N

N

When Ngiigi Comes to Nairobi
Magéline Le Lay

» To cite this version:

Maéline Le Lay. When Ngtigi Comes to Nairobi. 2019, https://mambo.hypotheses.org/1389. hal-
02531710

HAL Id: hal-02531710
https://hal.science/hal-02531710
Submitted on 16 Dec 2020

HAL is a multi-disciplinary open access L’archive ouverte pluridisciplinaire HAL, est
archive for the deposit and dissemination of sci- destinée au dépot et a la diffusion de documents
entific research documents, whether they are pub- scientifiques de niveau recherche, publiés ou non,
lished or not. The documents may come from émanant des établissements d’enseignement et de
teaching and research institutions in France or recherche francais ou étrangers, des laboratoires
abroad, or from public or private research centers. publics ou privés.


https://hal.science/hal-02531710
https://hal.archives-ouvertes.fr

FRENCH INSTITUTE FOR RESEARCH IN AFRICA

MAMBO!

XVI (5), 2019

% INSTITUT FRANGAIS DE RECHERCHE EN AFRIQUE e e

When Ngligi Comes to Nairobi
Maéline LE LAY

Cite:
LE LAY, Maéline. 2019. When Ngligi Comes to Nairobi. Mambo! vol. XVI, no. 5.
URL: https://mambo.hypotheses.org/1389

The author: Maéline Le Lay is a Research fellow at the French National Centre
for Scientific Research (CNRS) at IFRA Nairobi (French National Institute for
Research in Africa).

Published: May 27, 2019.

This text was originally published in French on the academic blog Esquisses | Les Afriques
dans le monde : https://elam.hypotheses.org/1842. It was translated into English by
Nathalie Arnold Koenings.

&k ok

On this hot Monday in February, the Nairobi National Theatre’s Main Auditorium was full.
The eager and excited crowed had come to witness the launch of the latest book in Kikuyu
by the great Kenyan author Ngiigi wa Thiong’o, Kenda Muiyuru, put out by East African
Educational Publishers, the Kenyan press that has stood by this writer for decades.
Everyone was there: from old accomplices, with him from the very first, to members of the
newest generation to have studied books in school, the most politically conscious of these
finding in his example both intellectual and ideological inspiration.

It’s not often, in fact, that this writer, so emblematic of Kenya, and for many years now
thought to be a contender for the Nobel Prize, returns to this country. Ngiigi has lived in
exile in the United States since 1982, after being imprisoned without trial in Kenya in the
wake of an attempted coup against Daniel arap Moi (for the 1977 performance of his play,
Ngaahika Ndeenda, I will marry when I want, which offended the authorities). He had come
back to Kenya only once since 2004, the year his previous novel, Murogi wa Kagogo (Wizard
of the Crow?) was published. That earlier return had had dramatic consequences: he was
violently assaulted, and his wife was raped in front of him.

! An account of this event can also be found on journalist and editor James Murua’s blog:
http://www jamesmurua.com/Ngiigi -wa-thiongo-launches-kenda-muiyuru-in-nairobi.
2 Ngiigi wa Thiong’o, Wizard of the Crow. London: Vintage Books, 2006.
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Before the venerable Mwalimu,®> now 81 years old, ascended to the stage, Ngugi’s
longtime comrade and admirer Henry Chakava,* the country’s most iconic publisher,
emphatically reminded the black audience to take pride in being gathered for this occasion
at the National Theatre of Kenya, which, until not too long ago, had been held and managed
by Whites.> If the reminder, coming 63 years after the country’s independence, is surprising,
it invites us to place Ngiigi wa Thiong’o’s work in the context of Kenya’s political and
cultural history.

Ngiigi’s works take pride of place on the East African Educational Publishers display
in the hall of the Kenya National Theatre.

The National Theatre of Kenya opened in 1951 in the White sector of Nairobi, an area
that was off limits to Africans, barely a year before the official start of the Mau Mau
Rebellion. In response to the uprising, Kenya’s Governor General, Sir Evelyn Baring,
declared a state of emergency that would last until 1959, and which—as Ngiigi reminded
us—entailed, among other measures, the banning of African languages in schools. The
construction of the National Theatre, aimed at promoting British culture, was of a piece

3 In Swabhili: Professor, teacher.

4 Henry Chakava is Ngiigi wa Thiong’o’s first editor (also representing other major Kenyan and African
authors whose work he has promoted in Kenya). It was he who accepted the manuscript of The Devil on
the Cross, drafted on toilet paper from Ngiigi’s prison cell. Current president of East African Educational
Publishers (formerly Heinemann), Chakava was awarded a Prince Klaus Prize in 2006 for his commitment
to African literature, often in defiance of authoritarian policies.

