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Foreword

‘I am not a man of the Church. I am not even a Christian.’ Those were the storming words with which James Ngugi opened his talk to the Fifth General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church of East Africa in Nairobi in March 1970, reproduced in this collection as Church, Culture and Politics. He had hardly ended his address when a wiry old man visibly choking with anger leapt to the floor, and, shaking his walking-stick menacingly towards the front, warned the speaker to seek immediate repentance in prayer. The old man did not forget to add as a reminder that in spite of his shameless denial and all his blasphemy, the speaker was a Christian, and the evidence was his first name. Ngugi had never given serious thought to this contradiction. Now it struck him that perhaps the old man had a point, and the name James, an unfortunate anomaly, had to go. This volume of essays is James Ngugi’s first major publication under his new name. Those who might retort with ‘What’s in a name?’ should ask themselves why several African countries have changed their names during the last fifteen years, and why in the Republic of Zaïre (itself a recent adoption) a name-changing revolution has swept through an entire Cabinet. The change in Ngugi’s name is in itself perhaps of little consequence. What lends it some importance for our purpose is its significance in the wider context of the writer’s beliefs, particularly as the heresy which shocked the Presbyterian congregation in Nairobi forms an essential part of those beliefs. This foreword cannot attempt a detailed evaluation of Ngugi’s thought. What it seeks to do is merely to direct the reader’s attention to some of its major features as revealed by these essays, and offer a few background comments in addition towards a richer appreciation not only of the essays themselves but also of the writer’s creative work.

It will be seen that although the essays are grouped under three separate sections, they are vitally linked up by their dominant concerns, which are, put rather imperfectly and with particular reference to Africa: the confusion in values that has resulted from a drastic historical change in the political, economic and cultural ethos; the effect of such confusion on both society and the individual psyche; and the need to retain what is ours and recreate from it a new set of living values. The point of departure is the beginning of colonial rule and Christian missionary activity, with a reaching back to the slave trade seen as the earlier and more barbaric form of colonialism. In short, Ngugi is concerned here with the very subjects that have dominated African writing and the utterances of our more sensitive nationalist leaders for about half a century. Colonialism and capitalism are identified here as twin brothers whose mission is to exploit the material wealth of subject peoples, and who, in order to gain acceptability and perpetuation, enlist the services of their more sly but attractive first cousins, Christianity and Christian-oriented education, whose duty it is to capture the soul and the mind as well. Thus, history and values are distorted and reversed, and social order, disrupted beyond recognition, is replaced by another that is both foreign and unjust. With local variations, the African story is the same for Asia, the Caribbean and Latin America. It then becomes in these places a betrayal of trust by an indigenous élite, that has taken over power with the active support of the people, to continue the same inequitable system as the colonial oppressors. Two essays, ‘Church, Culture and Politics’ and ‘The Novelist and his Past’ carry the burden of this argument.

These essays are packed with an interest that goes beyond the writer’s repetition of old themes. Here, freed from the limitations of fiction – for there are limits to what a writer can create and to what he can meaningfully communicate through fiction – Ngugi can make explicit statements informed and carried through by a passion and intellect which are only in circumscribed evidence in his best creative work. Most of the essays are dialectical in approach, and yet their messages remain at all times unambiguous and direct. They are often erudite without meaning to be so, and differ from the novels in dimension, in tone, and in the clarity of commitment. The fire that so often blazes within them is lit by indignation whose burning base is total conviction. Whatever critics might think of the preoccupations of these essays, it remains true that there can be no end to the discussion of the African encounter with Europe, because the wounds inflicted touched the very springs of life and have remained unhealed because they are constantly being gashed open again with more subtle, more lethal weapons. In any case, as an African who grew up in Kenya during the most turbulent days of that country’s colonial history and who is now living through its aftermath, Ngugi’s sentiments should surprise no one.

