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Modern African literature is founded on the socio-political history of the continent, and as such it 
has passed through historical trajectories with prominent writers exploring the various situations 
of the region. The main objective of this study is to explore contemporary trends in West and East 
African literature, using textual analysis for a critical reading against the ideas of contemporary 
trends of African literature more broadly. The texts are purposefully selected based on their use 
of allegories and the degree of canonicity in capturing the national and cultural dimensions. Both 
of the authors examined here have exposed the political realities of Africa through their politi-
cally committed writing. Through his novel Starbook (2007), Ben Okri clearly reveals that the 
principle of pertinent and selfless devotion for the collective social will and social regeneration, 
as well as tranquillity and stillness, is vital for African society today. He suggests that courage, 
perseverance, and hard work are important to overcome the contemporary predicament of African 
nations. Similarly, Ngugi wa Thiong’o unveils the African nations’ socio-political crises in his 
novel Wizard of the Crow (2006) and advocates that unity of the people, selfless devotion of the 
younger generations, and negotiating with the African socio-cultural values are crucial for trans-
formation of the continent.

INTRODUCTION 

The basic thematic and technical grounds on which modern African literary writers rely is Africa’s 
socio-cultural and political matrix (Ojaide 2012; Innes 2007; Gikandi 2003). As Ojaide (2012: 3) 
explains, “Every literary canon exists in the context of the people’s overall experience and aesthetic 
values. Thus, the African literary canon is related to the African experience, which has strong 
cultural and historical underpinnings.” Moreover, the bulk of modern African literature began 
as a reaction to white colonization, oppression, and racism (Nnolim 2010; Madubuike 1974). 
Accordingly, modern African literary writing has flourished with the involvement of African 
writers, counteracting the negative stereotypes of Europeans during colonialism: “Modern African 
literature arose after the psychic trauma of slavery and colonialism had made her literature one 
with a running sore, a stigmata that forced her writers to dissipate their energies in a dogged 
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fight to re-establish the African personality” (Nnolim 2006: 2). Writers during this stage had 
to dismantle the powerful myths of inferiority that imperialists have imposed on the continent. 
At the same time, they had to reassert the distinctive culture of Africa. In this case, redressing 
the negative psychological effects of colonialism and reclaiming African history were the first 
resort of the literary reactions of two prominent writers of Nigeria, Chinua Achebe and Wole 
Soyinka (O’Reilly 2001).

In the wake of African independence, political and social problems were pervasive and 
persistent across the newly formed nations. As the degree of viciousness increased even more, 
it adversely affected the demands of the masses. The difference is that domestic bourgeois 
leaders had replaced colonial rulers. Military dictatorship, rampant corruption, ethnic and 
religious strife, military coups, political instability, rigged elections, terrible maladministra-
tion, economic crises, autocratic governments, border conflicts, high rates of unemployment, 
social injustice, the decaying provision of education, and more swept across independent West, 
Central, East, and South African countries (Ojaide & Obi 2002; Gibbs 2006). The role of writers 
during this phase was to reveal the political realities of the incumbent regimes. For example, 
the blame put on the apartheid regime in South Africa by writers like Athol Fugard, Nadine 
Gordimer, and J.M. Coetzee, and the criticism of the governmental corruption in Kenya by the 
politically committed writer Ngugi wa Thiong’o, can be pinpointed as two explicit examples. 
As a consequence, writers were imprisoned and banned from speaking out. At the same time, 
public dissatisfaction rose, which resulted in frustration and despair. Satire, which represented 
a common form of literary writing for post-independence disillusionment, failed to affect the 
insensitive and oppressive governments.

However, radical intellectuals and artists continued to stand up against internal tyranny 
and external oppressors by optimistically forming a populist coalition. This is called the third 
phase or third generation of African literature (1970s–present), which can be designated in 
terms of contemporary trends or simply the current trends of African literature in its historical 
trajectory. This represents the younger generation’s writing, in which new or experimental 
writing is manifested (Newell 2006; Osofisan 1996). Consequently, massive opposition against 
the incumbent governments in Africa is decisively taken at this critical stage. As Mengistu 
(2010: 38) explains, “It goes beyond disillusionment to the point of launching mass mobiliza-
tion against the national cancer.” Psycho-active intellectual characters are employed as key 
individuals, along with the masses, to fight the dishonest governments. Unlike the earlier phase, 
strong characters including vigorous women characters replace weaker ones, striving even to 
the point of sacrifice in efforts to throw corrupt leaders from power. In addition, at this particular 
phase, African novelists are moving from mere observation to signposting the way forward, to 
curb the existing troubles of the continent (Mengistu 2010). Kesteloot (1996: 8) thus describes 
authors during this phase: “Our novelists no longer want to be seen as moralists, mouthpieces, 
catalysts of their people.” This is the significant paradigm shift that African writers have made 
at this stage.