®In fact, until 1976—thirteen years after Kenya’s independence—the Kenya National Theatre “remained
the preserve of the British expatriate community even after Kenya had her own national anthem and
national flag in 1963. It was run by a wholly expatriate governing council with the British Council
retaining a representative many years after independence.” Ngiigi wa Thiong’o, Decolonising the Mind.
The Politics of Language in African Literature [1986]. Oxford-Nairobi-Portsmouth: James Currey-East
African Educational Publishers-Heinemann, 2005, p. 40.
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with the imposition of English as the sole language of instruction in Kenyan schools, at a
time when serious literary and media activity had already taken root in the country.

Thus, more than half a century later, it is indeed significant that this theatre, an exclusive
institution in Nairobi’s cultural history, should be the site of a literary event promoting
African languages. The organizers had wished to hold this panel close to International
Native Tongues Day (21 February), whose importance in a country where native languages
were once banned was emphasized by both Ngiigi and the moderator, journalist Baruthi wa
Giktyd. The imposition of the English language had been so hegemonic that Western
literature had come to be viewed as the primary source of modern African literature.®

Exemplifying the spirit of this international celebration, Baruthi, having made the
assembly sing the national anthem, greeted the audience in a dozen Kenyan languages.
Then, Ngiigi wa Thiong’o took the stage and added Hindi to the mix, saying “Namaste!”—
perhaps as a way of recalling the importance of Indian influences in contemporary Kenyan
culture, something one of Ngiigi’s disciples, Peter Kimani (in attendance) vividly
demonstrated in his recent critically acclaimed novel, Dance of the Jacaranda.”

In an elegantly structured, calm and varied address—which included the laying out of
positions, the telling of anecdotes, and remarks aimed at public figures, close collaborators,
friends, and family members—the Master made his familiar arguments, comparing
languages to musical instruments, which we can and must examine without hierarchical
thinking, and describing the inability to speak one’s native tongue as a form of “mental
enslavement.” He also acknowledged the Kenyan government’s recent effort to reinstate
the teaching of Kenyan languages in schools,® a language and education policy that is
expected to promote writing and publishing in these languages.

® Early on, Ngiigi responded provocatively to this educational policy, calling for the abolition of the
English department. The demand set off a major controversy in the heart of the Kenyan academy about
curricular change, which Ngiigi termed “the Great Nairobi literature debate.” Ngiigi wa Thiong’o,
Decolonizing the Mind. The Politics of Language in African Literatures. Oxford: James Currey, 1986, p. 89-
101.

7 Peter Kimani, Dance of the Jakaranda. New-York (Brooklyn): Akashic Books, 2017, 320 p. This novel
recreates the colonial period in Kenya, tracing the relationships that formed between communities
(White, Kenyan, and Indian) during the construction of the railway, which, linking the coast to the
interior, served as the spine of British colonialism in Kenya. In this novel, Kimani, who holds a PhD in
creative writing from the University of Houston, pays homage to his spiritual father, Ngiigi wa Thiong’o,
who also served on  Kimani’s  thesis = committee. See  this interview:
https://africainwords.com/2019/05/23/qa-peter-kimani-author-of-dance-of-the-jakaranda-talks-with-
maeline-le-lay/ [Archive]

8 This through a series of measures undertaken between 2012 and 2014, whose content and
implementation are rigorously described by Kenyan linguist Peter Nyakundi in: “Language-In-Education-
Policy in Kenya: Intention, Interpretation, Implementation.” Nordic Journal of African Studies, 26 (3): 215-
230 (2017).
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Ngiigi’s lecture.

The fact that, in the past few years, Ngiigi wa Thiong’o has been able to come to Nairobi
without being troubled by the authorities reflects an improvement in his relationship to the
powers that be since the era recalled by Henry Chakava, who spoke of the 1982 banning
from the National Theater of a performance of Mother Cry for Me, a play written by Ngiigi
wa Thiong’o and Ngitigi wa Mirii.”

For his part, Ngiigi wa Thiong’o recalled his and Mirii’s arrest with tenderness and
humor. For almost an hour, he entertained the audience with a perfectly apportioned mix
of emotions, words of thanks, jokes, and humor. One of the most delightful moments
entailed Ngiigi’s demonstration of his newly acquired Dholuo language skills. Having been
asked by his editor to participate in the promotion of a new book in this language, he told
us how he had quickly acquired basic Dholuo skills on YouTube, to the point of even
composing a poem in it. This funny demonstration of the ease with which one can learn
African languages on the internet well serves his main point about the importance of the
use of African languages in speech, teaching and writing.

Those of us unable to read Kikuyu must eagerly await the English translation of Kenda
Muyiuru, described by the author as the first epic saga in Kikuyu, which will be published
as The Perfect Nine.!®
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® The Kamiriithu Theatre, a community performance space created by the two Ngfigi s in Limuru was
razed not long after the censure.
10 To be published in late 2019 by East African Educational Publishers.
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