
Week 13 (Drama 1) 
Lecture 8 (11 November 2025) 
Amrita Bakshi 

Ngũgĩ wa Thiong'o and Micere Githae Mugo 

Introduction 

Ngũgĩ wa Thiong'o and Micere Githae Mugo are key figures in African literature and 
postcolonial thought. Their works engage deeply with the historical, cultural, and political 
contexts of colonial and postcolonial Kenya, addressing themes such as colonialism, 
resistance, language, identity, and social justice. Their collaborative and individual works 
have had lasting impacts on African literature, theatre, and scholarly discourse. 

 

Ngũgĩ wa Thiong'o 

Early Life and Education 

 Birth and Background: Born in 
1938 in Kamiriithu, a small village in 
Kenya, into a large family of Kikuyu 
farmers. 
 Colonial Context: His 
upbringing coincided with the height of 
British colonial rule and the Mau Mau 
rebellion, which deeply influenced his 
worldview and literary themes. 
 Education: Attended Alliance 

High School, Makerere University (Uganda), and later the University of Leeds (UK), 
where he encountered Marxist and postcolonial theories that shaped his critical 
approach. 

Major Works and Themes 

1. Novels: 
o Weep Not, Child (1964): 

 First East African novel written in English. 
 Themes: Effects of colonialism on Kenyan society, education as a 

means of liberation, familial conflict during the Mau Mau uprising. 
o The River Between (1965): 

 Explores the clash between traditional Kikuyu culture and Christianity. 
 Themes: Identity crisis, cultural disintegration, resistance to colonial 

domination. 
o A Grain of Wheat (1967): 

 Set against the backdrop of the Mau Mau rebellion and Kenya’s 
independence. 

 Themes: Betrayal, sacrifice, the complexities of freedom and national 
identity. 



o Petals of Blood (1977): 
 Post-independence critique of corruption, neocolonial exploitation, and 

betrayal of nationalist ideals. 
 Themes: Social injustice, economic disparity, and moral decay. 

o Devil on the Cross (1980): 
 Written in Gikuyu while in prison. 
 Themes: Capitalism as a modern form of imperialism, cultural 

resistance. 
2. Drama: 

o The Trial of Dedan Kimathi (1976, with Micere Githae Mugo): 
 A revolutionary play portraying Kimathi as a symbol of anti-colonial 

resistance. 
 Themes: Heroism, sacrifice, and the injustice of colonial legal systems. 

o I Will Marry When I Want (1982): 
 Co-written with Ngũgĩ wa Mirii, it critiques postcolonial oppression 

and societal inequalities. 
 Themes: Economic exploitation, betrayal of independence ideals, and 

cultural alienation. 
3. Essays and Theoretical Contributions: 

o Decolonising the Mind (1986): 
 A seminal work critiquing the imposition of colonial languages and 

advocating for the use of African languages in literature and education. 
 Themes: Linguistic imperialism, cultural decolonization, and identity 

formation. 
o Moving the Centre (1993): 

 A collection of essays that calls for a shift from Eurocentric cultural 
hegemony to a more inclusive global cultural dialogue. 

 Themes: Decentralization of power, cultural diversity, and the 
importance of indigenous knowledge. 

Impact and Legacy 

 Language and Cultural Identity: Ngũgĩ’s advocacy for writing in Gikuyu and other 
African languages aims to reclaim cultural identity and resist colonial mentalities. 

 Theatre as a Tool for Social Change: His participatory theatre projects in 
Kamiriithu demonstrated the power of communal storytelling in mobilizing 
resistance. 

 Exile and Activism: His imprisonment and subsequent exile underscored the dangers 
faced by intellectuals opposing authoritarian regimes, making him a symbol of 
resistance and intellectual freedom. 

 

Micere Githae Mugo 

Early Life and Education 



 Birth and Background: Born in 1942 in Baricho, 
Kenya. Grew up during the Mau Mau uprising, which 
significantly shaped her political consciousness. 
 Education: Studied literature and education at 
Makerere University and later at the University of New 
Brunswick, where she delved into African oral traditions and 
feminist thought. 

