all t ime is eternally present
Al l t ime is unredeemable . '

(T.S. Eliot. Four Quartew)

At the level of personal res ponsi bility, th e progress of
t he r el at i ons hi p of Gikonyo and Humbi is a crucia l factor in
charti ng the growth of t he new society. Theirs is eo r e t han
a model relationshi p, growing from an id ealis ed i nit ia l union .
Thei r very names ar e suggestive of symbol ic stature . and Ngugi
is careful t hat we s houl d not overlook the connec tio n. When
Humbi br i ngs he r panqa to Gikonyo to be repa ired , th e foll owing
excha nge ensues:

'Gi kuyu na Mumbi .
Gikuyu na Mwlbi.
Gikuyu na Mumbi.
Nikihi u ngwatiro . '
It tJa8 MmJbi I3w noI<J lm::7ke th e 8OlemP1ity . She
was Laughing quietly .
'What is i t '!'
'Oh. Carpenter , Carpenter . So you knoIJ L>hy I

came? '
'I don 't ! ' he said. puzzled.
'But you sing to ~ IDld GiJ.uyu t e l l ing us i t
is bumt at the handle. '

fA GNin of Wheat. p . 92)

It is s ig nificant. however . that Gikonyo's name merely
echoes that o f Gikuyu . ch ild of God and prog enitor of the r ace
of men. In this way t he couple a re both symbolic and f i rmly
rooted in the living wor l d of SUffe ri ng and gui lt . Th e rift
i n the ir relationship devel ops as a r es ul t of circumstances
which affect all the other cha rac ters. Gikonyo is also a be t­
r ayer of th e oath, co nsumed by guilt, and s eek i ng t o pro ject
his fe ars and in adequaci es onto t he woma n he had i deal ts ed , and .
by impli cation . for whom he had sac rificed his personal i n­
tegrity. Mumbi ' s own falli bi l i ty i s th e se lf-justification
Gikonyo needs for hi s arroga nce. His repea ted re ject ion of
se lf-eva luat ion (~God . where is the Numbi I left beh ind? ~ ) is
co ncomita nt with his r ef usal to understand or know why Numbi
fa ltered . Yet his self-righteousness becomes i ncreas i ngly i r ­
onic as hi s subconsci ous self-accusat ion haunt s h1m in t he
ima gined so und of pursui ng footsteps. At a highe r l evel . t he
failure of the eodel r ela t i onshi p echoes the dis r uption a nd
fear whi ch haunts a nati on. Thus the r econcil ia t i on bri ngs
symbolic reference to the concl usion of th e novel - i t s image
of an ti cipated domest i c s t abil ity hera lds the arriva l o f the
new nati on - an extended family of men for whom social stability
i s al so an attai nable poss ibil ity .
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In spite of the overwhelming sense of hopelessness in the
novel, Ngugi' s clos i ng vision i s o f a brighter future. The
1_inent reconciliat ion of Gfkonyo and "'-bi is central to th is .
The e.phas15 of the narrat iv e Is on the stool Gi k.onyo will carve
for Hl"lllbi - a l ong-altlafted wedding gift. symbolising their an­
t ici pat ed emotional relllarrhge whi ch will be finnly rooted in
t he world of experience . At a different level, the stool is
se lf- consciously a work of art, as is the novel i n which i t is
desc ri bed . There is t herefore an flll plfc1 t awareness o f the
If.ftatlons o f hlAln perce ptions wh i ch is ca r ri ed over i nto
c reative works.

A mo re convi nci ng and compl e te vis ion of the future is
embodie d 1n Mumbl's child. It is significant that we see very
littl e of t hat chil d· references to it are la r gely obl tqu e ,
and t his is vital if It is to represen t l lv l"9 hope . li ves
cannot be fashio ned as Glkonyo fa shions his s tool, s i nce they
are the products o f uncontrollable forces . li ke the liberated
nat i on, th e child's beginn ing was surrounded by gui l t and moral
failure . The bastard conceived in fear and hate t hat needs to
be reared and nurtured at the expense of great personal sa crifice
is the crowni ng symbol of t he new Kenya .

II

In t he years foll owing Indepen dence, the hopes that had
been pinned on Uhuru talled t o materialize . In Petals of Blood
N<} ugl portrays the condi t i on of mo ra l i nvas io n and economi c
exploitation whi ch he perce i ves in Kenya as part of a hi s t ori cal
pa tter n . It is i n thi s res pect tha t hi s i deol ogi cal s t ance
ecs t cl ea r ly di ffe rs froll t hat in A Gra i n of Wheat . The pas t
is no lo nger an uncer t a in t y, and IIllI n's place i n a hi stor ical
cont ex t is no l onger s haped by unknowable forces; rather, past
events are seen as part of an inexorable cycle of histori cal
determ inl s~ which the revolut i onary consci ousness needs t o over­
, oee .

APPl IED ARTIFICE

Ngugi ' s pol i ti ca l stance is cl ea r ly appa rent In Petals of
Blood , a1t hough t he prec i se terms of hi 5 i deology tend to be
SliPTi stical ly arti culated. The greates t diffi culty lies 1n
the i-aglnative express ion of a polemic wh i ch cannot al ways be
..de to fit th e co nt ext to which It is appli ed . Cha ra ct ers and
situations .ust be .ade to confo~ to a patt ern that wil l reveal
set t heori es rel a tin g to s uch co ncerns as the clas 5 struggle ,
th e r ol e o f women i n soci ety , and the effects of Chri s t ia ni ty
and col onial educati on in a develo pi ng country.

The historical ove rview which infol"Wi Petals of Blood is
equally Infl exible. This view is that all IIf!n in its world are
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(Petals of Blood . p. 88)

either expl oiters or expl oited, and t he coloni al and post ·
Independence ar-es of Ke nya are used as analogo us examples to
that effect. Equally , the loc al his to r i es of Kenyan people
re fl ect each ot her and the larger social setti ng t hrough a
disce rnlble pattern of s i mila r characters and events . Munira ' s
history o f limuru "jumping from the ligo ni la nds sto l en by t he
Europeans fr om the people of limur u and later becom i ng t he s tcre­
centre o f Kenya 's history, t o wha t later was called the massac re
at Lari " echoes the event s of Il moro g' s past as r ecount ed by
~akinyua, and t he omniscient nar r at or ' s sa rdo nic para ble re­
lating an abbreviated history of t he comi ng of the wh i t eman .

The ~sicnary had travel'ssd thl1 seas. t he
forests . armed with the desil'e f ol' profit tha t tJa8

hie f ai th and lig1lt . and the gun that lJa8 hi s
pI'Otecticm. He carried the Bible; t he eotdcer
carr-ied the gun; the adminietl'atol' and the
settlel' carried the ooin , Christianity. COT1rrl€l'Ce.
Civili~ation : the Bible. the COin. the Gun:
Holy Trinity .

