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Abstract:

The link between history and literature is particularly clearly seen in the last fifty years of writing out of Africa especially in those narratives that focus on the damaging fall-out from wars of liberation and the dismantling of Empire. In this context, the history of Africa is a history of violence and African literature is writing that attempts to reflect (and reflect on) the conflicts embedded in Africa’s disengagement from Europe and its legacy of violence. This paper looks at two different kinds of conflict, and the very different construction of violence, in two novels published almost half a century apart, and the ways in which they address the problem of writing an inclusive national narrative: Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o’s novel, A Grain of Wheat (1967), set in a village in Kenya in the days leading up to Independence in 1963, and looking back on the period of the Emergency, is one of the first fictional representations of the impact of a war of liberation on an indigenous population. Yvonne Vera’s The Stone Virgins (2002), set in the five years that followed the declaration of Independence in Zimbabwe in 1980, is a powerful contemporary rendering of the continuing impact of such wars. Both texts redefine commonly experienced conflict through the lives of ordinary people, focussing on local figures caught in the crossfire of globally driven forces. 
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Violent acts produce violent stories and writing out of Africa has always had the courage to look those historical moments in the eye. Increasingly in Africa since the 1950s both conflict and writing have taken place under the global spotlight. Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o and Yvonne Vera have taken as subject matter the collateral damage experienced by those caught in the crossfire of liberation wars fought, as they tend to be, on home ground. Vera’s novel, The Stone Virgins (2002), is a chilling exposé of the aftermath of such a war in Zimbabwe, particularly the unleashing of a hidden wave of violence on a population already devastated by conflict and made vulnerable by continuing political instability. Ngũgĩ’s novel, A Grain of Wheat (1967; rev. ed. 1986), published just four years after Independence in Kenya, focuses on the period of the Emergency, the colony’s violent response to the equally violent threat of Mau Mau, and its impact on those who lived through it. The official versions of both conflicts strategically neglected to detail acts of violence perpetrated against civilians. Both novels launched important alternative readings of these conflicts, directing global attention to local issues reported differently at home and abroad. The retelling of public events, mediated through the prism of private lives, challenge the foundations on which Kenyan and Zimbabwean new-nation narratives have been and continue to be constructed. 

Ngũgĩ’s depiction of the Emergency in Kenya in A Grain of Wheat, particularly in the first edition, suggests that his interpretation of events was determined as much by the global moment as by local circumstance. The novel simultaneously illustrates the influence of colonial and emerging nationalist ideologies (in the one text) powerfully reflecting the divided loyalties of those witnessing at first hand the transfer of power from colonial regime to embryonic nation. Ngũgĩ himself has commented, in hindsight, that his colonial education had necessarily compromised his own position in relation to the events of the time,
 and indeed there is a sense of ambivalence reflected in the first edition that is not entirely eradicated by the changes that produced the revised version: Obumselu, writing in the mid-seventies sees the first edition as ‘a radically divided work’,
 while Maughan-Brown, writing in the early eighties, before the revised edition came out, labels the novel ‘a crisis text’.
 Ngugi’s reading of Fanon on the necessity of violence in wars of liberation no doubt had some influence on his representation of the period. Later, the revised edition of 1986 removed some of the ambivalence attached to the original portrayal of Mau Mau.
  By excising some of the cruder acts of violence (for example, the rape of the plant pathologist, Dr Lynd) and reworking existing descriptions of violence, the earlier image of Mau Mau as an unsanctioned guerrilla force engaged in indiscriminately terrorising Kenyan citizens is reconstructed as one of a national liberation army energised into unity through the iteration of traditional rituals (in the oathing ceremonies) and a reconstituted belief in the continuity of African resistance to foreign intervention through the invocation of past heroes.  ‘The Party’ becomes ‘the Movement’, allied more clearly with Kimathi’s Land and Freedom Army, and is seen as central to African resistance because it ‘had always been there, a rallying centre for action…gathering greater and greater strength, till on the eve of Uhuru, its influence stretched from one horizon touching the sea to the other resting on the great Lake.’
 