Besides this thematic shift, the narrative strategy that the new generation often uses is 
magical realism, by means of which they develop new experimental writing (Newell 2006). 
It is a new mode that can depict African reality, because it incorporates the indigenous way of 
life (folkloric life) and the belief systems by which African people are also known. It creates 
the African context of culture, history, and politics with the views of the natives, which are 
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different from those of Europeans (Cooper 2012). It is equally used to encounter the imported 
European tradition of the convention of realism:

If magical realism attempts to capture reality by way of a depiction of life’s many dimensions, seen 
and unseen, visible and invisible, rational and mysterious, such writers walk a political tightrope 
between capturing this reality and providing the exotic escape from reality desired by some of their 
Western readerships. (Gikandi 2003: 642)

In this way, the magical realism derived from African traditional narrative techniques is held 
to be essential in contemporary African literature. This new mode allows writers to include 
mythical imagery, rich imagination, episodic adventures, and a multiplicity of post-colonial 
socio-political issues and meanings in their novels (Parekh & Jagne 1998). However, these 
magical elements also have allegorical implications for post-independence society and culture. 
The main purpose here is not to deploy the mythical narrative or to display skills in embellishing 
a story, but rather to lead readers into the hidden meaning behind the story.

Allegory developed in an attempt to discover the ‘truth’ presumed to reside within ancient myths. 
Myth can be defined in many different ways, but in all myths there is a strong narrative element. 
They are, on a simple level, the stories which underpin and thus define any specific culture. There 
is a strong link between allegory and myth. One might say that allegory is the interpretation of 
myth, or the re-telling of myth, for historically specific purposes. By this I mean that the central 
myths of a culture are re-told or adapted to suit particular circumstances. (Allen 2017: 209)

Hence, for the purpose of this study, the allegorical implication of the selected texts is interpreted 
against the concept of national allegories. American Marxist literary critic Fredric Jameson, 
who is deeply influenced by allegorical interpretation, paved the way for textual observation 
based on the text’s modern allegorical implication. As Tambling (2009: 153) observes, he 
contends that “in the condition of postmodernism, there must be a requirement to scan texts 
backwards and forth for the readjustment of terms and interpretation which are in constant 
modification”. In his essay “Third-World Literature in the Era of Multinational Capitalism”, 
Jameson coined the term national allegory, by which he reveals the nature of third-world 
literature in a comprehensive manner:

Third-world texts, even those which are seemingly private and invested with a properly libidinal 
dynamic necessarily project a political dimension in the form of national allegory: the story of the 
private individual destiny is always an allegory of the embattled situation of the public third-world 
culture and society. (Jameson 1986: 69)

Jameson shows that third-world literary intellectuals engage in reflecting the unique 
characteristics of their particular nation’s literary signification at the expense of any attention of 
the other world, although effects of multinational capitalism affect the entire globe. Insistently 
explaining that the whole matter of third-world intellectuals resides exclusively in nationalism, 
he suggests that they locate themselves in their parochial realm. Jameson thus seeks to associate 
third-world literature with the history of colonialism and imperialism as a literary background.

To complete Jameson’s point, national allegory is the post-colonial discourse that relies on 
the allegorizing or metonymy of the third world’s socio-political matrix to react to the impe-
rial’s cultural assumptions regarding colonial nation-states.

In his critical essay “Post-Colonial Allegory and the Transformation of History”, Stephen 
Slemon claimed this new mode of writing, national allegory, in relation to post-colonial cultures. 
He redesignated the term from national allegory to post-colonial allegory, suggesting that the 
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post-colonial allegorical mode of writing raises critical interest among post-colonial intellec-
tuals, so that they might transform their practice of textual writing and evaluation for subver-
sion of the previous Western-rooted biased allegorical expression against the colonized society.

This critical interest [post-colonial allegorical critical interest] has in turn sparked a significant 
revaluation of allegorical practice, so that the marked prejudice against allegory that was initiated 
in the Romantic period, that continued through into New Criticism, and that still prevails in some 
areas even now, has become sharply, even radically, reversed. (Slemon 1988: 157)

For Slemon, the allegorical form of writing finds an historical investment in the post-colonial 
writer, who principally builds their fictional work of art on the socio-historical realities of 
society. This gives third-world nations an opportunity to evaluate their past experiences and then 
to change the received ideas and positions created by imperialists so that they might reconstruct 
their indigenous and/or domestic socio-political content to be appropriate for their people.

With the above in mind, the present article aims to explore different socio-political experi-
ences and contexts that post-independence African nations have faced, interpreting their prose 
fiction, particularly novels, by using national allegory as an important device for revisiting and 
at the same time revisioning the past socio-political matrix of the continent.