Major Works and Themes 

1. Poetry: 
o My Mother’s Poem and Other Songs (1994): 
 A collection that blends personal narratives with 
broader socio-political commentary. 

 Themes: Feminism, cultural heritage, the intersection of personal and 
political struggles. 

o The Long Illness of Ex-Chief Kiti (1976): 
 Uses poetry to critique the lasting impacts of colonialism and the 

challenges of modernity. 
 Themes: Displacement, loss of cultural identity, and resistance. 

2. Drama: 
o The Trial of Dedan Kimathi (1976, with Ngũgĩ wa Thiong'o): 

 Highlights the historical and symbolic significance of Kimathi’s 
resistance against colonial rule. 

 Themes: Revolutionary struggle, the power of collective memory, and 
the role of women in liberation. 

3. Essays and Scholarly Contributions: 
o Focus on feminist literary criticism, African oral traditions, and the role of 

women in resistance movements. 
o Advocates for the preservation and valorization of African cultural and literary 

heritage. 

Themes and Contributions 

 Feminism and Gender: Mugo’s works foreground the critical roles women played in 
anti-colonial movements and challenge patriarchal norms within postcolonial 
societies. 

 Oral Literature: She emphasizes the importance of oral traditions in sustaining 
cultural identity and historical memory. 

 Resistance and Activism: Her writings and activism address the intersections of 
gender, race, and class, promoting a vision of social justice and equality. 

Impact and Legacy 

 Feminist Advocacy: Mugo is a pioneering figure in African feminist literature, 
advocating for the empowerment of women through education and literature. 

 Cultural Preservation: Her scholarship on oral literature and African traditions 
contributes to the decolonization of knowledge and the promotion of indigenous 
narratives. 



 Political Engagement: Through her literary and academic work, Mugo has remained 
a steadfast advocate for justice, human rights, and cultural dignity. 

 

Collaborative Work: The Trial of Dedan Kimathi 

 Context and Historical Significance: 
o The play was written during a period of political turmoil in Kenya, reflecting 

the need to reclaim Kenyan history and celebrate resistance heroes. 
o It represents a shift from Eurocentric historical narratives to African-centered 

storytelling. 
 Themes and Structure: 

o Divided into three acts, the play combines historical facts with fictional 
elements to dramatize Kimathi’s trial. 

o Themes: Heroism, colonial oppression, the unity of oppressed peoples, and the 
role of memory in resistance. 

o The play’s dialogic style incorporates songs, chants, and collective recitation, 
drawing from African oral traditions. 

 Performance and Reception: 
o Initially staged in Kenya, it became a symbol of cultural resistance. 
o Its themes of justice and liberation resonated with global anti-colonial and 

civil rights movements. 

 

Conclusion 

Ngũgĩ wa Thiong'o and Micere Githae Mugo have profoundly influenced African literature, 
particularly in their advocacy for cultural decolonization, linguistic identity, and social 
justice. Their collaborative and individual works continue to inspire discussions on 
colonialism, resistance, and the role of literature in shaping cultural and political 
consciousness. 

 
 

Lecture Notes: First Movement of The Trial of Dedan Kimathi 

 

Introduction to The Trial of Dedan Kimathi 

 Title: The Trial of Dedan Kimathi 
 Authors: Ngũgĩ wa Thiong'o and Micere Githae Mugo 
 Year: First performed in 1976 



Summary of the three 
movements: 

Introduction 

 The Trial of Dedan 
Kimathi is a historical play by 
Ngugi wa Thiong'o and Micere 
Githae Mugo. 
 The play dramatizes the 
resistance of Dedan Kimathi, a 
leader of the Mau Mau rebellion 
against British colonial rule in 

Kenya. 
 It is structured in three movements, each illustrating different aspects of colonial 

oppression, resistance, and the ideological struggle for freedom. 