In one sense, Ngũgĩ was himself caught in the public crossfire generated by perceptions of Mau Mau at the time. Until 2002, when Mau Mau was decriminalised under President Kibaki, the role of Mau Mau in Kenya’s transformation from colony to nation had remained controversial. In a public statement in 1962 Kenyatta spoke out against Mau Mau: ‘We are determined to have independence in peace, and we shall not allow hooligans to rule Kenya. We must have no hatred towards one another. Mau Mau was a disease which ha[s] been eradicated, and must never be remembered again.’
 At Independence there was no national recognition of Mau Mau fighters as resistance or liberation heroes who had helped to usher in the new Kenya. In the speeches that followed Independence Kenyatta publicly declared closure on the debate, consistently employing the rhetoric of unity – Harambee/Pull Together – to discourage ethnic divisions in the new nation.
 Information surrounding the events of the fifties, and with it Gikuyu prominence in Kenyan resistance, was to be culled from the records, a directive made easier by the departing Colonial Government’s systematic destruction of official documents and papers at Independence.
 In a special Address to the Nation, broadcast in Kenya on Oct 20, 1964 (Kenyatta Day), Kenyatta, as Prime Minister, urged the people to look forwards, not backwards: 

Let this be the day on which all of us commit ourselves to erase from our minds all the hatreds and difficulties of those years which now belong to history. Let us agree that we shall never refer to the past. Let us instead unite, in all our utterances and activities, in concern for the reconstruction of our country and the vitality of Kenya’s future.
 

Here, in the process of celebrating new-nation birthing, with the controversy and confusion surrounding the role of indigenous resistance fighters still unresolved, Kenyatta is seen crafting an appropriate national narrative in which the past is to be memorialised in a way that serves the perceived national interest and placates international concerns. One is reminded of Ali Mazrui’s comment in On Heroes and Uhuru-Worship: ‘one essential factor in the making of a nation is to get one’s history wrong’, and to be ‘selective about what did happen.’
 

In an interview published in 1981 Ngũgĩ clearly articulates his, by then, unequivocal departure from the official view of Mau Mau when he describes it as ‘the first modern anti-colonial guerrilla movement in Africa.’
 The first edition of A Grain of Wheat leans towards this reading of events: Ngũgĩ invokes the Gikuyu myth of origin to validate the African struggle to regain lost ancestral lands, claims resistance had always been part of the African response to European intrusion into Kenya and reinforces the idea of African cultural continuity. To rewrite history, in this sense, is to alter the angle of vision, to write from the point of view of the people, and to revise common perceptions of grass roots movements and heroes. To soft-pedal on the atrocities in the process, is to submit to the pressure to produce a narrative that could be heard by all sectors, including the European, at home and abroad. In this sense, the 1967 edition of A Grain of Wheat is a remarkable elaboration of the conflicting and ambiguous views which have continued to characterise historical, political and literary accounts of the period ever since. At the same time it captures the divisiveness generated by the Emergency and not resolved at Independence. The 1986 edition works further towards legitimising Mau Mau’s role as that of a liberation army that sought African autonomy and land restitution in Kenya, challenging views of the Emergency expressed by the colony’s settlers and promoted by the colonial administration, and feeding contrary and conflicting views being developed among the British people at home once news of what was actually happening in Kenya began to leak outside the colony’s borders. 

Launched into an arena in which there was already an awareness of atrocities committed on both sides, and reading national events through private lives, A Grain of Wheat gestures strongly towards a multiplicity of perspectives. J.M. Kariuki’s autobiography, Mau Mau Detainee, had appeared in 1963 detailing breaches of human rights in British detention camps in Kenya during the fifties. Ngũgĩ was aware of its impact: ‘It was immediately the centre of a critical rage and storm.’
 Writing with the benefit of hindsight in 1975, Ngũgĩ ventured the opinion that the explosive reaction to Mau Mau Detainee occurred because an African, ‘a Kenyan native, had dared to write openly and proudly about Mau Mau as a national liberation movement.’
 Important revisionist texts were already altering the literary landscape into which Ngũgĩ wrote. Among these, Tom Mboya’s Freedom and After (1963), Oginga Odinga’s Not Yet Uhuru (1967), Kenyatta’s Suffering Without Bitterness: The Founding of the Kenya Nation (1968) and Facing Mount Kenya: The Tribal Life of the Gikuyu (1974) and Bildad Kaggia’s Roots of Freedom: 1921-1963: The Autobiography of Bildad Kaggia (1975) were key works published in the sixties and early seventies that together challenged previously published accounts of Mau Mau as, to quote a widely-held opinion of the time, an ‘emotional, irrational, and atavistic response to problems of rapid social change’ by members of a ‘secret, tribal cult’ aiming at Gikuyu ‘domination.’
 