METHODS AND PROCEDURE

The study primarily intends to explore the socio-political experiences of the post-independence 
nations of Africa as they have been reflected in contemporary literary works. Hence, textual 
analysis is used as the research method. First, the texts were selected on the basis of allego-
ries and their degree of canonicity, with symbolic representations and narratives capturing the 
complexities and conflicts inherent in a particular national or cultural situation. In this regard, 
the allegorical aspects of the novels have included the employment of satire, the inclusion 
of commentary on the socio-political circumstances of a nation (Fletcher 2021), or the pres-
ence of multiple meanings or views (Webb 1978). In allegorical novels, there are elements of 
myth and symbols that project or invite readers to interpret or envision the work in a manifold 
manner (Allen 2017). Other important elements that reveal the presence of allegories in novels 
include polarization of views between characters (Honig 1960), the appearance of related 
literary devices (like symbolism, metaphor, synecdoche, metonymy, and personification), and 
allusions to the past or cross-references of cultural, historical, and social or religious contexts 
(Fletcher 2021).

In addition, the prominence of the writers of the texts is considered because the canon-
icity of the texts is valuable for this academic study. Paying attention to the most politically 
committed writers that engage with African cultural, economic, political and psychological 
predicaments, the analysis considers the literary biographies of the authors. Along with this, the 
socio-historical situations of the nations where the novels were written are considered. Lastly, 
Stephen Slemon’s (1988) allegorical view of third-world literature is taken as a window of 
perspective for the study.

Generally speaking, the discussion involves a close reading followed by analytical inter-
pretation of the novels. It also includes critical justifications along with relevant excerpts, and 
comparative analysis is done to compare the similarities and differences between the texts under 
study. This helps to explore how the social, political, and historical conditions are reflected in 
each novel.
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ANALYSIS AND INTERPRETATION OF STARBOOK

Ben Okri is among the new Anglophone West African writers to have attracted worldwide 
acclaim. His fictional works focus on reclaiming the African oral traditions, particularly 
Nigerian, whereby he reflects the indigenous images of the continent and its oral forms 
(Quayson 2009). His influence on contemporary trends in African literature is clear, as critics 
find his self-experimental narrative trajectory in his novels written during the 1980s to early 
2000s (Newell 2006).

His novel Starbook is written at the dawn of the twenty-first century, and its high mythical 
narrative reflects the socio-cultural conditions of an African nation. The narrative follows the 
life path of a young prince, starting from his youth up to his maturity and greater insight. It is 
in a mythical forestland where dream-like spirits pervade that the prince of the kingdom and a 
maiden from a tribe of artists accidentally enter a form of virtual dialogue, first in the form of 
questions and answers (catechism), by the shore of a river without any actual observation of 
the maiden.

After this, the young hero persistently dedicates himself to seeking his true love, believing 
her to be his ultimate destiny, without whom he cannot be healed from his great wounds – the 
wounds from which an entire race and kingdom suffer. To attain this aim, he must surmount 
difficulties and suffer great obstacles that stand in his path. In other words, although the ulti-
mate goal of the prince is to meet his destiny (the maiden), he must prevail through tough 
confrontations, which reflect the complicated socio-political challenges his country faced.

The most important things the prince needs to overcome those challenges are selfless devo-
tion, wisdom, and determination. First, he sets aside his personal interests and greed. In addi-
tion, the art of wisdom and knowledge of the history and traditions of the ancient tribes and 
ancestors are essential for the young hero to master. In this way he arrives at maturity, and 
ultimately he manages to realize his destiny. But how can he achieve this? What is the path he 
must undergo?

The young prince decides to leave the palace of his father the king to endure and suffer the 
difficult passage of life. Though bitter, it is ultimately rewarding; succeeding in the end, he 
finds his lover and achieves artistic maturity. Thus, he goes into the forest, choosing to live 
there rather than in the palace. Royalty and kingship are not his preferences, as the prince is 
perplexed and confused by the evil deeds being committed against the slaves, numerous serv-
ants, and many wives of his father.

He showed no interest. Politics and royal duties bored him. He seemed to much prefer working with 
the common people in the farms, harvesting corn, teasing the maidens, building huts for the frail 
old women of the village, splitting firewood, and piping music around the edges of the kingdom, as 
if he were haunted by a sad beauty that fringed the limits of the world. It touched the hearts of the 
elders to see his fragile body bent to such difficult tasks he set himself. (Okri 2007: 4–5)

While he is in the forest, he happens to see a maiden. She captures his fancy, and she gives him 
a sense of stability. As a result, a strong mood of hope is born in him, and life becomes bright. 
He had often dreamt of a beautiful maiden, and the pain and agony he had felt in the palace are 
now replaced by love and tenderness. He tells her to return to the same spot where they met, but 
the maiden cannot keep her promise, and she disappears. After that, he starts to spend sleepless 
nights: “He lost her and searched for her the world over and could not find her” (Okri 2007: 15). 
As a result, his heart grows heavier.
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On a deeper level, the story shows an individual’s determination to bring about socio-polit-
ical change in a nation affected by bad governance. This optimistic effort is made by the prince, 
with the nation being represented by the maiden, whom the prince aspires to have in the end.