In the post - Independence era the wh ite expl oiters are r e­
plac ed by bl eck counter par t s i n shape of Nderi , Mzi go, Chui ,
Kimeria , and even !1unira ' s fathe r . They t oo are sub ject t o
formulaic treatment , and become vi rtually i ndi s t i ngui s habl e i n
the ir universal voraci ousnes s . In addit ion , Chui , in th e role
of Siri ana 's headmaster, is inseparable fr om Frausham, his
wh ite pre decessor .

The s t r uct ur e o f Pet als of Blood , then , fo rc efully
expres se s patterns of hi s t or i ca l inex orabil i ty aga inst whi ch its
revolut ionary s ent iments are pi tted. Th is implies a strai ned
sepa r at ion of formal and material i nt e ntions i n the novel .
Yet even with th is s truct ur al dichotomy, Ngugl repeatedly in­
t roduces the te rms of hi stor ical determi nism i nto the ' cont ent '
of the novels as if t o re i nforce the ir contextua l validity.

FI'Om Agu artd Agu. TeI'!e lJa Tene. fI'Om. long. long
before the Nal'lji l'i genero.tion. the hig1uM;y had eeen
I'IOre than its fail' share of adVeI'!turel'S fI'Om th e
7lO1'th a>Uf 7lO1'thwest . SO'Wmon 's suitol'S f ol' myJTh
a>Uf j'l'ankince7l8e . zeus ' childrel'! in a l"OIfal hunt
fol' the seat of the sun god of the Nile; soouts
and emissaries of Chenghis Khan; AJ'ab geographel's
and also hW1ters fol' ezevee and ivory; soul a>Uf
gold me1'Chants from Gaul and from Bisr1Ul'k 's Germany;
land pimtes and hI.=t qame-hunrere from Victo l"icv1
and EdLJardian El1gland: they had all passed here
bound f ol' a kingdom of plel'lty. driven sometimes by
holy zeal. sometimes fol' a genuine search f Ol'
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/c7Ioc.fl4rdg. and the C[U68t fOl' the s pot .,1ut:roe tM
first IIIan 'S urrbilical oorod~ buri4d# but "*?zoe
0['t4m q,~ OO!"t'lezocial groud and lov. of
th. IoIa/'ItorI a-t:1't4ction of thou .nth a "lightly
dif f_t ocmtplcrion fr'onr thnl'fl .

(Pflta18 of Blood , p. 68)

-MARXIST IM POSITI ON-

In th is passa ge the pattern of invasion and exploitation
is shown to be older than memory (-from lo ng , l ong before the
Hanjiri generati onK

); and it is aga inst this rel ent l ess un­
folding of histori cal purpose that Ngugi advocates a revolution
o f the workers t hat will bring a new ord er to the Kenyan nation .
Although t he aspi ra t io ns of the cent r al characters t o find a
better wo r ld sugges ts th e i _portance o f concerted popular
acti on t o change t he hi storfcal patterns of power gro upings.
their visions are constantly underwi ned . bot h by the force Ngugi
asc ribes to th e historical patter ns . and by the Ineffec t ive fo~

t ake n by popula r organizations . The occas ional i nse r tions of
l is t s o f soci al revolu t ions i n t he narrathesee. paltry atte-pts
to universalize t he r evol utionary theee . It is a confl ict of
poli tical in t e ntion and artisti c expressi on which reeetns ulti ­
N tely un~so1ved. The uneven quali ty of t he narrative - Its
vaci l l atfons between the s fMple accou nt s of past events given
by the characters, and the cre tsc tent authorial i nt r usi ons i nto
t he suppose d coll ective narrative of the people of IhllOrog ­
reflects repeated attempt s to overcome this difficulty . The
fact th at Ngugi is unable to sustain the collective narrative
vo i ce is perh aps itself ind icative of the sense i n wh ich the
t r adi t io nal Afr ican society he describes is resistant to the
illposit lo n o f ."Iar xlst social cat egor ies.

For this reason it is sfgn1ficant that t he cen tra l id eol ­
ogical and Intellectual dr ama is acted out in an isola t ed sett in g.
ll.orog . vfrtually a forgotten vill age , is both represen tat i ve o f
other ru r al c~unlti es and equa t ed with th e l arger Kenyan context.
Its Isolati on f~ the rest of t he nati on echoes the s ens e i n
which the (enyan proble. is at best confi ned to an Afr i can cont ext ,
underwi ning the attellpts to t e scse ali en social and pol itical
s t ructur es . The sense of n-arog 's s eparat eness is reinforced by
the fact tha t t he four central charact ers are outsiders; t he
r el sons for t he ir presence in Il~rog ar e never i n ques tion.

1fIey Ntwon4d to Ilmo1'Ofl# tllu time drilJ.n >Utitll.'!'
by idllali8m nor the s.(U'oh fo'!' a EW1'801Ull cwN,

but by an OIJe'l"l'iding nscessity to 6SCap9.
(Pfltals o f Blood. p . lOe)
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It Is t hese outside~ who are responsible for t he ear ly changes
that the vi llage undergoes . Munira 's school becomes a permanent
f ixture; with t he help of Wan j a , Abdull a ' s bar becomes a sel f­
avowed ~neyma kfng enterpr ise; Ka rega is the author of the
fateful pflg rillage to the ci ty . It is perhaps appropria te that
four i ndividuals who are . is f f ts i n the outs ide wor ld s"ould
seek refuge in a forgotten village. Yet the very fact that
changes , on whatever scal e , are inst igated by outsiders under­
. fnes the pr i.a ry purpose of the isol at ed sett ing.

Revolu tio nary i ncent i ve is seen to operate fro. beyond
the narrow confi nes of an isolat ed socie ty . with sfg ni f icant i_­
pl fcatfons for t he pol itical int entio ns of the novel . By faili ng
to car ry out his ost ens fbl e intent ion of tracing the deve l o~ent

of a revol utionary conscio usness among 'onii nary ' Kenyan peopl e .
Ngugl seems to have fafled to sustaln the politica l th rus t of
his argument. Ihnorog and its people remain inci dental to the
drama of confl ic ti ng fnterests that ar is e between Wanja. Abdul la ,
Hunir a, Karega and the outside world . Indeed, it is not until
the ' people ' are caugh t up fn the process of Industrialization
of New Il mo rog and have become workers rather t han peasants
that a revolutionary consc iousness is attributed to them, and
even then , i t is wi th l i mi t ed success . Th is is because the
col lecti vis t expressi on ascr ibed to the people of I l ~rog seems
insuf f ici ent t o cope with the social oni er . so firmly entrenched
In his tor ical precedent . which they ar e at tempti ng to change.
The prot rayal of New Il mo rog' s mushroomi ng unions , for ex a~ple.

leaves no doubt as to their credib ili ty . Yet the Ironic under ­
tones of the passage reveal an autttorfal self-consci ousness whic h
draws attentfo n to the li.f t ed eff~ t fvene~~ of t he vehicle of
rt'volut fonary intention in the novel.