 

First Movement: Establishing Colonial Injustice and Resistance 

1. Courtroom Scene: The Trial of Dedan Kimathi 
o The play opens in a colonial courtroom where Dedan Kimathi is on trial. 
o He is charged under the Special Emergency Regulations for possession of an 

unlicensed firearm. 
o The courtroom is racially divided, symbolizing the deep-seated racial tensions 

of colonial Kenya. 
o Kimathi is referred to as both the Prime Minister and Field Marshal, 

highlighting his significance in the struggle. 
o The trial setting presents a biased judicial system designed to suppress the 

freedom movement. 
2. Flashback to Historical Injustices 

o The narrative shifts into a flashback, depicting a history of African suffering 
and resistance through song. 

o A crowd of peasants sings a powerful song illustrating: 
 The betrayal of Africans by their own chiefs who traded people for 

trinkets. 
 The brutality of slavery, with Africans enduring dehumanizing 

conditions. 
 The labor exploitation of Africans under white colonial overseers. 
 A call for freedom and unity at the conclusion of the song. 

o The flashback emphasizes the historical roots of the struggle for independence 
and positions Kimathi as part of a long-standing resistance. 

3. Transition to the Mau Mau Guerrillas and Police Pursuit 
o As the stage darkens, the drumbeat intensifies, shifting the narrative to dawn. 
o Mau Mau guerrillas are fleeing, pursued by Waitina, a European District 

police officer in charge of hunting them. 
o Waitina encounters a woman carrying a kondo (basket) filled with fruit and an 

enigmatic loaf of bread. 



o A white soldier demands her passbook (a colonial identification system), 
which she lacks, increasing tensions. 

o The soldier eats her fruit, showing colonial arrogance and exploitation. 
o Sensing approaching soldiers, the woman hides in a bush, preserving her 

mission. 
4. Soldiers Discuss the Fate of Kimathi and the Struggle 

o Two British soldiers discuss the trial: 
 One expresses dissatisfaction with targeting innocent villagers who see 

Kimathi as a hero. 
 The other believes that once Kimathi is executed, the Mau Mau 

movement will collapse. 
o Their conversation highlights the colonial underestimation of the resilience of 

the freedom struggle. 
5. The Boy and the Woman: Urban Hardships and Revolutionary Consciousness 

o The scene transitions to a young boy chasing a girl, accusing her of theft. 
o Their interaction offers a glimpse into urban struggles in Nairobi. 
o The woman hidden in the bush intervenes, recognizing the boy from Mathare 

Valley. 
o She provides food and money, prompting the boy to open up about his tragic 

past: 
 His mother died in childbirth, and his father was a laborer who died 

due to lack of medical care. 
 He was left to survive alone in the harsh colonial economy. 

o The woman empathizes with him, sharing her transformation from a troubled 
past to a committed revolutionary. 

o She warns the boy against recklessness, encouraging him to seek a higher 
purpose in life rather than submitting to oppression. 

6. The Legacy of Kimathi and the Promise of Liberation 
o Their discussion shifts to Kimathi's significance in the anti-colonial 

movement. 
o The woman asserts that Kimathi is not alone and his influence will endure 

beyond his physical existence. 
o She passionately declares: 

 "No bullet can kill him for as long as women continue to bear 
children." 

 "Our land shall one day be truly ours." 
o This dialogue reinforces the idea that liberation is inevitable, no matter how 

brutal colonial repression may be. 
7. The Mission: The Symbolic Loaf of Bread 

o The woman, noticing the boy’s determination, offers him a crucial mission. 
o He must deliver the mysterious loaf of bread to a man in a red shirt selling 

oranges between the prison gates and courtroom. 
o She stresses that the loaf is "worth a life," symbolizing the importance of the 

resistance network. 
o The scene ends with the boy accepting the mission, marking his initiation into 

the struggle. 