A rewriting of the role of Mau Mau as a national liberation force, however, was slow to gain ground. Accounts from the early seventies on more closely reflected the African campaign as one fraught with internal disunity rather than being a focused mass movement.
 A Grain of Wheat, which imaginatively reflects this disunity, was not Ngũgĩ’s first literary engagement with the Emergency. His first published novel, Weep Not, Child (1964), had also broached the subject of the disruptive impact of the Emergency on Kenyan village life in the fifties. This earlier novel refers to the strategic responses adopted by the colonial administration to the threat of Mau Mau (the imprisonment and torture of Africans suspected of terrorism) and the generational conflict (fathers refusing to take oaths administered by sons, and sons engaging in retaliative violence against colonial attempts to repress Mau Mau) that was part of the wider fracturing of village life. In A Grain of Wheat Ngũgĩ highlights this division by depicting a community at odds with itself through a narrative constructed as a series of confessions of acts of disloyalty, treachery and betrayal. By positioning each character at a distance from the community, Ngũgĩ reinforces the irony that Mau Mau, rather than uniting indigenous Africans in a race alliance against Europeans, actually increased African disunity. 

Vera’s novel, The Stone Virgins, similarly challenges the official version of a national event. Hers is a dissident voice that, for the first time in a work of Zimbabwean fiction, opens up dialogue on a specific instance of hidden history, the suppressed narrative of the terror and violence that attended the years following Zimbabwean Independence in 1980, what the historian Richard Werbner refers to as ‘an ethnically targeted campaign of state terror, imposed by a special force of the Zimbabwean Army, the Fifth Brigade, against Matabeleland.’
 If the defining event in Kenya, in terms of global scrutiny, was the colonial government’s responsibility for the Hola Massacre, one of the defining events in Zimbabwe was the massacre of the Ndebele, for it exposed to the world the Mugabe government’s investment in allowing the continuation of civil conflict in the new nation. Government attempts to suppress widespread knowledge of the massacre were, for the most part, unsuccessful.
 Werbner notes that, ‘[a]lthough the full horror [of the massacre] was not exposed publicly and without ambiguity before the whole country until the dredging of abandoned mines for water in the drought of 1992, it was widely known throughout Matabeleland that the Fifth Brigade had massacred its victims and stuffed the mines with their bodies.’
 The Mugabe government was silent on the discovery of mass graves, arguing that ‘old wounds should not be reopened.’
 But these incidents and government attempts to suppress their reporting were not isolated. The 1997 Catholic Commission’s Report on the 1980s Disturbances in Matabeleland and the Midlands: 1980-1988 provides evidence of the systematic use of state violence and the devastation and terror visited on the rural population during this period. Initially repressed in Zimbabwe, the Report became available on the web early in 1997.
 Global attention was guaranteed. Local newspapers entered the fray, likening Matabeleland to ‘the killing fields of Cambodia.’
 

Werbner’s Tears of the Dead: The Social Biography of an African Family (1991) and Memory and Postcolony: African Anthropology and the Critique of Power (1998), and Terence Ranger’s Voices from the Rocks: Culture and History in the Matapos Hills of Zimbabwe (1999), together with the Catholic Commission’s Report, clearly established the extent of state-sanctioned terror and its role in national politics. Such accounts focus on the massacre of the Ndebele as an event that was somehow emblematic of the savagery and duplicity of the state, made worse because it came after an already destructive war of liberation in the seventies that had ushered in the promises of new nationhood. Shimmer Chinodya’s Harvest of Thorns (1989) and Chenjerai Hove’s Bones (1991), among other fictional works, have represented the movement from colony to nation in Zimbabwe as devastatingly costly in terms of human lives and livelihoods. Vera’s work concurs with their view, and in The Stone Virgins she describes the landscape of Zimbabwe as one that is literally bursting with its own turbulence: ‘The country is landlocked, bursting. The war is in their midst.’
 As in the case of Kenya, however, the official narrative continued to gloss over the details, relegating them to a forgettable past.
 Like Ngũgĩ’s, Vera’s text represents important archival work, exposing and memorialising what had previously been hidden, but also opening the way to a re-visioning of the national narrative. As Driver and Samuelson put it in an incisive article on the novel, ‘[i]t was only with the 2002 publication of The Stone Virgins that Zimbabwean fiction has been able, twenty years after the event, to turn full focus on the Matabele massacre of the 1980s and to unearth memories of horrors that, though swept under the carpet, continue to inform present-day politics, albeit silently or without acknowledgement.’
 