When the prince goes back to the palace again, he sees a group of men and women from 
another land. These are captured people, who have been forced to be slaves. To his astonish-
ment, he can see how they have been treated as non-humans. He opposes this act, but the elders 
of the kingdom tell him that the act was legitimate and acceptable under the law of the kingdom. 
They take that he is suffering from derangement or bewitchment, but he does not stop, as he 
wants some justification why these people were treated unfairly. Through his dreams, he comes 
to understand that the elders obstinately uphold prejudicial attitudes towards slaves, outcasts, 
servants, lepers, beggars, and so forth. It makes him ill to learn of such practices and harsh 
treatment, and as a result, he suffers from a serious illness.

The prince saw so much evil and he was the home of so many kinds of nightmare beings that he 
became ill. He fell into a deep illness because of all the evils in the kingdom that he was shown in 
his dreams. All the hidden evils affected him so powerfully that he slid into a profound sickness 
that lasted a long time. (Okri 2007: 50)

When the young hero persists in trying to change the long-standing traditions, it brings him into 
a terrible confrontation with the elders of the kingdom. He chooses to retreat to the forest, his 
hiding place, to alleviate his traumatic condition. Finally, the prince decides to join the slaves 
and the outcasts, to share their sad fate. In fact, the forest is a place of refreshment and a source 
of energy for the prince, where beacons of great hope originate and are maintained. Being pure, 
it is free from oppression and repression. On the contrary, the palace seat of the tyrannical 
government exemplifies maladministration.

The other apprehension the prince has is in regard to the treatment of women in the kingdom, 
who are treated like non-humans. All the chores of the kingdom seem to be left for them. 
Though he presents his concern to the elders, they are tired of him.

‘If I am to be future king I want to know about the lives of our women. How do we treat our 
women? Why do they work so hard, from dawn to dusk? And what do we do for them in return?’ 
[…] They were becoming increasingly troubled by the persistent questioning of the young prince. 
Never before had any royal asked so many fundamental questions about the kingdom and how it 
was governed. (Okri 2007: 26–27)

On top of this, he demands to know why certain cultural practices are committed against women, 
like marriage at an early age and circumcision, and being forced to live in wars and famines. 
Leaving his personal interest aside, “he wanted to share in the suffering of women” (Okri 
2007:  30). By thinking about the troubles of women and developing a sympathetic attitude 
towards them, knowing that tradition held them to be secret bearers of power, he gains more 
knowledge about the tragic life they are experiencing. And all this time, he is still waiting for 
the maiden to appear, hoping to meet her, the daughter of the master of the artists.

In the story, the exploitation of women in the kingdom signifies the exploitation of a nation. 
Therefore, the struggle for the rights of women is the struggle against the tyranny that pervades 
the African country. As the prince’s anxiety includes the welfare of the kingdom overall, he 
seeks to know the origin of the evil beings committing such terrible deeds there. He asks the 
elders to take him to shrines and an oracle, so that he can consult diviners, but they are reluc-
tant. They pretend as if they are dealing with the daily affairs of the state or deliberating on 
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important matters: “The elders protested at how much the young prince was, with his perfectly 
reasonable, but slightly unseasonable requests, wasting their time” (Okri 2007: 45).

The story implies that these elders are fulfilling their own interests at the expense of the 
kingdom and its people, until the prince comes to challenge them. This shows the profound 
problems that the African nation is facing. To curb them, difficult confrontation is inevitable. 
Thus, a selfless and robust person who determines to sacrifice himself or herself, even at the 
risk of death, is important. Equally, strong hope to bring about change must be maintained.

The other area where the young prince needs to sacrifice himself is in relation to the tribe 
of artists. Despite all the other challenges, he never gives up seeking the maiden of his destiny, 
who has descended from a tribe living in a different village. Per the saying “seek first the 
wisdom”, he goes to learn art there, for in this society art is the central means to sustain peace 
and tranquillity. Indeed, the artists believe that they continue to exist through art – the art of 
regeneration – and, as such, there is a power that directs them to create works of art with more 
meaning and beauty. The artists are the servants of that power, and the best of them gain other 
servants, whom they can direct and receive support from.

Only later, much later, in another land, in the fragrance of honeysuckle, on one of the few days of 
her adult life when she knew true happiness, did she hear what her father said, and more; but she 
heard it only because she repeated it, as if she were saying it from her own power, to her child, who 
would one day change the world, invisibly, through the secret power of art. (Okri 2007: 116)

Here, we can infer that the role of art in regenerating African culture and value is important. 
Beyond this, art can play a significant role in signposting the problems of the African people. 
It creates awareness regarding the roots of the difficulties that weigh on African nations, and it 
is helpful in increasing unity among the masses to confront problems and effect socio-political 
transformation. To this end, understanding the culture and the demands of the people is valuable.