7fI.e lJictol"!J of thlJ lIJo ftWt'iu lobrk-. ' tMiort had
a vtrr7J~tic _f1_ct ()fI thlJ hitJJ4J!OtD dodl .
W7"ker8 of IZmol'Og. SwddPi1.y _ ~ wnt«l
th41i r O(JPI lUIioo1. 7fI_ u;lIll6J'l da:>tceN f O--.J th__
1f41lvu VIto a 1oul'i8 t l:Iancflo8 ' tMiort andd~
lIIO.:7N IIImf!Y f tn' thrir a:rot . 7fI. ~z.tuJ"az. w rk-.
f OZlm.HId ncit . Sotrl.thing big IoU8 happ47ting in
rlnr>l'Og and th. f"lP loll41N lo1eN slla1c4ln and IJ()rn«l .

(p.ta'Z4 o f Blood, p, 306)

IDEOLOGI CAL INTRUSION

Such inherent dl fff culti es at the leve l of the creative
process lnevitabl y hamper imag inative express ion. Thus , altoou gh
the ldeological need for a rei nforcing imagf natf ve construct ion
is s t rongly fel t, i t fn turn dfmlnishes the possi bil ity of de­
velo pi ng a narrat ive tec hnique wh fch fn its form w111 echo t he
' revol ut i nary ' content of the no vel.
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This gap between ideology and its reali zation is occasional ­
ly bridged by an o~nisci ent voic e which narra tes events beyond
t he reach o f a ny of t he in divi dual narrators . In one instance,
In t he accou nt of events foll owing t he jour ney t o ttairobi , there
is a momenta ry reappear ance of the ironic ~de whi ch cha r acteri zed
Ngugi's historical narration in A Grai n of Wheat .

ror a whole nxmth aftel' the group 's triwrrphant
,..t1a'rI~ C(U'/fil : ehU1'ch lead81'8 who eo~ucted

pl"aY~ f ol' ~n and proomi..slld a cma-ch f ol' the
CU'fJO. ; gov~ent of fici4t. .. • chari ty o"l1ania­
ations • • • a71d a group of univ81'8ity stt.v.Lmts 101M
tatlU' IJl"Ot8 a paper l'elating d1'oughts and lO'l8Ven
d81J8Wf'll6nt to neo-eoWnU U sm. eal/l ed f Ol' the
iMrI.aia te abolition of capitalism and signed
th9rls.lv~ a8 the CJOf'F'fitue f o1' 8t1«fs>1ts agaiNst
nec:>-ootorria l i-ttnl.

(P8tals of Blood, p, I 8S)

Ngug f's i .plicit approval of the sen ti.ents voiced by the uni­
versi ty students gives an ambivalent edge to t he preva iling tone
of ironic cont l!lllpt i n th e pass age . The s t udent ' s pol it ic al
plati tud es seE!Jl t o be under author ial attack becaus e thei r i n­
terest in a ca-munity they have hardly seen is both belated and
no. in al . YfOt the student's ideology s eees to be that of the
author (the dedi ca tion in Devil on the Cross is but one ellampl e
of th is) ; so it seems that t he irony actual ly undermines the
ideological purpos e of th e pas sa ge . Such alllbigui ty of express to n
is unlikel y to be deliberate , but rather , constitutes one of
s eve ral i ns t ances in Petals of Blood where the de.ands of I.,gi­
native express ten se!lll t o inadver tently prevail over t he author's
pol t t tcet didactfcism .

The unity of the novel depend s la r gely on a s tructure that
ca n e-body as well as convey the central concern - in this case
i t mus t unify in order to cOMnuni cat e the i nherent universal
discord it portrays. The dialectical diffic ulti es of Petals of
Blood are felt at all levels of its organization. Having stated
~there i s a discrepancy between the ellpressive intenti ons of
fol'1l and content. I t Is now necessary to exeatne that fOnl as
an i nt egr al part o f the work.

EXERCI SE IN IDEOLOGI CAL TRANSITI ON

The narrat ive fona of Petals o f Blood functi ons at three
levels : the written s tat ement by Munira for the police officer
investi gating a cas e of multiple murder which i s the al leged
mo t i vation for the narrat in g o f events; se condl y , the col l ect io n
of r e.iniscences of several char ac t er s wh i ch are arti culated
i n a fr a.ework o f trad it i onal s tory - t elli ng; thirdl y, there
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eme rges occasi onal l y a narrati ve 'we', wh ich i s glyen to repre·
sent t he cetiect tve conscious ness of t he people o f Il .,rog.
The pl ot , as far as is discernible , appears t o be a s fa pl e
weavi ng o f several s ub-p lots; f rom this ce-ssecrrve Hunl r a ' s
rem in i scences serve as the so l e conne ct i on between t he vari ous
narr at i ves .

But Huni ra' s role i n the novel goes beyond th at of na r- r ­
ator and part ic i pant in recollected events . His is a fla ....ed
conscio usness - dr iv en to Il moro g i n an at tempt t o escape from
a famil y sit uat io n whi ch cons t a ntl y mirror ed his s hor t -comings ,
he is able t o fe el a sense o f power and achi eve-ent in a place
where he ca n for get his past , and create hi s own ten15 o f
nerotse ,

So ~thill aiz ".,l1th8 he C!aI!W to f eel lU if IZ-'tz-og
Iola8 hu pel"II'o>1<21 poaseuiOl'l .

(Pet<zla of Btood, p . 21J

His fal se pr ide reac hes a climax when he is made Headmaster o f
11 /llO ro g sc hool ; his exces sive glee serves as an iro nic rertee­
tion of t he emptines s of the title .

Nunira 's heart Iola8 glCLJing rJith pride . AM 80 he
Iola8 III(%king eOlfH1thing of himself a.fter a.ll . A head­
...uter . AM I'IOIJ an invitation to t«2 .

(Petal. of Btood, p . 87)

It is with t hi s gentl e i rony that we are alerted t o t he unr e·
l ia bfl ity o f Huni r a ' s narrative , and, by implf ca tion , t he un­
rel iabil ity o f the narrat i ves of other characters . This narra·
tive technique is r emini scent of A Grai n o f Whea t, and i ts
funct i on i n t ha t novel as a vehicle for I1gugl ' s huma nis t rreet­
me nt o f his s ubj ect . The human is m is a res idu al feature i n
Petals of Blood in terms of t he deve'lnpaent of I1gugi ' s political
thought . It arg ues a cla im for the novel t o be s een as t renst­
ti onal , needi ng t o be read as an exe r ci se in which t he author
is engaged i n wo rki ng out a narr at i ve fOMll wh ic h will effectivel y
expres s his political id eology.

