
WEEP NOT, CHILD 

Introduction  

“Weep Not, Child” is set in a Gikuyu village in Kenya during the 1952-1960 Emergency. It was a 

tumultuous and violent period. Ben Okri wrote in the introduction of the book, “One of the signal 

novels to emerge from an artist listening to both the well of tradition and the troubled oracles of his 

time . . . In Weep Not, Child, Ngugi’s art is at its purest… tale of young love set against the backdrop of 

opposing families and a world seething with violence and injustice.”  Weep Not, Child is Ngugi’s first 

novel. It is a moving novel about the effects of the Mau Mau uprising on the lives of ordinary men and 

women, and on one family in particular.  Two brothers, Njoroge and Kamau, stand on a garbage heap 

and look into their futures: Njoroge is to attend school, while Kamau will train to be a carpenter. But 

this is Kenya, and the times are against them: In the forests, the Mau Mau is waging war against the 

white government, and the two brothers and their family need to decide where their loyalties lie. For 

the practical Kamau, the choice is simple, but for Njoroge the scholar, the dream of progress through 

learning is a hard one to give up.  

Some of his works published around the time- Weep Not, Child, 1964, The River Between, 1965, 

(describing the Mau Mau rebellion and the unhappy relationship between Christians and non-

Christians). A Grain of Wheat, 1967-where he explicitly made clear his political view and after which 

he converted to exclusively African-Languages writing. The Black Hermit, 1968. His best known and 

most cited work published is Decolonising the Mind: The Politics of Language in African Literature, 

1986. Some other important work - The Trial of Dedan Kimathi, 1976, (play) Petals of Blood, 1977, In 

the House of the Interpreter: A Memoir, 2012, Dreams in a Time of War: A Childhood Memoir, 2010 

etc. 

 

Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o brief Bio 

 

Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o (baptised as James Ngugi) was born in Kenya in 1938. He is a multifaceted 

intellectual: we can call him a novelist, essayist, dramatist, journalist, editor and academic. He 

founded, for instance, the Gikuyu-language journal Mũtĩiri. Most of all, he is a political activist who 

fought against Kenyan dictatorship through the power of word. After studying at the University of 

Leeds and after the publication of his first successful novels (the first one is Weep Not, Child, 1964), 

he rejected his Christian faith and English language itself and he started to write only in Kikuyu – his 

native language – and Swahili. He revenged his Kenyan identity also adopting his fully Kikuyu name 

Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o, denying his previous colonial name. His legendary personality is connected to his 

imprisonment and his later forced exile due to his opposing to the regime in 1977. He had embarked 

an innovative theatrical play (Ngaahika Ndeenda, ‘I Will Marry When I Want’) in order to encourage 

the participation of the audience and the demystification of the theatrical alienation. What was 

actually perceived by the dictatorship was the invitation ‘free your mind’. And he was imprisoned. 

During his still persisting exile, he taught in many American universities, such as Yale and New York 

University. At the moment he teaches English and Comparative literature at the University of 

California, in Irvine. Just to mention a few of the recognitions he was presented with, he was honoured 

with a UCI medal, he received twelve PhDs honoris causa from Universities spread all over the world 

and for several times he has been running for the Nobel Prize. 

( https://waterlinesproject.com/2018/03/19/ngugi-wa-thiongo-a-brief-biography/ ) 

https://waterlinesproject.com/2018/03/19/ngugi-wa-thiongo-a-brief-biography/


The Mau Mau 

 

• 1952 The Mau Mau uprising began.  

• Why? -  As a reaction to inequalities and injustices in British-controlled Kenya. The response 

of the colonial administration was a fierce crackdown on the rebels, resulting in many deaths. 

•  By 1956 the uprising had effectively been crushed, but the extent of opposition to the British 

regime had clearly been demonstrated. 

• 1963- finally achieved independence. 

 

 

Background 

>Scramble for Africa: Trend of seizure of territory across the African continent by European nations. 

>The British colonial presence in Kenya began in the late 19th Century  

>The region today known as Kenya had previously been under the control of the Sultan of Zanzibar, 

but pressure from Britain and its military had forced the Sultan to hand over the territory to the British 

Empire, as well as neighbouring Tanganyika to Germany.  

>From around 1890 the British began to move inland, hoping to gain access to the fertile highlands 

and provide greater security for Uganda, which had also been claimed as a British colony.  

In order to facilitate this, a railway line from Mombasa to Kisumu was built using Indian workers, and 

British forces were sent to suppress any resistance from the ethnic groups living in the central 

highlands (Maasai, the Kikuyu and the Kamba).  

>The Kikuyu attempted to mount some resistance to the intrusion of imperial forces into their land. 

This resistance was met with brutality from the colonialists, who carried out executions and punitive 

expeditions to hunt down Kikuyu and Kamba people.   

<This campaign of pacification, combined with the famine and disease that swept the region during 

this period, resulted in significant loss of life and property amongst the indigenous people. An 

epidemic of rinderpest, a disease that severely affects livestock, heavily contributed to the devastation 

of the local population. 

 

• 1903 The arrival of European settlers in added to the troubles of the indigenous people. Whilst 

the numbers of white immigrants were relatively few, they claimed a disproportionately large 

amount of land, the majority of which was seized from Africans. A policy of reallocation was 

undertaken, expropriating fertile land from locals in order to give it to white farmers, who 

mostly moved from Britain or South Africa.  

• This process marked the start of a pattern that would define relations between Europeans 

and indigenous Kenyans for the first half of the 20th century. The Crown Lands Ordinance Act 

of 1915 removed the few remaining land rights of the native people, completing a process 

that essentially transformed them into an agricultural proletariat, dispossessed of their own 

land.  

• The influx of settlers increased sharply after the end of the First World War, as the British 

government undertook a scheme to settle many ex-soldiers in the region. Continuing land 

seizures to provide for these settlers drove Africans to form organisations that campaigned 

for greater land rights for the indigenous inhabitants. These organisations included the East 

African Association (EAA), formed in 1921 but banned the following year, and the Kenyan 

African Union (KAU), formed in 1942. 



 

• After the end of the Second World War the discontentment amongst African Kenyans was 

intensified by the lack of progress. Hundreds of thousands of Kenyans lived in poverty in the 

slums around Nairobi, with little chance of employment or basic social justice. In comparison, 

most of the white Europeans and many of the Indians who had settled in Nairobi enjoyed a 

conspicuous level of wealth, and frequently treated indigenous Africans with hostility and 

contempt. A similar state of affairs existed in rural areas, where 3000 European families 

owned more land than the one million Kikuyu driven into reserves. This situation, the 

culmination of decades of mistreatment and oppression under British rule, created an 

atmosphere of discontentment that fed into the various Kenyan nationalist movements, and 

ultimately led to the Mau Mau uprising.  

(https://www.sahistory.org.za/article/mau-mau-uprising ) 

 

Read up from the two links provided for the Mau Mau uprising 

 https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-12997138  

https://www.bu.edu/africa/outreach/teachingresources/specific-african-countries/the-mau-mau-

rebellion/  

 

Next lesson  

Weep Not, Child Themes. 

Grief, Social, The Land, Love, Infighting, Women’s Role in Society. Family Loyalty etc 

Dr Achingliu Kamei 
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