In the story, everyone in the tribe of artists must go through an initiation in order to be 
able to make and understand art: the art of creativity, the art of interpretation, and the art of 
revealing are upheld as vital values by the tribe of artists. To win the maiden’s hand, the prince 
must master these arts, because marriages in the tribe of artists involve competition of skill, 
and women can only be courted by means of art. In this regard, the maiden whom the young 
prince was seeking was the centre of attention for many suitors, handsome men who courted 
her through their artistic works. Regarding the prince’s new challenge with these rival suitors, 
the story continues: “The artistic competition for her hand turned out to be unique. The most 
gifted of the tribe, driven to heights of inventiveness in order to win the respect of the master 
artist that was her father, surpassed themselves in artistic endeavor” (Okri 2007: 154). Only an 
artwork that was both profound and secret would succeed.

By implication, art has a powerful influence on changing society. In addition, it is important 
for an individual to know the cultural values and demands of the people. They must explore 
the heritage of the society, to negotiate with the culture of the people, in order to serve them 
in accord with their interests. At the same time, it is important to have sympathy, from which 
derives loyalty, an imperative for African rulers to be able to serve the people faithfully. Hence, 
this novel portrays an iconic leader who determines to work for the people, and demonstrates 
how a real son from the soil of Africa for leadership is born only if he has a strong passion for 
his people and tradition and deep knowledge of their culture and psychology. This elements lead 
to real wisdom, which needs to be acquired before gaining power. By connecting the competi-
tion between contestants to the fair play of politics in this modern time, and by weighing an 
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individual in terms of their art, potential leadership qualities can be determined. The author of 
the novel reveals that such qualities can be found from longstanding African cultural practices.

Since the maiden herself knew the art of the initiation and the art of appreciation, she was 
also versed in the art of evaluating artistic works. To win her hand, the suitors, including the 
prince, would need to match the level of the tribe’s master artists, her father. One of the suitors, 
Mamba, whose prowess, power, and strength were remarkable, had been given significant 
attention by the members of the community. As he executed different pieces for the competi-
tion, he sought to emulate the work of the master, but with no success. The master artist was 
such a secret man that his works were invisible to a person who had no art of initiation; he 
cunningly concealed their true light. As a result, the maiden was indifferent to Mamba, and 
none of his works attracted her. But his lust only increased, and he decided to use another means 
to gain her. By spreading bad rumours about the maiden, he threatened her family, even if this 
malicious campaign drove him in the wrong direction (Okri 2007: 202). Finally, the suitors 
engaged in another strategy, trying to win the maiden through combat. In this regard, Mamba 
was the champion. But again the maiden disapproved of him, and she did not want to witness 
the suitors’ barbarous contest.

Ironically, for centuries and until the present day, African rulers have been unable to solve 
their problems or differences through peaceful means. They usually tend to gain and hold power 
through coercion, overcoming their rivals through war and advancing their interests through 
force. In this regard, power comes by means of rebellion. In African history, one regime over-
throws the next, and so forth, with guns. However, as has been seen, this has had a devastating 
effect on the continent, in terms of both humanity and material matters. For the building of 
peace and tranquillity in nation-states, it is important to instead choose a better mechanism than 
acts of devastation.

To win the competition, the prince uses a strategy that is different from that of the other 
suitors. Whereas the suitors used fighting (for seduction) and rumours (against the maiden), the 
prince applied strategic familiarity: “He did not believe in fighting” (Okri 2007: 384). First of 
all, since the tribe of artists where the maiden originated lived in a separate village, and no one 
knew where it was, the prince needed to locate it. He followed a gentle way – “the principle of 
the heron”, his personal bird spirit (Okri 2007: 289) – to find the master artist. Consequently, he 
is able to gain knowledge of the master artist’s craft: “He thus acquired a delicate patina from 
the air of the master’s dreams” (Okri 2007: 322–323).

In the end, the prince becomes illuminated and gains the artistic competence he needs to 
defeat his rivals and win the maiden’s hand. In the same manner, he is able to cure the maiden 
of a profound sickness that had long affected her; thus he fulfils her longing for a man who 
might be able to heal her. The consummation of their love “had, at last, after centuries of missed 
opportunities, finally found its great moment” (Okri 2007: 403), resulting in a leader who was 
fair and just to every man and woman, child and elder. The rejoicing in the land thus reflects 
the spectacular love of the maiden and the prince.

The main suitor Mamba and his followers are in a rage about the prince, and out of jealousy 
he decides to attack the new couple. As they try to escape, the maiden is unable to keep up and 
she tells her lover to “make his own escape” (Okri 2007: 405) and return when times are auspi-
cious. In his haste, however, the prince chooses the wrong way, potentially exposing himself to 
the cynical elders of his village, who had decided that he should be killed or “delivered up to 
the white spirits to be carried off into the sea” (Okri 2007: 406).
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We can understand from this final episode that the African ruling class, along with their white 
patrons, is leveraging African socio-cultural values for their own self-interest and draining the 
resources of the continent. When the council of elders plays a negative role, weakening their 
own country by betraying the prince to foreign aliens, it indicates that they are handing over 
their nation to the foreign enemy. Consequently, the country’s socio-economic and political 
development is thwarted. Similarly, the fighting and violence of the suitors signify challenges 
in the kingdom. The evil deeds committed against the prince expose the long history of viola-
tions against African society by different actors, including both native and alien forces. The 
story implies that these challenges and sufferings could be alleviated by self-sacrifice and devo-
tion, as the young prince is able to overcome his many problems through wisdom and devotion 
to his purpose. Generally speaking, there are forces of decay and destruction in the kingdom 
– mainly, the cynicism of the elders and the rivalry of the suitors – that threaten its survival and 
continuity. By overcoming these forces, the prince rescues the kingdom. It is this kind of leader 
that African nations need today.