In order to clear up any doubts that may arise, two points of a background nature may be helpful here. The first has to do with Ngugi’s Marxist thinking. One cannot go very far in these essays without being assailed by well-known phrases like ‘the ruling classes’ and ‘the exploited peasant masses and urban workers’, but if anyone regards these as empty traditional slogans then he cannot have known much of the history of Kenya. The irony is that it was the experience of social and economic relations in Britain, more than in Kenya, that actually settled Ngugi’s socialist conviction. Starting from a commonsense appraisal of the situation in his country at independence, in particular, the need for a redistribution of land in the interests of a deprived peasantry, Ngugi arrived in England in 1964 and settled into the revolutionary atmosphere of Leeds University where he studied for the next few years. Extensive travels around Britain and Europe, acquaintance with some eminent British socialist scholars, including his supervisor, Dr Arnold Kettle, and discussions with the radical student group led by Alan Hunt – these revealed that the root cause of incessant industrial strife in Britain was no more than the old inter-class hostility inherent in the capitalist system. Thus Leeds provided an ideological framework for opinions that he already vaguely held. It was at this time too that we both read two books which became major influences: Frantz Fanon’s The Wretched of the Earth, that classic analysis of the psychology of colonialism; and Robert Tressell’s The Ragged Trousered Philanthropists, one of the most moving stories ever told of the plight of the working class in Britain. Echoes of Fanon are to be heard in some of these essays.

But although Ngugi sympathizes with the Marxist idea of the ‘workers of the world’, it is important to point out that he sees the experience of the black man as being unique in the world and as having a certain basic unity. He has re-emphasized this in a recent letter to me dated 4 September 1971 in which he writes:

… for I believe that we as blacks have suffered doubly under colonialism and capitalism, first, as part of all the working masses, and then as blacks. By which I mean that a white worker by the very nature of his position was a beneficiary of the colonialist and racist exploitation of Africa and of black people everywhere.

This forms part of what he has described as the ‘black dimension’ to his beliefs, and a year’s stay in the United States between 1970 and 1971 more than confirmed his views.

The origins of the ‘black dimension’ are to be seen in Ngugi’s early interest in the Caribbean which he mentions in the essay ‘A Kind of Homecoming’. That interest led him between 1965 and 1967 into an intensive research into the literature of the West Indies, an exercise which yielded the essays on the Caribbean in this volume. If the Caribbean essays exhibit a certain learned quality which many of the others do not, it is because they are the product of what was a scholarly research. The writer in fact would place little value on that quality. What was of greater importance to him was his discovery, through the novels he studied, of Africa’s dominant presence in the West Indian consciousness, of the writers’ agonizing sense of exile and persistent groping for some form of cultural identity. Ngugi’s study does not stop with writers of African descent; it includes, for example, V. S. Naipaul whose attitude to the cultural problem in the Caribbean is cynical, often condescending and contemptuous. I think Ngugi interprets Naipaul with more seriousness than he deserves. But this by no means invalidates the kinship of the experience avowed by writers like Lamming, Braithwaite and Patterson.

It should be clear that Ngugi’s conception of society is of a complex in which politics, economics and culture are inextricably tied up, and nowhere on that spectrum can he see capitalism offering any hope of progress and social justice that can be said to be accessible to all. In a post- colonial society and in a setting which in doctrine and practice runs counter to traditional communal values and works against the total involvement of the people in what is theirs, capitalism has nothing to recommend it. In that short talk to Makerere students, ‘The Writer in a Changing Society’, which incidentally brings together all the major themes of his novels, play and short stories, he is in fact recommending a socialist programme as the ideal means of harnessing all African aspirations when he says: ‘For we must strive for a form of social organization which will free the manacled spirit and energy of our people so we can build a new country, and sing a new song.’

It is in this light, although he is not offering a new philosophy, that Ngugi must be seen as a writer who is also a thinker, and whose depth of thought and degree of commitment are yet to be attained by many African writers. These essays reveal a militancy not commonly associated with his creative work. It is of interest that his appreciation of other African writers in this volume is from the point of view of their apprehension of the African problem and what serious hope they can offer for the well-being of their society. Ngugi’s great strength




OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
TER

HOMECOMING
NGUGI WA
THIONG Ou

A






OEBPS/Images/img1.jpg