The highly personal bias of each nar r ative fi nds i ts par ·
a 'lI el in th e fnCOllplete natu r e o f th e rela t i onsh ips i n the novel .
Each event , or fra pnt of perso nal his to ry a character rel at es ,
has some beari ng on t he lives of other char act ers who hear the
co nfessions. Al t hough all are di s t ur bed by the s uccess i ve re ·
vela t ions o f mutua l involvement , t he cha ra cters repeatedl y
attem pt to disavo.... th es e connect i ons , and reass ert their i n­
divi dual t sot e t t on.

The os t ens i bl e ef fe<:t o f the re jecti on of commo n bonds
between chara ct ers i s to demo nst ra t e the common prope ns i ty for
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an egocentric perspective which is fra~ntary and isola ting_
It Is partly for this r eason that atterlpts to cha nge th e his­
t or i cal pattern are doomed t o failure In the context of t he
novel. This is set agai nst Ngug1 's concept of his tor y i n whi ch
an Individual's past is i nextri cabl y caught up in a larger
historical cha in o f cause and effect. Here again there is a
dis cr epancy between authorial Intention and artistic effect ,
as the characters fail to JDake the ffnal imagi native connection
between their relative pasts . This is because each man, un­
conscio us ly assert in g tils per sonal Integrity , sees events fl"1) l1

an ent i rel y s elfish vi ewpoi nt as they directly affect his life
i n the i_ed!ate pr esent. The patterns wh i ch eIlerge in the
ttves of the var i ous characters rertec t the l ar ger patterns of
events wh ich a re recast as t he novel progresses . These r eformu­
la t io ns, however , ar e -a re than Internal analogies. The descrip­
t ions o f t he annual s easo nal cycl es are gi ven a structural
dillension and pro vi de poi nt s of reference agai ns t wh ich other
r ecurrent pat terns can al so be seen t o be cyclica l. However.
the cycli ca l patterns o f Petals of Blood are of an altogether
different or de r f ro. those 1n A Grain o f Wheat. Again structure
se rves a func t ional rol e in iaeol oglcal expressi on . but because
t hat ideo logy Is ra dicall y altered, the novel fo ,.. is itself
s ubj ect t o chan ge. The cycl ic al patter ns i n Pet als of Blood
are aga in thematic ( t he recurring images of fi re. dr ought . and
th e stri kes) but these ar e su bordinate to a -ar e general purpose
o f an enacted his t or ica l dete,..inis.. The natural order of
th e world i n whi ch the novel fs s et is no l onger cote~fnous

with t he (explicitly revoluti onary) eora l order which Ngugi seeks
t o de fi ne. Nevertheless . the cyc lical di~nsion with which
t hella t Ic concer ns ar e Inves ted all ows t helll to funct ion as j t nks
between th e s pecifi c events of the plot and th e novel's i deo­
logical overvi ew. For th i s reas on the drought . fo r exa~ple,

functi ons at sev er al levels of re fer ence . At the l eve l of plot.
It is the mo t iv ati on for the pilgrimage to Nairobi; it brings
physi cal hardshi p and echoes t he E!IIO t io nal and spiritual aridity
of the cha r act ers .

The att empt ed sol uti on to the drought , proposed by Ka rega,
is the jour ney t o the ci ty . That jour ney is itself both litera l
and .etaphoric: it becoee s a jou rney through dea t h i n search
of l i fe . The ro ad is treache rous. bes e t by even gr eate r hard~

shtps than thos e t he vl1lagers l e f t behind . I t reveal s all the
dangers of life. and none o f its beauty; in so doing. it echoes
t he image of latent violence i n nature conj ur ed by the title of
th e novel. The jour ney its elf is as i ne ffect iv e a soluti on to
the proble. of drought as are th e praye rs and sacrifi ces of the
villagers , because dro ught and r ain will foll ow upon ea ch ot her
as th ey have always done . Yet the difference i n the two se ru­
t i ons lies in the fa ct that t he jo ur ney t o the ci ty brings dis ­
affection to the peopl e; and th e set'lli ng s uccess of the sacrifi ce
serves to r eass er t the value of r i t ual and ~n 's conti nued
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rel a t i on t o God . It leads to an ove l""olhelil i ng affirmation of
huma n and so c ial purpose i n the ci rcumc is ion ceremo ny, f n which
even t he outs i ders are able t o participate emotionally.

Another cycl e of phystcal phenome na \Jl tli ch to uch the lives
of me n occurs fn the image o f fire as a purifyi ng, purgfng agent.
Unlike t he dro ught . f i r e Is only cycli cal by association wfth
the phoenix. lIyt h, and t his is s peci f i cal l y the role it plays f n
association wi t h Wanj a . Jus t as t he drought hig hli ght ed Wan ja's
phys fcal and s pf rftual steri lity , so suc ces si ve f ires in her
1ife o ffer repeated opportu niti es for sel f-purifi cat i on and
rejuvenation .

I have f e lt as if I COIl ld .... t "tIlle lf on fiN .
And I wuld the7l l"WI to the mountain top DO

t hat evel"Yone l.XJUld eee me oleansed to my boneD .

(Petala of Blood. p . ZS2)

In s pite of th is desi r e for phoenik-l i ke rebirt h . Wanja r e.a lns
t rapped i n the vort ek of a dehuaa nlsi ng occu pation, wh i ch fs
essent t all y unchanged r egardTess 0 f its rel e ted i ncoee , her
clients. and the N ilit' she attaches to f t. Her fail ure Ties i n
her i nability to accept r es ponsibi lity for her condition . Only
when she acc epts respon s i bil ity fo r her acti ons does she dis pl ay
potentia l for growt h , and with thi s potential comes a long­
awaited pregnancy.

She , Jlan,ja , had choeen to rmaode,. hll,. ~ child.
I n tkJi"f! .0 s he Nul~ h.,. 0l.'I'I life and
""'" sh" took her f inal bIaoial in propn'q, aM
degredt:J.tion as a glorious ach~e7lt. Sh" tl"i«1
to look at thu coolly t.1ithout thu tilll e 81tift­
i"f! the btame onto othel'8 .

(Peta Z. o f BZood. p . J28)

In s pi t e of th is . the pregnancy whi ch fs the code to Wa nja 's
story is unconvfnci ng . Ther e remains a sense in which this is
j us t one more " f el s e sta rt - In t he patter n of her Hfe : a
sequence in whi ch sh e will be brough t full circle again . by fire
and drought . t o another new beginning .

These, then, are the pr ob'lees arisi ng froll th e histori cal
perspective of Petals of Blood . The relentless cycles of t ime
assert t hemselves at all l evels of plo t and narrative , under­
mining t he re volu t ionary theme which f fnds express t on i n images
o f re birt h . The s ame ccnn t ct emerges in t ile development of
chara cters . The cas e o f Wanja has been discussed at l engt h ,
and is esse ntially similar t o th e r evolut io nary at t empt s t o
cr eat e a new life i n the ot her th ree pro ta gonists . Their fail ­
ures are predete~ined both by t he historical perspective and
the othe r char act ers against who. t hey s t r uggl e .
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It is si gniffeant that the ' oppr es sors' of the novel are
given IlO rally weigh ted names wh i ch res trict their roles and
actions. By collpar i son , t he l awyer , who relN lns eeeetess , has
no IIOr e than a cursory influence on the devel oJ:lllent of the plot,
and the eeecteent of t he scct et dra IN. The names of the 'op­
pre s sors' are illporta nt : Nderi, a Kikuyu mYthologic al term
s ugges ti ng 't ime ill'l'l1emorh l '; Chu i, a leopard , Mz igo, a burde n;
Kirner la, the one who swall ows. Yet f or those char act ers whose
names do not pre scribe t hei r act ions, t he working out of the ir
li ves is stllply attr ib ut ed to fate .

