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Unit IV (1945-1989): Cold War, Decolonization & the Long Boom
Week 10: A Grain of Wheat (1967) Ngugi Wa Thiong’o
[image: ]Sensationalist advertisement for a movie depicting the history of the Mau Mau uprising [1964]

Points to Consider:
- How does the novel represent the relationship between the individual and a collective history? 
- What is achieved by struggles against colonial rule and what is lost? 
- What is the purpose and effect of the reference to biblical passages? Think about the religious overtones. i.e. Mumbi as ‘eve-like’, Gikonyo as ‘the carpenter’, Kihika as messianic 
- Several characters demonstrate an inability to communicate or to act – either through physical incapability or through emotional/mental paralysis. What is the significance of this?
- Discuss the following symbols: dancing, blackness, dogs, landscape, ‘the whiteman’
- ‘I am sorry,’ she said humiliated. ‘I had forgotten that I am a nobody.’ (30) How are women portrayed in the text?
- How are different types of masculinity constructed, and how do they relate to nationhood? i.e. European and African knocking: ‘Why do you people knock so loud?’ 
- How does Ngugi construct narratives in the novel as heteroglossic/polyphonic? How does he construct individuality through language?

He did not see the whiteman, in the bush jacket, lay camouflaged in a small wood. ‘Halt!’ the whiteman shouted. Gitogo continued running. Something hit him at the back. He raised his arms in the air. He fell on his stomach. Apparently the bullet had touched his heart. The soldier left his place. Another Mau Mau terrorist had been shot dead. (5)

He found his bladder had pressed him into false urgency. A few drops trickled down and he watched him as if each drop fascinated him. Two young women dressed for church, passed near, saw a big man playing with his thing and giggled. Mugo felt foolish and dragged himself back to his work. (6) 

--- Mugo and ‘the voice’ speech; adoption of collective rhetoric (66) 

How does Ngugi present Colonial rule and Native ideologies as symbiotic? What does this suggest?

--- ‘The iron snake had first crawled along this plain [Rung’ei] before climbing up the escarpment on its way to Kisumu and Kampala; for a long time Thabai was the envy of the many ridges not so graced with a railway line.’ (70) ‘The train became an obsession: if you missed it, sorrow seized your heart for the rest of the week; you longed for the next train. Then Sunday came, you were there on time, and immediately you were healed.’ (71)

--- ‘Whatever we say, these people are truly clever. How did they think of such tools which can cut anything? Wangari always referred to white men as these people.’ (74)
‘He chiselled and scooped…the brought the hammer down…he felt free…suddenly the wave of power broke into an ecstasy, an exultation. Peace settled in his heart. He felt a holy calm; he was in love with all the earth.’ (81)

--- Gikonyo’s entrepreneurship (57)

How do the characters attempt to reclaim or decolonise religion? 

--- ‘‘Ngai, the Gikuyu God, is the same God who sent Christ, the son, to come and lead the way from darkness into light,’ Jackson would reason out, trying to show that the Christian faith had roots in the very traditions revered by the Gikuyu.’ (83)

--- ‘It is just the white people say so. The Bible does not talk about circumcising women.’ (86)


Nations are not simply phantasmagoria of the mind; as systems of cultural representation whereby people come to imagine a shared experience of identification with an extended community, they are historical practices through which social difference is both invented and performed. [It is] constitutive of people’s identities through social contests that are frequently violent and always gendered.

--- Anne McClintock, ““No Longer in Future Heaven”: Gender, Race and Nationalism” Dangerous Liaisons: Gender, Nation and Postcolonial Perspectives eds. Anne McClinktock, Aamir Mufti, and Ella Shohat. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1997. Print. 
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Practice Questions

1. In her essay ‘Can the Subaltern Speak?’ Spivak writes that ‘the colonized subaltern subject is irretrievably heterogeneous’. Discuss this idea in relation to Ngugi’s A Grain of Wheat. 

2. During the Mau Mau revolution, the British used the ‘divide and rule’ technique. How does Ngugi approach this idea in the text? 

3. ‘Between patriarchy and imperialism, subject-constitution and object-formation, the figure of the woman disappears, not into pristine nothingness, but into a violent shuttling which is the displaced figuration of the ‘third-world woman’ caught between tradition and modernization.’ (Spivak) Discuss the gender politics of Ngugi’s A Grain of Wheat. 

4. ‘Pastoral power is not merely a form of power which commands; it must also be prepared to sacrifice itself for the life and salvation of the flock. Therefore, it is different from royal power, which demands a sacrifice from its subjects to save the throne.’ (Foucault) Discuss the portrayal of Christianity as both a liberating and oppressing structure of power in relation to Ngugi’s A Grain of Wheat. 
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