In sum, the protagonist of Ben Okri’s Starbook clearly shows that the principle of selfless 
devotion to the collective social will and social transformation, as well as tranquillity and 
peace, is vital for present-day Africa:

if the dream of the African writer in the last century was to recapture our lost humanity and 
re-establish the African personality, the African writer in this century is challenged to envision a 
new Africa, which has achieved parity (politically, technologically, economically and militarily) 
with Europe and America. (Nnolim 2006: 9)

ANALYSIS AND INTERPRETATION OF WIZARD OF THE CROW

Being influenced by the Gikuyu people’s situation, Ngugi wa Thiong’o also uses a novel to 
capture the post-independence socio-political conditions of African nations, in this case, through 
the romantic relationship between its protagonists. As a so-called “Wizard of the Crow”, a 
diviner with healing powers, the main character Kamiti has an exceptional understanding of 
the real problems of African nations. The female character, Nyawira, recognizes his (Kamiti’s) 
incredible skill at investigating and diagnosing the real problems of African leaders and busi-
nessmen, and they become a couple.

To Kamiti, damaged souls produced damaged policies, not the other way around. Some people 
have a sickness of the heart. Cure them of the sickness and good will follow. For him the 
human soul inherited badness or goodness and there was nothing anybody could do about that. 
(Thiong’o 2006: 62)

Kamiti and Nyawira, who come from different backgrounds, are like-minded in relation to 
several aspects of their country. As a result, they are determined to struggle for change and 
transformation. Nyawira is the daughter of a local businessman, who was able to send his 
children to school and college, something that is impossible for most people in “Aburiria”. He 
supported two of his sons to go to American colleges, covering their educational tuition and 
their room and board, and he gifted his daughter with a brand-new Toyota Corolla.

When Nyawira gets into a car accident at high speed, she narrowly escapes death with only minor 
injuries. But to her surprise, no one stops, other than a bare-footed man who uses his donkey cart 
to bring her to the nearest medical center. Later, she recalls what happened, and realizing that a 
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number of cars had simply passed her by, “she started to thinking seriously about her life. If she 
had died, what would she have left behind as her legacy to the living?” (Thiong’o 2006: 79)

She had married one of the government’s cabinet ministers, John Kaniuru, who lives only for 
his own gains, collecting money, plots of land, and houses. But now Nyawira divorces him, 
and in the end she even decides to separate herself from her parents, largely because of her 
business-minded father, to live a lonely life.

All this indicates that Nyawira understands that her country is suffering from the anguish of 
selfishness and corruption. In her decision to divorce herself from the unjust system created by 
the country’s autocratic government, she determines to struggle for the interests of the masses. 
Hence, she becomes the leader of a secret group called the “movement for the voice of the 
people”, in order to fight selfish and corrupt individuals. As she states, “The world is the way 
it is and will always be so? The world is upside down, and it should be put to right by those 
who on earth do dwell, to borrow a phrase from the hymn” (Thiong’o 2006: 63). Convinced 
that the nation should undergo socio-political transformation, Nyawira becomes the heroine of 
the revolution.

Kamiti, the hero of the story, is the son of poor rural parents who send him to school and 
then college by selling their plot of land and cattle, expecting that he will become a govern-
ment employee and recover their lost assets. He has a BA degree in economics and an MBA 
in business administration. But contrary to their expectations, because of the lack of employ-
ment in the country, he ends up as an educated country beggar, even running after garbage to 
feed himself.

And indeed, moving from office to office asking the same question, is there any vacancy, was what 
he did the rest of the morning, until the middle of the day when hunger drove him to the foot of 
the garbage mountain to see if he could find some cast-off tomatoes or the remains of any other 
edibles. (Thiong’o 2006: 70)

When hunting for jobs, he suffers from the pain of humiliation from business owners, until he 
finally becomes the “Wizard of the Crow”: “And it was this desperation that had made him 
ingratiate himself with Tajirika, a businessman, ending up with his drinking dregs from the 
cup of humiliation” (Thiong’o 2006: 71). Kamiti decides to leave the urban area where he 
lives with Nyawira because of the stench, and she later follows, out of longing for him. They 
had shared good times when together in the small village house, hiding themselves from the 
reach of the government’s intelligence squad. Meeting again in the forest, they consummate 
their love and refresh themselves on the natural flora and fauna. They enjoy blissful peace in 
the wilderness and decide to pull themselves together, in order to work together to better the 
country. As the leader of the “movement for the voice of the people”, Nyawira enlists Kamiti 
as an important member: “Yet she concluded that he was a man of wisdom and integrity whom 
the movement could usefully have recruited” (Thiong’o 2006: 200).