(KaNgtlJ had Nt8po:mJ.d to lIanja'8 oatl as if
hli~ acClipting hie thetiny. I1i8; a oovenant
IJith fa tli , hll thQught, foro the futr.aoe seemed a
yauraVlg b'la7lk ~t1rout a bro/iak oro an operti'V,
tikli tnli s1qJ abcvli than.

n>-taI. o[ Blood, p . 322)

Also :

llanja \JaB thinki'V: maybs nobody could roeaU y
"oar- hie f au. N:qjbe life t.1aB a uri" o f fa l se
8ta1"te, rJhic1z; oneil disCOVlil"Sd; oatltld f oro "."..
~ e fforote at ylit anoth.,. Ngi'l7ri.ng.

(Petale o f Blood, p . 331)

And:

(NrmiroaJ [ lil t gwilty al:tos<t being pt"I?pBlh d
by a rJh i roWi 'ld h. nnthno willtld "",r OOIolld
~ c:io" troz:.

(petale of BUJod. p . 332J

In the last quotat i on, Huntr a's sense of quilt in hts
power l ess ness su ggests a level of res ponsibil i t y whic h Wanja
f inally acknowledges , but whtch he has repeatedly avoided .
Mevertheless, t her e is an overriding s ens e of t he aut hor Nni ­
pulating eve nts through char acters whos e ac t i ons ar e presc r ibed
by t hei r mo ra l labels .

The pers onal rev oluti ons, the almos t simul t aneous attempt s
at new begi nni ngs t he four pro ta goni s t s under go as part of the
novel ' s d~nouement , have i n co.-on a hol low super fi ctaltty and
lack of re fe r ence to t he wor ld they l ive in . Wanj a ' s s pi rttual
re j uvenat i on adllfttedly aspi res to be no IIO re than a personal
so l ution ; nevertheless , it is imprac t ica bl e enough In terms of
her lifelong record of ' fals e star ts ' for It t o be t aken as a
IlIOdel fo r COnm:;l n re ference . Equal ly, Abdulla under goes no
pro cess of recuperatio n frOlll t he depths of s qualid i nebriation
beyond his par t i n Wanja's new begi nning . In sp ite o f th e
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superf1ctal analogy, the symbolislll of Wanj a ' s pre gnancy and of
G1konyo 's s tool or !'Iumb1's child i n A Grai n of Wheat ere wo r l ds
apart. The fonner fails because of t he i nhere nt dfa lectical
paradox th rough which i t i s articulated; the latter are enti rely
convi nci ng symbols of the ability to cre at e a new wo r ld th!"'Ough
personal sa cri f"i ce ,

Karega and JlIun fra di f f er .a r ~ed l y in the ir conclud ing
vis io ns fro ll WanJa and Abdulla . Munlra's final convers io n to
an empty Christianity concl us ivel y assures his separation fr1llll
his fe l low men. It is s ignificant that his rel ig ious plati t udes
echo the ' anguage of Ka rega's r evolu tf onary vision at the i r
re specti ve moments of origina l Inspirat fon.

Nl4 t IN nav. thu IoJOr'Zd? Is t hn-e orsZy one WOf"'Zd?
7fl~ ue IIIWtt aNaU anotlul:r ",,""ld~ a "..., e.:rJ>th ~

( Jf.aNga ) buNt out~ a&:boessiltg hwulf to all tM
e<nmtlus fae" he had Ue>1 and r.1Orkfld .nth. • •

(htale of Bl ood. p . 294)

And Hunira :

I n that second. Wflrything IJa8 rwveal ed to IllS.

A'1d I trl.< Zy b.h.eld a nN earth . "0loI that Christ
IJa8 "'1:1 pereonal saviola' o

(Petau, of Bl.ocd. p. 298)

Bo t h t hese revel atf ons are Uto pi an vi sions wh i ch poi nt to the
coeec n di sa ffec t i on of two dr eamers . The echoes in t he l an~uage

emphasize the el ement of esc apism i n t he vis ions , and e nsur e that
ne ither can be consid ered as a via bl e sol ut i on to t he compl exity
of t he sect et probl ee , The unity of wor~ers , who we have seen
only through the eyes of Ka rega , is as reee t e a possi bil ity as
a sur fei t of Chr istian l ove and chari ty a.ong th e industrial
lIIagnates. As a res ult , Karega becoees l it tle IIOre than a . l1 i ­
ta nt lIIOuthpi ece . His speeches have t he ai r of having been
t rans cri bed f rom agi t ato r 's pamphlets .

1116 tzoue leuon of hiatory IJa8 t his : that the
eo-called trictinrs, tlI . poor . tlI . tiaMtrodden , th.
11t;U18U. had aWay8 st:rowggled "'i th 8fXkD"8 and Q!"'l"'OtoIa.

t.rith their hwtda and eorl{Js of et:na'Og8 and 1ao~. to fmd
their oppNUIeicn and uploitaticn: that they IoI01lld
.,cmtinue et1"l4{1gUng UI1til a hV!lll7l Ici ngdc-! tXlMIJ: a
w rU in klhich goodnB8S and beau ty and 8 tre71gth and
COUl"age eouU be eeen M t i n hO&J l'1IUah poL1tIr to opprB8S
one po8se8sed. but onl y i n one '8 contribution i n
croeat i ng a mor 8 hl4la::Ple uorld i n rJh iah the inhert. Ud
i rwentioe genill8 of nun i n cuI t1oll"e and in 8ci~

from all au" and c littrfls IolOUU !'lOt 1NI ths IPIOl'IOpO l y
of a fe:.'}. but f or tn- 118e of all. 80 that al l
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fl.owra i l'l all their difftlNTl'lt colma-a lolOUZd
ri~ and bealo frtdta and lJ~~da .

(Petals of I!k>od, p . 303)

Although Karega goes on to uphold Abdulla as a shining exa mple
of the noble 'brotherl y' gestur es ..a n is capable of , t her e is
al~ays a sense i n ~h i c h the freedoM- f i ght er and t he revolut in ary
exist i n entirel y di fferent wo rlds. Thei r only con nectio n
(through Karega 's dead brother who fought wit h Abdul la during
t he emergency) is in SUffici entl y s ubstantia l for the t erms of
freedoll -flghtl ng to be convi ncingly t ransposed onto the pr e sent
struggle fo r social ref01"1I .