What is different about Vera’s The Stone Virgins and Ngũgĩ’s A Grain of Wheat is the imaginative treatment of ordinary, private lives subsumed into the new-nation rhetoric of post-Independence Africa. By focussing on individual experience Vera and Ngũgĩ give voice to the stories that circulate beneath national narratives, stories that then undermine those public narratives in an overtly public way. A Grain of Wheat, set in the five days leading up to Kenyan Independence in December 1963, looks back over the period of the Emergency primarily, but not exclusively, through the perspectives of five central characters whose lives have been damaged by the Emergency: Mugo the disaffiliated anti-hero who betrays a local Mau Mau activist; Kihika the freedom-fighter whose death gives the Movement a martyr; Karanja the opportunist Home Guard who supports colonial rule and in so doing betrays his own people; Gikonyo the detainee who betrays the Mau Mau oath to return home to his wife; and Mumbi the villager who endures the privations of home detention and betrays her husband. Their collective stories detail the experiences of those caught up, willingly or unwillingly, in the events of the time. Preparations for the Independence Day celebrations trigger individual memories of the traumatic events of the fifties, exposing not so much the brutality of those events but more the acts of betrayal made possible in the context of war. Vera’s novel focusses on the years between 1980 and 1985, after the war of liberation is over, in a period marked, at least officially, by buoyant optimism, but also dogged by dissident dissatisfaction and government reprisals. At the centre of the narrative are two particularly brutal events: a random attack against two sisters, Thenjiwe and Nonceba, carried out by the displaced and disaffected Sibaso, an Ndebele freedom fighter from the 1970s war of liberation; and the burning of a local rural store, along with the slaughter of its customers and the torture and burning of the store owner by members of the 5th Brigade ostensibly engaged in clearing the area of Ndebele dissidents. Through these specific events, and others that surface during the narrative, Vera draws attention to the widespread violence that civilians were (and continue to be) subject to in post-independence Zimbabwe. Terence Ranger notes that The Stone Virgins ‘is not a book in which narratives are compressed into a private tragedy. It is a book about people caught up and destroyed by a public disaster.’
 Vera, herself, has commented on the period as one in which ‘there was no escape from the encounter with brutality. If there were witnesses, then we heard what had occurred, but otherwise it just happened.’
 

Of the two writers, Vera positions the reader closer to the violence at the heart of the conflict under scrutiny. The murder of Thenjiwe and the rape and mutilation of Nonceba are narrated in the present tense in a mix of first and third persons so that we witness the violent acts as if we are there watching, hear Nonceba’s thoughts as if they were spoken aloud:

His head is behind Thenjiwe, where Thenjiwe was before, floating in her body; he is in her body. He is floating like a flash of lightning….

   How did a man slice off a woman’s head while a bucket was carried above it? How did a man slice a woman’s throat and survive?
 

The horror of the scene is heightened by the intimacy Vera constructs between reader and event, mirroring, as it seems to do, the necessary intimacy between murderer and murdered, raped and rapist:

   I am waiting. I am alive, now, a companion to his every thought. I am breathing. My temples, beating. She closes her eyes and her body listens as his movements pursue each of her thoughts. She breathes. Harm.

   He enters her body like a vacuum. She can do nothing to save herself. He clutches her from the waist, his entire hand resting boldly over her stomach. He presses down. He pulls her to him. She hesitates. He forces her down. She yields. She is leaning backward into his body. He holds her body like a bent stem. He draws her waist into the curve of his arm. She is molded into the shape of his waiting arm – a tendril on a hard rock.

   He is at the pit of her being…. He is a predator, with all the fine instincts of annihilation. She, the dead, with all the instincts of the vanquished.
 

