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The Language of African
Literature
NGUGI WA THIONG’O*

IN 1962 1 was invited to that historic meeting of African writers at
Makerere University College, Kampala, Uganda.... The title, ‘A
Conference of African Writers of English Expression’, automatically
excluded those who wrote in African languages. . . . The discussions on the
novel, the short story, poetry, and drama were based on extracts from
works in English and hence they excluded the main body of work in
Swabhili, Zulu, Yoruba, Arabic, Amharic and other African languages. Yet,
despite this exclusion of writers and literature in African languages, no
sooner were the introductory preliminaries over than this Conference of
‘African Writers of English Expression’ sat down to the first item on the
agenda: ‘“What is African Literature?’ . ..

English, like French and Portuguese, was assumed to be the natural
language of literary and even political mediation between African people in
the same nation and between nations in Africa and other continents. In
some instances these European languages were seen as having a capacity to
unite African peoples against divisive tendencies inherent in the multiplicity
of African languages within the same geographic state. Thus Ezekiel
Mphabhlele later could write, in a letter to Tramsition number 11, that
English and French have become the common language with which to
present a nationalist front against white oppressors, and even ‘where the
whiteman has already retreated, as in the independent states, these two
languages are still a unifying force’. ...

Chinua Achebe, in a speech entitled ‘The African Writer and the
English Language’ (1975), said:

Is it right that a man should abandon his mother tongue for someone
else’s? It looks like a dreadful betrayal and produces a guilty feeling.
But for me there is no other choice. I have been given the language and

I intend to use it.
{Achebe 1975: 62)

* From ‘The Language of African Literature’ Decolonising the Mind: The Politics
of Language in African Literature London: James Currey, 1981.
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.. How did we, as African writers, come to be so feeble towards
the claims of our languages on us and so aggressive in our claims on other
languages, particularly the languages of our colonisation? .

In my view language was the most important vehicle through which
that power fascinated and held the soul prisoner. The bullet was the means
of the physical subjugation. Language was the means of the spiritual
subjugation. Let me illustrate this by drawing upon experiences in my own
education, particularly in language and literature.

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

We spoke Gikuyu as we worked in the fields. We spoke Gikuyu in and
outside the home. I can vividly recall those evenings of story-telling around
the fireside. It was mostly the grown-ups telling the children but everybody
was interested and involved. We children would re-tell the stories the
following day to other children who worked in the fields picking the
pyrethrum flowers, tea-leaves or coffee beans of our European and African
landlords. . .

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

We therefore learnt to value words for their meaning and nuances.
Language was not a mere string of words. It had a suggestive power well
beyond the immediate and lexical meaning. Our appreciation of the
suggestive magical power of language was reinforced by the games we
played with words through riddles, proverbs, transpositions of syllables, or
through nonsensical but musically arranged words. So we learnt the music
of our language on top of the content. The language, through images and
symbols, gave us a view of the world, but it had a beauty of its own. The
home and the field were then our pre-primary school but what is
important, for this discussion, is that the language of our evening teach-ins,
and the language of our immediate and wider community, and the language
of our work in the fields were one.
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-«. And then I went to school, a colonial school, and this harmony was
broken. The language of my education was no longer the language of my
culture. I first went to Kamaandura, missionary run, and then to another
called Maanguuu run by nationalists grouped around the Gikuyu
Independent and Karinga Schools Association. Our language of education
was still Gikuyu. The very first time I was ever given an ovation for my
writing was over a composition in Gikuyu. So for my first four years there
was still harmony between the language of my formal education and that
of the Limuru peasant community.

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

Thus one of the most humiliating experiences was to be caught
speaking Gikuyu in the vicinity of the school. The culprit was given
corporal punishment - three to five strokes of the cane on bare buttocks —
or was made to carry a metal plate around the neck with inscriptions such
as I AM STUPID or I AM A DONKEY....

The attitude to English was the exact opposite: any achievement in
spoken or written English was highly rewarded; prizes, prestige, applause;
the ticket to higher realms. English became the measure of intelligence and
ability in the arts, the sciences, and all the othér branches of learning.
English became the main determinant of a child’s progress up the ladder of
formal education. . . . Literary education was now determined by the dom-
inant language while also reinforcing that dominance. Orature (oral litera-
ture) in Kenyan languages stopped. . . .

Thus language and literature were taking us further and further from
ourselves to other selves, from our world to other worlds.

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

_elevation of English and the literature it carried? ...
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