That t he terms of th e struggl e are now e ntirely different
Is also apparent f rom the di ffe rent r oles played by Karega and
Abdul l a at the i r res pec t i ve moments of action. Abdu lla's was
a .o ral choice , not unlike that defi ned by Kihika when speaking
o f the oath i n A Grai n of Wheat . Karega , hell.ever , takes on the
post of union sec r etary because no other job is open to him.
His fe rvou r i ncr eas es fol l owing hi s empl oymen t, and t he effects
of his effo r ts are at bes t questio nable.

RESIL IENCEOF ~HUMAH HATURE MVIS-A-VIS MIDEOlOGy.M

The novel's denouement r emain s uncerta in in its i nt ention.
Its tone is guarded ly optimisti c , and , curiously, Joshua pro clai ms
in his school -taught ideal ism , that his heroes are Wanj a , Abdulla,
Karega , and Huni r a . That the solutions these cha racters o ffe r
are enti rely personal , that they fail to be the Inspiration fo r
concer t ed popular action whi ch will break the histOrical patte rn,
is of l i tt l e co nsequence to Joshua. In s pite of th e note of
optimism wh ic h fi lters t hro ugh, s uggesti ng t ha t thi s is ~here

the potentia l for socia l cha nge lies, each of the cha racters
retains the sense of separateness that character ized the. through­
out the novel . As social . is f its lOho served t o highl ight the
in justices of a soci ety lO hl ch r e jected them, their failure to
bri ng about any re al change ultimately confi rms t heir Indiv i dual
i sol a t i on , and the self-d eceiving nature of the lliO r lds t hey have
crea t ed for theesetves . Having fo rcefully articulated a catalogue
o f soci al ills Ngug i seees ultllaately unable to place thei r
solut ion with i n the reach o f real men. For this reason the pea­
sants of t he novel, th e ' people' ~hose duty it is to fight t he
'oppressor' seem enti rely Inci dent al to Ka rega's vision. The
een aod wo-en of Old Il lllOrog are gradually lost as t he plot pro ­
gr esses - indeed , even dur ing the pilgriMage t o Nairobi their
presence is only no-inal .

Througho ut Pet als of Bl ood Ngugi att empts to i ntegrate two
diametrically opposed visions. The ideologi cal intention is
repea tedl y belied by the iMplicat i ons o f the novel's cyclical
fOrM, and i s ult iMatel y unable t o coerce and s ubl i~a te I t .
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Ngugi's inabiUty t o rationalize his IOO r e radical political
suggest io ns s t ems fro~ the difficulty of reduc in g .en t o
'oppressors' or 'peasa nts' or ' re vol uti onaries ' when faced with
the compl exi t y of hunan charact er .

Thus it seems t hat a f l rw pol i tical stand 15 onl y possible
when hUDa n nature does not co.e cras hi ng down upon a deli ca te
i deol ogical fraaework. That hu-a n compl exi ty can only be dis ­
avowed when characters are st ripped of all individuali~ and
are r educed t o car ica tu res . It is t his i nfl elli bl e fra .ework
which fonllS t he bas is of Ngugi ' 5 -ast recent novel .

III

Dev il on t he Cross marks a new phas e i n Ngugl 's f i ct iona l
wri t ing . Jt r epres ent s his most concer t ed attempt to bre ak wit h
th e tradit ional fo rm of the novel , a developnent whi ch was partly
anticipated by Pet als o f Blood . The novel was ori gi nal ly wr i tten
In Gikuyu, and its form is remi niscent of a Gik uyu story with all
the char ac t er istics of an ora l t ra dition : th e grea t pro ver bia l
wealth; the simplici ty of c harac t eri zat io n; and t he cons t ant
rei terati on of t he cent r al th emes and images . The di f fi cul ty
arises i n t he transla t i on o f th e spo ken to the written word .
Ngugi r et a i ns the hi ghl y vi sual quali ty of the or al s t ory .
creating power ful and colourful Images of hi s IIlOr al types . These
are the ma jor vehic les for hi s didacti c i nt ent io n , yet they l ack
the subtl ety of his ea rlier prose . The di rec t silllplic1 ty and
visual quali t i es wh i ch ar e str engths in the s poken s tory become
lhnlta tions in the novel fol'1ll .

·S IMPLISTIC PARABlE-; -"1ORAl STEREOTY PES - j -POL ITICAl DIDACTICISM-

Kaving erected a s i lllpHstic sa t i rical parable entitl ed
' Modern Theft and Robbery' as t he cent r al focus . t he poss ibili ­
ties of dra-a tic acti on are severely l i lllited, si nce the IIlOra l
ste reo types are prede tel"lllined and all t hat re-al ns is for the
autho r to provi de th e particula r cont ext • The novel eees- t ses
a bar rage of poli t ical dfdactfcis lll , conveyed both t hrough the
accounts o f i nj ust ices su ffered by the vict i llS of t he "neo-cot ont e't
stage of imperiali s~. - and t hrough the -ack- bib lfcal di atr ibes
o f speake rs at t he feas t who are advoca t es o f the for ces o f
oppress ion . These speakers are paraded sys t emati cal l y for our
i ns pect i on; yet t he at t empt t o arous e th e r eader 's scor n and
indi gnat i on fa ils beyond t he i nltfa l s hock- value of the biblica l
parody . The overs implifying of the soci al ills which are exposed ,
and t he overstated irony of t he spea ker ' s monol ogues undermine
th e ir potential for serious and instructive polftl cal cr iticism
b,y reduc i ng the terms of the probl ems confro nt ed and the l evel
at wh i ch they are cr i t i cized t o comi c proporti ons .
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A"Id it e<:l7INl to pass th at th ll JOUl e!" 10laB about
to r lltlQorz to his home abroad. hf1 again oalllld
togethu all his servants and gav f1 th em the key
to the land, telling th em: ' 1he patriotic gueri­
llas and t h. Iln6sea of this GlOWItJ'Ji l.1i ll ncv be
dsceilJ«1, Ncausll /IOU are all black , all thtIH an,
and tiuJN L1ill chant: "'SII. ncv OUI" Ol.m black
PIIOplll Mld the stem'1l(l J.Jh.lIl. Io'hat IHN IH

fighti'f1(1 fo r , i f J'IO t this? Let us J1OIo) put
doI.m OW' cD"'I8 and siJ19 h!f"1"18 of pra ise to OUI"

black lords.'
(Dml 071 th. Crose . p. 8J)

Se t agains such evocative but rough-hewn didac tic outbursts
are passages of subtlety and strength . The openi ng of the novel,
whi ch introduces the pl ot and places the work in the conte~t of
an oral traditi on, is one of the .os t powerful passages in th e
novel . The iaagi nat i ve yoki ng of symbol i c and 'real' char act ers
cap tures the reader's attent i on, and artfully leaves his curi os ity
unsatisfied .