This story implies that post-independence nations suffer from rampant socio-economic and 
political crises, which affect ordinary citizens in extreme ways. The two protagonists become 
a couple after many turns and twists in their lives, and they exert individual effort to over-
come their personal problems. Pooling their efforts and potential is an important way out of 
these problems. Likewise, all the citizens of the country must pull together to become strong, 
leveraging their unity to solve the socio-political crises of their country. The romantic relation-
ship between the characters signifies such unity, as is explicitly stated: “All of us men and 
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women of Aburiria must join hands in opposing this madness of Marching to Heaven (Thiong’o 
2006: 210). The act of love implies patriotism and commitment to one’s nation.

The forest is the best alternative for the couple, who fled from the city to escape its stink, 
which also signifies corruption and bribery. Crimes are the day-to-day realities of the country’s 
urban areas, and they spread like foul air that affect one’s respiratory system. The forest is an 
ideal place to get pure air to breathe, but it also represents a place of pure wisdom and energy, a 
place of tranquillity and calm. The imperialists assume that those who live in the forest in Africa 
are barbaric and uncivilized, and the wilderness is thus used in the novel as a counter-discourse 
to this imperial assumption towards the natives. Africa is endowed with rich traditions. Various 
tribal communities have practised them for a long time, including indigenous customs, values, 
norms, rituals, cultural habits, conventions, ceremonies, and procedural rules. These play a 
substantial role in the socio-cultural organization of the people, and they play a significant role 
in the psychological makeup of the populace.

On the other hand, Wizard of the Crow depicts that Africans have faced numerous political 
system contradictions. The “Master of Science” taken from the West has failed to resolve their 
difficulties. When African leaders face socio-political problems, they usually ask Western 
countries for support. However, the problems cannot be solved by the mere involvement of 
these countries. In the story, the “Ruler” of Aburiria contracts a malady of words that further 
causes his body to float when he goes to America for a state visit. This strange illness spread 
throughout the land, affecting Aburirian leaders and businessmen.

There is a strange illness in the land. It is a malady of words; thoughts get stuck inside a person. 
You have seen stutterers, haven’t you? Their stammer is a result of a sudden surge of thoughts, or 
calculations, or worry. Now I ask you: who has more worries than a head of state? Who said that 
uneasy lies the head that wears the crown? (Thiong’o 2006: 490)

It restricts the ability of the larynx to produce a voice for words. The Ruler seeks medical 
treatment from well-known White doctors in America, yet he cannot be cured of his illness. The 
ministers of his entourage become worried, both by the change in the Ruler and by the failure 
of the Western medication. Later, they recall the “Wizard of the Crow”, who can heal with his 
magical power. In the end, the “Wizard of the Crow” cures the Ruler with a divine mirror, but 
this is done secretly in a VIP room, to avoid unnecessary rumours that he was helped by an 
African superstition.

This episode shows a common problem that affects the rulers of African governments, while 
the dysfunction of the larynx shows the dysfunction of the African ruling system. The political 
reality that African governments use can be seen to behave in an odd manner, which contradicts 
the African socio-cultural contexts in which the political elites grew up. In the same manner, 
the Ruler’s body is expanded, and he floats over the ground, showing the conflict between the 
African political system and the demands of the people. The negotiation between the African 
ruling system and the people’s desires must be settled for the transformation needed for the 
African nations.

The contradiction between the African political system and the African people exists 
because of rulers’ strange behaviour towards the people. People expect their leaders to address 
the socio-economic and political predicaments that they are facing, but the rulers of new inde-
pendent nations move against this expectation. Although their bodies are in Africa, their spirits 
and minds are outside. They usually act as if they are Europeans, disregarding their own ways 
and seeking to uphold Western ones. Westerners have many strategic ways to diffuse their 
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political system and political recommendations into the political systems of African nations, so 
that Africans develop the habit of downgrading their own values and traditional treasures, even 
as they adopt European styles. Depicting Westerners as always right is mirrored by a feeling 
of shame about African practices and culture, as if it is irrelevant and unscientific, and only 
uneducated people uphold it. Or at least this is implied by the behaviour of the African political 
elites. Indeed, this is the effect of colonialism left behind in Africa, and the contemporary influ-
ence of neocolonialism is significant as well.

In this way, writers like Ngugi wa Thiong’o write novels to enlighten readers and reveal new 
methods of teaching and learning African culture and history in formal educational institutions 
like schools and universities. In Wizard of the Crow, Ngugi argues that an African nation’s 
educational curriculum must consider inclusion of its cultures and histories, because this helps 
open new opportunities for the study and regeneration of the African past.