We are mesmerised by the choreography of the scene,
 shocked by the implications we read into the pliant bodies of what we come to understand are two women (sisters), and sickened when, with the same economy of language, Vera has Sibaso, in ‘a final cruelty’, slice off the lips of the sister who survives. Vera’s portrayal of Sibaso is equally intimate. Traumatised by war, he has failed to be rehabilitated into post-independence civilian life: adrift in a population still haunted by the violence of the recent past, he can only remember death and how to inflict it, and in the absence of an enemy ‘he invents another.’
 As ‘one who remembers harm’,
 Sibaso drags the past into the present to be imprisoned by it, and, like the woman forced to kill her husband with an axe to save her sons, serves to remind us of the totally brutalising effect of war. 

The immediacy of Vera’s descriptions here resonates strongly with recorded eyewitness accounts of atrocities committed in Matabeleland. Similar records of atrocities in Kenya occur in autobiographies, salvaged colonial documents, letters by detainees to the Queen and British MPs, and in more recent historical research, most notably Caroline Elkins’ Britain’s Gulag: The Brutal End of Empire in Kenya (2005). Such accounts serve to detail and confirm the savagery of war particularly with regard to the brutalisation of all sections of the population.
 It has been argued elsewhere that settler violence against Africans was an indicator of prevailing colonial attitudes with some settlers believing there was an ‘open season’ on ‘Kikuyu, Embu and Meru tribesmen. Forced confessions, beatings, robbery of stock, food and clothing, brutalities of various sorts and outright killings were frequent enough occurrences to arouse a fear in the hearts of most Kikuyu that the intent of the Government was to eliminate the whole tribe.’
 Rawcliffe notes that because of a ‘tacit conspiracy involving the Kenya Government, the police and the Press’ to suppress ‘anything which the outside world would term acts of brutality or callous behaviour toward the Kikuyu’, those outside Kenya had no knowledge that the British were fighting Mau Mau ‘terror…by even greater terror.’
 Elkins claims that there were perhaps up to ‘1.5 million people, or nearly the entire Kikuyu population’
 of Kenya who felt the impact of the conflict during the Emergency, including those in detention camps as well as the women, children and elderly in approximately ‘eight hundred enclosed villages’ that ‘were detention camps in all but name.’
  

In the context of rumoured and substantiated brutality in Kenya, what further differentiates Ngũgĩ’s approach from Vera’s is that his representation of the period focusses less on the violence meted out and more on the general malaise felt at Independence. The past is recollected, rather than represented as experienced in the moment of the narrative. Through the retrieval of memories each character retells the moments of betrayal around which the narrative circulates – betrayals of self, each other, the cause, and the community. There is little detail in Ngũgĩ’s novel of the fighting that occurred during the Emergency, or the lived experience of those in the forests, the unsanitary reserves, or the enclosed villages. Although the more brutal aspects of the Emergency are referred to – starvation, savage beatings, forced labour, rape, torture, including emasculation, and execution without trial – we do not actually witness them. Rather, Ngũgĩ positions the reader as eavesdropper on remembered violence, on private and public confessions of betrayal. The conflicted Mugo, for example, relates to Mumbi the following memory of detention:

…I saw men crawl on the ground, you know, like cripples because their hands and feet were chained with iron.… Once bottlenecks were hammered into people’s backsides, and the men whimpered like caged animals. That last was at Rira…. I saw a man whose manhood was broken with pincers. He came out of the screening office and fell down and he cried: to know I will never touch my wife again, Oh God, can I ever look at her in the eyes after this? For me I only looked into an abyss and deep inside I only saw a darkness I could not penetrate.
 

Similarly, Mugo’s courage in saving the pregnant woman in the trench from a beating is retold as part of the myth of heroism that surrounds him. Kihika’s torture and execution are summarily dealt with: what is important is their capacity to provide a martyr for the cause. Mumbi is not raped by Karanja but gives herself to him, her confession bringing to light one more betrayal in the litany of betrayals that constitutes the substance of the narrative. Where an economy of silence obtains between characters in The Stone Virgins, in A Grain of Wheat characters tell and retell the past, as the past. The brutality of the period is thus tempered by a narrative strategy that distances the reader from the violence of the conflict itself. Post-war angst is foregrounded, while the war itself is firmly relegated to the past, made more remote by having characters reminisce about the Emergency rather than relive it: the past is quarantined in the past, the details rendered somehow obsolete in the retelling. 