 

Second Movement: The Ideological Struggle in Court 



1. Kimathi’s Defiant Speech 
o The courtroom scene reappears, but this time Kimathi speaks out. 
o Instead of pleading guilty, he challenges colonial laws as instruments of 

oppression. 
o He argues that the legal system exists to maintain the power of the colonizers 

over the Kenyans. 
o His speech inspires the Kenyan audience, while the white settlers become 

enraged. 
2. The Settler’s Hysterical Outburst 

o A white settler, furious at Kimathi’s defiance, blames the Kenyans for his 
personal losses. 

o He delivers a racist tirade, lamenting the loss of land stolen from Kenyans. 
o He threatens mass violence against the people but is disarmed by a court 

official. 
3. Kimathi’s Four Trials 

o Various figures attempt to manipulate Kimathi into submission: 
 First trial: Judge Henderson urges him to plead guilty for leniency, 

which he refuses. 
 Second trial: A banker and an Indian businessman offer economic 

incentives for cooperation, which Kimathi rejects. 
 Third trial: An African business executive and a priest argue that 

capitalism and religion can replace colonial rule, but Kimathi dismisses 
them as tools of oppression. 

 Fourth trial: Kimathi is tortured to betray fellow rebels but refuses to 
comply. 

 

Third Movement: Revolutionary Action and Kimathi’s Legacy 

1. The Resistance Plans Kimathi’s Escape 
o The woman and the two siblings reunite to strategize Kimathi’s escape. 
o The boy, now emboldened, insists on taking action. 

2. Kimathi’s Own Trials of Betrayers 
o The scene transitions to a guerrilla camp where Kimathi interrogates those 

who collaborated with the British. 
o He asserts that the fight is against colonialism, not individuals, and condemns 

both Black and white enforcers of oppression. 
o He calls for continued militancy against capitalist exploitation. 

3. The Climax: Resistance Triumphs in Spirit 
o Back in the courtroom, the judge announces Kimathi’s execution. 
o Before this can happen, the woman and the siblings disrupt the proceedings. 
o A gunshot is heard, followed by darkness. 
o When light returns, the only remaining soldier joins the Kenyans in singing a 

freedom song, ending the play on a hopeful note. 

 

Conclusion 



 The Trial of Dedan Kimathi dramatizes the ideological and physical struggle for 
Kenyan independence. 

 The play critiques colonialism, capitalism, and neocolonialism while celebrating the 
spirit of resistance. 

 The ending signifies that though Kimathi may die, the struggle for true liberation will 
continue. 

Analysis 

1. Storytelling Techniques 
o The play is not a straightforward historical retelling but an artistic recreation 

of resistance. 
o It uses flashbacks, non-linear narrative, and dramatic scenes without dialogue. 

2. Symbolism of Music and Drumming 
o Songs frame the play, illustrating both historical oppression and enduring 

resistance. 
o Drumming enhances tension and underscores connections between tradition 

and struggle. 
3. Poetic Language and Non-Chronological Structure 

o Kimathi’s speeches are often delivered in verse, emphasizing cultural identity 
and rhythm. 

o The play blends past, present, and future, rejecting colonial narratives of 
history. 

4. Historical Context 
o Dedan Kimathi was a real Mau Mau leader executed by the British in 1957. 
o Despite his death, Kenya gained independence in 1963, fulfilling the 

revolutionary struggle. 

 
 

Key Characters 

Dedan Kimathi 

 The central figure around whom the play's action revolves. 
 A former teacher who became a field marshal in the Mau Mau resistance army. 
 Historically significant as a real-life leader in Kenya's fight against British colonial 

rule. 
 Portrayed as a steadfast leader who undergoes four trials, resisting pressure to betray 

his cause. 
 Encourages armed resistance as the only means to achieve independence. 
 Was executed in 1957 after being arrested under dubious charges. 

The Woman 

 Represents the strength and resilience of Kenyan women in the Mau Mau resistance. 
 Key player in the plan to free Kimathi, baking a gun into a loaf of bread to smuggle it 

to him. 
 Harassed by a colonial soldier, showcasing the daily struggles of oppressed Kenyans. 



 Acts as a mediator between the boy and girl, redirecting their conflict toward unity in 
resistance. 