79111 Dml appear.a to olacinUl llCU"i iJ19a one
~ on a golf 00UJ"e1l in th. tolJn of ~rog
in Iciriri District. and he told hf1J" -
Wait : I am ltJaping ahead of thll st<n-y.
IIaroiinga 's troubllls did rIOt begin at IlMorog .
fAt U8 ~tracll OUI" supe•• •

(Dml 071 thll Crou. p. 10)

It is a t th is point that we are introduced to the persona of
the reluctant narrato r . It is a project i on of the authorial
voi ce about to tell a representative story through a sense of
.oral duty. The fulfilling of t hat duty elevates t he narrator
to prophetic s tature , and that s ta tu r e ttsel f is giv en as t he
..t ivatfon for the tell in g o f the story .

I . evtm I . Prophd of Justicll. felt this burden
!High hllal.ri.ly upon me at fiNt .

(Dml 0 11 thll CroIIs. p . ?)

Yet at thi s s t age t he prophet ic voi ce interprets its ro l e si mply
as heral d o f a reawakeni ng or al t radit ion .

It ~ th.., that I hea:rd thll pl eadi ng cries of
IlI:l7TY vo iclls : Gicaandi playu , Prophet of Justice .
reveal J.Jhat ncv lies conceallld by daJ''k7wss.

(Devil on tn.. Cross . p. ?)

It is an auspi ci ous, l yr ica l opening , procl ai.fng t he amb i tio us
task of translatf ng an oral t radition intact i nto t he written .
word. It is for t his reason th at t he prophetic narrator is given

209



such prominence: the nar rat i ve ' I' is to be one of the primary
devices in preserving the sense of a speaking voice tel l ing a
story . However, the impact of s uch a beginning i s l argel y lost
as the novel progre sses . The nar rat ive voice i s rapidly re p
s t r i ct ed t o an edifying omnisci ence which concerns itself with
t he trivia of War11nga's life .

Io'hat she hated 11/Ost !JaB her blackness , so she
wouU diaf~e hel' body with s ki n- l.ightel1i ng
Cl'8am.s tiksAmbi and Snol..lz;£;ie

t
f orgetting the

say ing : "7ftat which is lack r.Ji ll. never
De white . "

(D81Ji'l. en the C1'oss , p , 11)

Interspersed throughout a plot which i s freque ntly suggestive of
a latter-day got hic novel are passa ges of great symbolic and
vis ual impact. The descr ipti on of Warlinga 's dream is an ex­
ample. The effect here is ni ghtmarish, ach ieved through the
s uper impositi on of allegory (t he use of Devil, Cross , and Hell
wrenched from their us ual cont ext s and charged with ironic over­
t ones ) . onto a parable wh ich ill ustrates symboli c sodal revolu­
t ion while si mul taneousl y parodying the events lead in g up to and
in cluding th e Passion of Chr ist.

then ehe eQIJ a cl'Ol.X1 of people cboessed 10n NfJS ,

l.:Jalking i n ths light , propel.U ng t hs D81Jil. tQI.Ja:rods
the C1'OSS.

(D81Jil. on th s C1'os s , p . 13)

The symbol i sm of thi s passa ge i s s ta r k and hi ghly evocative .
Ye t with t he cl osel y obser ved deta il s of the Devil's person.
Ngugi verges on the type of oversta tement which is characteristic
of th e novel .

The devi l. was cLad il1 a silk suit, and he
ea:t'1'wd a l.:Jat.kil1g stick shaped H ke a f oU ing
umbrel.la • .• Hie bel.ly sagged, as if it L181'e abou t
to give U 1'th ta al.l the 81Ji'La of t he vorld,
Hie skin !JaB r ed, Hke tha.t of a pig.

(Dml. on the C1'ose, p . 13)

We are l eft In no doubt as to what the devi l represents : Mall
the evils of t he world " has a sur pri s i ngl y narrow ran ge of re­
fe re nce . specifi cally . t he "mo nopol y capital ism" wh i ch the
aut hor so deli ghts i n assa ulti ng. The combi nat ion of overstate­
me nt and t he use of symbols which normally car ry universal moral
r e ference for s uch s pec ifi c purposes somewhat undermine the
i nt ent i on of t he passage . Such over beari ng di dact ic i sm has the
effect of ali ena t i ng th e reader . par ticul arl y later in the novel
when t he t echni que has l ost i ts earl y freshnes s .
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Nevertheless , the dominant image whlch results f rom the
yoki ng tOlether of di ame t r ic al l y opposed s~ls (crucifying
the Devil 1$ plnilerful and resonant . The i lllplicat ions of
cr ud f ixi on f n the biblical context a re of physical SUffering
as setr-secrtrtce to redeem mankind, as a res ult of which comes
llllaginathe and spiritual exaltati on . Cr uc ify i ng the Devil thus
carr ies s l. l1ar connotat ions of elevation to sYllboltc stature .
although the implicati ons of self-sacrifice are infelicitous
for Ngug f's lntention . This results in a curious inversion of
t he biblical pattern : the ' peopl e ' ilia)' be broadly equated with
the Rolllan troops i n Judea , and the ·o t hers dress ed in suits and
t ies who lifted the Devil dOloln from the Cross ft with the followers
o f the def ty . The inversion is complete. Vet such close textual
parody o f Christ's Passi on necessarily anticipates the next phase ,
res u-eectton . And it is i n cel ebr at ion of the Devil risen that
the ce-eeontes at IlllOrog are i ntended.

Set against this the.atic frallNork is the story of Wariinga,
whose exposure to the -ee t tttes o f ~Modern Theft and Robbery ~

awakens her social conscience to a kind of religious fe rvour ,
and the realization that her past helplessness was effectively
a s l1 ent acquiescence to the status quo. Her role in the novel
is as it .ight have been in Petals of Blood: to df!lllOnstrate
the birth of a revolut ionary consciousness which is practica l
and effective .

The pattern of Wariinga's life is -a re than coinci dentally
si .U ar to t hat o f WanJa : a schoolgirl pregnancy as the result
o f the abuse o f an ol der Nn forces her to leave school without
qualificat i ons; the difficulties of Job- hunti ng ; the temptation
t o resort to a life of prostitution ( to which Wanja acquiesces
i n all but naft ); the escape to n .orog . Yet even within the
ra di call y d i ffe re nt fom of Devil on the Cross , Hgugi is unable
to articulate the practical implementation of a revolutionary
conscious ness effectivel y . The aa nner in which Wariinga 's s et e­
discove ry f inds eltpress i on is reductive and self·defeating,
focus sing on personal details wh ich seem trivial when set against
the larger soc i al ills the novel exposes .