In this way Ngũgĩ’s novel suggests that the Emergency’s greatest impact was on civilians, not combatants, and that it fragmented communities who were left with little to believe in at Independence: ‘We slaughtered the rams – and prayed for our village. But it was like warm water in the mouth of a thirsty man. It was not what I had waited for, these many years.’
 In the Preface to the novel Ngũgĩ notes that while the characters are fictitious (apart from Waiyaki and Kenyatta), ‘the situation and the problems are real – sometimes too painfully real for the peasants who fought the British yet now see all they fought for being put on one side.’
 By re-examining the period through the eyes of a range of ordinary people, Ngũgĩ emphasises the divisive nature of the conflict, casting it as a force that broke the back of collective identity and cohesion, even as the rhetoric of Harambee was being invoked. While Ngũgĩ’s fictional representation of the Emergency has come under fire from Kenyan historians who accuse him of deliberately distorting history – by manipulating historical ‘facts’ and incorporating material derived from myths and legends into narratives that are quasi-historical – for the purpose of supporting his own subversive agenda, A Grain of Wheat remains a critical early text on colonial violence and the violation of human rights that has had a significant impact on the way in which Mau Mau has come to be seen internationally and locally. 

Vera’s novel also addresses the question of human rights in civil conflicts and the way in which national histories are constructed. Vera’s specificity with regard to dates and places (Bulawayo and Kezi) and her representation of the immanence of being war felt throughout the country contributes to the edginess of a narrative that shifts its focus between the national and the local. The Stone Virgins is a confronting text with its raft of violent acts that terrorise rural Zimbabwe, where war can be as much part of day-to-day life as the weather: ‘The year is just beginning, with its mixture of strong winds, full sun, and war.’
 Vera is on public record stating that she ‘didn’t want to write a novel about those six years at all’ but felt strongly that this was a history that should be told:
 ‘These scenes of intimidation which we witnessed were part of a political strategy. Why we’re revisiting the horror of this is to ask how it was possible.’
 In the context of the current situation in Zimbabwe, Vera’s novel publicly calls the nation to account. It disrupts the public amnesia that has facilitated the continuation of the conflict and allows the under-narrative a voice. For those who continue to live the conflict there can be no erasure of memory: ‘We may die but we can never forget. When we sleep, we wake up remembering it. However many years we live, we can never forget.’
 

Ngũgĩ’s and Vera’s novels bear witness to the impact of war on ordinary people caught up in national conflicts not necessarily of their making. Although they write about experiences common to the dismantling of Empire, different audiences and historical periods have required different approaches. Both lift the lid on atrocities, put on show the collateral damage of war, and in Vera’s case divulge the rancid underbelly of a nation embroiled in unresolved conflicts. Vera’s portrayal of post-Independence brutality, in particular, derails any notion of utopian nationhood. Both novelists have defied government injunctions about writing the past and while Ngũgĩ’s more guarded narrative can be seen as a product of his time, Vera’s freedom from such restraint can be seen as a product of hers. The tight government control on information and the political complexities of the moment in which Ngũgĩ’s novel came into being and into the public eye perhaps help to explain the muted construction of what was, in hindsight, a period of extreme violence on both sides. By redefining the conflict, focussing the narrative more closely on civilians caught in the crossfire between colonial authority, loyalists and indigenous resistance Ngũgĩ has constructed a somewhat diplomatic portrayal of the period. The text demonstrates a deft awareness of audience in its restrained and inclusive representation of an insider’s view of a period that shocked the outside world: in short, it was an exposé of the conflict constructed in such a way that ensured its wide circulation, shocking without alienating its readership. If Ngũgĩ’s novel represents an act of self-censorship, Vera’s flies in the face of the state’s silencing strategies. By unearthing the recent past and facilitating connections between colonial and postcolonial violence that have ramifications for the way we view current conflicts in Zimbabwe, Vera demands the world’s attention. The Stone Virgins speaks to a global community and calls it to action. For us, as readers, the memory of the text, like Nonceba’s memory of her mouth wound, must come to reside in ‘the blood of [our] bones.’
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