The Boy and The Girl 

 Siblings who have lived in poverty after their father’s death. 
 Their conflict over stolen money symbolizes the divisive effects of colonialism. 
 The woman helps them recognize the greater struggle against oppression. 
 They transition from petty fights to actively supporting the movement. 
 The girl proves to be a strong influence, keeping the boy committed to their mission. 

Shaw Henderson 

 The colonial judge overseeing Kimathi’s trial. 
 Represents the legal arm of British imperial rule, justifying the oppression through 

law and order. 
 Attempts to persuade Kimathi to confess, using the legal system as a tool of coercion. 
 His interactions with Kimathi highlight the contradictions and hypocrisies of colonial 

justice. 

Crowd and Chorus: 

 The Chorus functions as the collective voice of the Kenyan people, providing 
commentary and emotional resonance. 

 The Chorus’s songs and chants interject throughout the trial, reminding the audience 
of the broader social and historical context. 

 They represent the enduring spirit of the community and their unbroken support for 
Kimathi and the resistance. 

 

Themes Explored 

1. Individual Integrity in the Face of Oppression 

 The Trial of Dedan Kimathi highlights the importance of maintaining personal 
integrity in oppressive systems. 

 Dedan Kimathi is portrayed as a leader who resists every attempt to break his spirit, 
even under interrogation and torture. 

 The play does not depict Kimathi as a violent instigator but as a committed leader of 
his people’s struggle. 

 Throughout his trials, Kimathi is pressured to abandon his ideals to save his life, but 
he refuses, reinforcing the idea that personal sacrifice is necessary for liberation. 

 

2. Injustice of Colonialism 

 The play critiques the colonial system, showing that oppression against one person 
extends to the entire community. 



 The colonial justice system is depicted as unjust, favoring British settlers while 
suppressing Kenyan resistance. 

 Kimathi explicitly links colonialism, enslavement, and capitalism, demonstrating how 
they function together to exploit and dominate Kenyan people. 

 

3. Effects of Colonialism and Capitalism 

 The play illustrates how colonialism and capitalism impoverish Kenyans while 
enriching settlers. 

 Visual Contrasts: 
o In courtroom scenes, settlers wear elegant clothes and sit on comfortable seats, 

while Kenyans wear tattered clothing and sit on uncomfortable benches. 
o Black characters who wear fine clothing are often depicted as collaborators 

with colonialists. 
 Economic Struggles: 

o The play portrays hunger and economic hardship among Kenyans, reinforcing 
the exploitative nature of colonial capitalism. 

 Impact on Relationships: 
o Colonial capitalism causes Kenyans to turn against one another, illustrated 

through the siblings who initially fight over a white man’s payment. 
o The woman with the bread reprimands them for letting colonial wealth divide 

them, reinforcing the idea that unity is necessary for resistance. 

 

4. Individualist vs. Communal Value Systems 

 Kimathi is repeatedly offered bribes in his trials—promises of personal wealth, 
power, and survival. 

 He rejects these offers, recognizing them as illusions designed to pacify resistance. 
 Capitalism as an Enemy: 

o Kimathi argues that capitalism creates divisions between masters and workers, 
reinforcing oppression. 

o In his conversation with the businessman, he refuses the idea that participating 
in capitalism will bring true freedom. 

o Instead, he advocates for communal subsistence, where people live off their 
land rather than being controlled by an economic system that favors the elite. 
 

 Collective Memory and Cultural Identity: 

o Through the Chorus and flashbacks, the play emphasizes the importance of 
remembering and honoring the resistance. 

o The cultural references and oral traditions highlight the richness of Kenyan 
identity, which colonialism sought to erase. 

 

Conclusion of the First Movement 



 The First Movement of The Trial of Dedan Kimathi is a powerful exposition of 
colonial injustice and the indomitable spirit of resistance. 

 It establishes the key themes of the play: the moral corruption of colonialism, the 
heroism of those who resist, and the enduring strength of cultural and collective 
identity. 

 By blending courtroom drama with traditional African theatrical elements, Ngũgĩ and 
Mugo create a work that is both a historical indictment and a call to arms for 
continued resistance against oppression. 

 

 