Ngugi describes the illness that commonly attacks African rulers and business fellows, a 
mental disorder that can only be cured by African psychiatrists. American doctors tried but 
failed to heal the Ruler from his disease. The science of the civilized nations and the Whites 
does not work, while African traditional doctors use African medicinal plants to treat its roots, 
and they use their African wits to remove the African mental problem. Hence, it is suggested 
that there is a need to organize African psychiatry or “Afropsychiatry”. And since African 
herbalists have succeeded in curing African wounds and diseases, a school of African “herba-
cology” should be set up.

Convinced that Africans also have great thoughts, which shatters the European assumption 
that great thoughts only belong to the Whites, Ngugi also seeks to have a political philosophy 
that contains African socio-cultural values. He hopes to install a political system that cures 
African socio-political malaise based on African contexts.

Some people think that it is only white people who can come up with new theories, and they are 
wrong!” he said, and all the ministers chorused back: Yeees! They had gotten the hint and unani-
mously selected Machokali to head a committee to write down the Ruler’s Theory of Politics and 
Government. (Thiong’o 2006: 163)

Generally speaking, negotiation with the multiple arrays of African culture and tradition is 
vital to bringing about peace and reconciliation. Reconciliation with African culture means 
reconciliation with African identity, because African socio-cultural organizations form the 
basis of the psychology of the people. The unity of citizens is also important for the change of 
the country. As seen immediately after the advent of independence until now, political leaders 
are treacherous. However, promising socio-political change and transformation can be realized 
in the country with the commitment and cooperation of the masses of the populace. Robust 
individuals (both male and female) who have experienced the anguish of the country’s post-
colonial crises must lead this mobilization.

As Nnolim (2006) also points out below, in order to achieve this dream, Africans must 
refrain from political factions, political rivalry, and political guile, and instead pull together for 
the sake of unity and tranquillity.

Our writers, in this new epoch of globalism dominated by a technologically oriented new world 
order, must create a new Africa, a new spirit of optimism, an Africa full of promises able to feed its 
teeming populations, with a healthy and vibrant people not dependent on Europe and America for 
sustenance. (Thiong’o 2006: 3)
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It is important to adapt the foreign political system for a reconciliation with African socio-
cultural values, and similarly, the clash between modernity and tradition needs to be settled 
for the current societal co-existence of Africans because the mixture (hybridity) of the two is a 
noble way forward.

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Ben Okri depicts that the myth of white supremacy that Whites have instilled in Africans is 
one of the causes of the socio-political problems on the continent today. Whites have worked 
to denigrate and vanquish African values and historical monuments so that Africans live with 
historylessness. As portrayed in the mythical land in Ben Okri’s novel, Starbook, the presence 
of the white wind to eliminate the natives implies that the real goal of the Whites is to confis-
cate the culture and history of the black people; they have worked to make Africans suffer 
from the anguish of an identity crisis. Okri portrays that the sense of cynicism of the African 
ruling class, pitting one against another, has been the door for Whites to oppress and humil-
iate Africans and African values, and this continues in the current trends of African nations’ 
socio-political climates.

In Wizard of the Crow, Ngugi wa Thiong’o vehemently criticizes the African ruling class 
for committing crimes against the interests of their people. He believes that African rulers and 
European business agents (compradors) are responsible for the dire socio-political problems 
that Africans face. From exploitation to betrayal, the African petit bourgeoisie are the most 
important players in each historical setting. Thus, he demands that the African masses rise 
up against the hypocritical governments causing socio-political crises in post-independence 
society. In this regard, to bring about a persistent solution for the crises, psychologically strong 
and educationally trained leaders are important, and they must be selflessly committed to 
achieving and sustaining the change and transformation that African nations need.

Both Ngugi and Okri suggest that the nation is the most critical matter for every citizen. Okri 
demonstrates the problems in relation to a mythical kingdom, while Ngugi reveals the crises 
in an imaginary nation called the Republic of Aburiria. The authors embrace oral traditional 
forms of narration from the cultures of their respective homelands, and they depend on the 
traditions of the community for their narrative background. Therefore, they provide traditional 
values as a resource for stories and a means of resolving the problems of the nations; in their 
eyes, regenerating African monuments and values is vital for the reawakening of Africans for 
socio-political change and transformation.

Younger generations, both males and females, are implied as equally important in taking 
a leading role to struggle against the unjust system that affects the people. Okri employs a 
young prince and a maiden as the major actors of change and transformation, while Ngugi 
uses two younger main characters, who become a couple to fight the regime. In this regard, 
the use of robust and young characters in both novels shows that optimistic efforts are crucial 
for success for future generations. Similarly, in both novels, the forest is taken to be a source 
of purity, energy, dreams, and wisdom; it is also held to be a place of tranquillity. This reflects 
counter-discourse against the imperialists’ assumption that the forest signifies barbarism 
and primitiveness.

In conclusion, the two authors have similar positions that African socio-cultural and political 
values should be reconsidered for sustained change and transformation. By now, both of them 
are included in the contemporary trends of African literary writers that use psychologically 
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strong characters who can confront socio-political problems and are good at signposting solu-
tions for the predicaments that post-independence societies have faced.
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