%fle Warii"G"'J of t:.odtzy has a.cidsd to Nt ulf ­
relia>lt all the tinHI. to pl Wlge i nto th e rrridale
of the arena of life 'e etruggl lUJ in order' to
dieoover hn- ~l etrwngth and to I"*I:liu her'
~ m-mity . • •7hue days all her' al-athee f i t
her' per'fBctly . ror today Warii nga has dreS SB8
made f or' her' Or' she buys them NJady-IrUds. but
th tit!! al.u:zye rot her' ehapft . colOW". and lII:Werrwnt
of her' beautiful ~.

(Devil on the Cros s , p. 217)

211



-Wari i nga our engineering hero - Is a -odel o f fe. inist i.prob­
ability . The clia.a ~ o f the story of t he WOllin - beaut iful in
the t ri be - co~es when she heroi call y shoot s the "r i ch Old Han
from Ngorfka " who is bot h the father o f he r fianc" and o f her
child . As she walks away ffi)lll the s cene of her simpl e solution
t o "all the evn s o f the wo rld " bestowing "judo kicks and ka rat e
chops" on th ose who t ry t o prevent her from terror izing t he
worl d at la r ge , one cannot help but feel that "t he hardest
s t r uggl es o f her life ' s jo ur ney" probably lie dt the back of a
police van .

-CONTR IVED .. STU TED ..• FA I t UR£"

Wa r i in ga Is ce r t a i nl y Int e nded t o appear ad.l rabl e i n her
at te.pt to f igh t a repressive systell in wh ich al l woaen are
pros ti t ut es and all . en eith er expl o ited l abour ers or .:l nopol y
capi t alis t s . Yet her char act er is as wooden as that of the Rich
Ol d Han, or he r fla nce·compos er . Yet In spfte o f th ose aspects
of th e novel which ar e co nt r i ved and sti l t ed , there is a di rect­
ness i n the la nguage o f the charac t ers whic h co nveys t he aut hor' s
an ger with a convi ct io n that the earlier novels lac ked . When
Warlfnga eventuall y conde sce nds to s peak to the Rich Old Man
"l i ke a peopl e 's j udge about t o deli ve r hi s j udgement , " s he is
cat egorical l y s t r i pped o f all s ~bl a nce o f char ac t e ri zat io n ,
and pronounces th e author's s entence on t he complacent powel'1llOnge rs
of an unjust soci ety .

Iou 8>'1atche:o of o ther fl«JpZ48 ' livu : Do you
,..",.,wel" th8 gaIN you and I Ullf,d to play. t hs
f/arrIiiI of the hlDlU l" and ths hlDlt.a? Did you
Vrr:zgine that a day might OOfUoJ IoIhf1f'l th oJ InmUd
would bflCO/llfl ths InmUl"? Wha t ' 8 dDn8 ca>I1I()t
boJ undone. I 'M I10t going to 8av8 you. But
1 8hall. save "ll"y othe7' pClOple , ",ho8. li ll.8
lJill. not be l"Ui ned by ool"ds o f honey and pel"j'LIrre .

(DflVil on th oJ era• • , p. 25J)

Neve r theless , th e impro babl e denOucewK'rt of the novel fa ils to
o f fer a pra ct ic al solution to s uch soc ia l ills . Wariinga' s
pers ona l i nt egri ty i s admi ra ble , but even wit hin t he cont ex t
of t he novel its effec theness Is li al t ed . Hgugl' s repeated
fa il ure to f i nd a so l utio n to the prob lells he sys telli ti cal1y
exposes undermines t he pot ent i al fo r re al change wh ich he as­
cr ibes t o the poli ti cal sentteents expressed i n his works . It
woul d se em that th is failur e ca nnot- si mply be over come by the
creati on o f new novel forms . If the new breed of novel is t o
adequa tely articul ate the s pirit of the peopl e, it must express
t he i r fears a nd asp ira ti ons, t heir s t r engt hs and power t o effect
change In a manner wh i ch i s cl osel y all i ed t o that elusive qual i ty :
t he peopl es ' c ul ture •
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lNovel s by N9U9i .a Thiong 'o :
Weep Not Child. (london: Hei nemann. 1964).
The River Bet . een. (london: He i ne- ann , 1965) .
A Gr ai n of Wheat . (london: Hei neN nn, 1968) .
Petals o f blood . (london: Hei ne.a nn , 1977) .
Devil on t he Cross . (lo ndon: Heinemann, 198Z) .

Page references t o passages c ited from these novels are given
foll o. in9 each quota t io n in the text .

Z Fro~ ~Ta l ks at the Venan For um on literature and
(Hay , 194Z) i n Sel ec ted Wor ks of Hao Tse- t ung . {Oxfo r d:
.on Press , 1965}

Art ~

Pe~ga-

3I t is . orth noti ng that poli tical .riters have questi oned
th e vali di ty o f ascri bing rev olu t ionary potential to the peasan­
try , .hlch effectivel y underestimates the complexity of rural
class relati ons. For dis cussions of class i n East Africa , see :

Ga vi n Kitc hi ng. Cl ass and Economi c Change in Kenya : The
Makin of an Afr i can Pet ite Bour is le . (New Haven : Yal e
Un vers t y Press , Goran Hyden. Beyond Uja.aa i n Tan-
zania: undere evetc nt and Unca t ured Peas ant (lo ndon :
He nMa nn, . 50, e ongo ng e te n evlew of African
Poli tical Econo.y .

4"gugf .a Thlong' o . ~The Writer In a Changing SocietyM
i n Homecomin: Essa 5 on Afri can and Cari bbean literature and
Pol t cs • l on on: e ner:aann, , p ,

5"gugf. ~The Writer and His Pas t -, i n HowcOlli ng , p. 46.

6Jbfd . p . 45.

7oedlc at ion in De vil on the Cross . (lo ndon: Heinemann ,
198Z) .

8oedication i n Wr fters i n Poli t ics. (lo ndon: Hei neMa nn ,
1981) .

gFI"OII W.8 . Yeats . Essays and Introduct i ons . (New Yor k:
Ha CIIllllan, 1961, p. 509).

l OIn this connec t io n it 15 perh aps signifi cant t hat Ngugi
should employ s t r uct ura l t echni ques .hich are s t ri ki ngly si milar
to thos e o f Cubis.. . t he a r tis tic eoveeent , . hl ch i ts elf drew In­
splra tfon fro. Afr ican ar t.
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Fo r Picasso's vi ews on the express ivenes s and i ntent i onali ty of
form. s ee his statement "Art as Indivi dual Idea" published i n
Ellmann and Fie ldso n (eds.) The Modern Tradit io n. (New Yo r k:
Oxford Univers ity Press , 1965).

l lT.5. Eliot. "The Cockta fl Party , " i n The Coll ected Poems
and Plays . (Lo ndon: Faber and Faber, 1969) . Ngugi only once
refers t o the works of T.S. Eliot , usi ng t he openi ng lines o f
Fo ur uar tet s to i ll ustrate a spec ific argument (se e "The Wr i t er
an 1S as t . I have found it hel pful to inc l ude quotati o ns
from El iot where thes e could help to clarf fy my ar gume nt .
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