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Abstract: It is a commonplace allegation against Ngugi wa Thiong’o, the rebellious Kenyan author, that 
though the canvas of his novels is marked with interesting and compelling female characters, he has 
drawn them either as goddesses or as whores and failed in providing them with the essential human 
features as common members of society and secondly, that he has drawn them from within the 
parameters decided by patriarchy. The second allegation extends further and holds that Ngugi’s 
heroines, whatever significance they may have in the development of the plot in his novels, are always 
subservient to the male characters. 
The proposed paper, through its reading and analysis of Ngugi’s seventh novel, Wizard of the Crow, 
intends to argue and substantiate that Ngugi’s heroine in this novel does not only hold an equally 
important position as that of her male counterpart, but is also more significant in deciding the action of 
the novel than the hero in several aspects. The aim of the paper is to project how the heroine in The 

Wizard of the Crow poses a direct challenge to the dominance of patriarchy at both personal and public 
domains. The paper will also trace the evolution of the heroines in Ngugi’s novels in terms of their 
performance and influence in the domestic and public spaces.  
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Introduction: I would like to begin my paper with two basic premises – first, that patriarchy has always 
been suspicious, or rather, fearful of women’s involvement in duties and tasks which it has arrogantly, 
and through a systematized process going back to centuries, cunningly appropriated to itself as the 
exclusive domain of males; and secondly, that no author (or dramatist) can be completely free from 
one’s socio-cultural moorings existing within a given historical context and radical departure from the 
established politics of canonicity and structures requires an evolutionary growth. It is with these 
premises that the present paper intends to examine Ngugi wa Thiongo’s portrayal of female characters 
in his seventh novel, Wizard of the Crow (2006) in order to argue and substantiate that Ngugi’s female 
characters, particularly the heroine Nyawira, in this novel do not only hold an equally important 
position as that of her male counterpart, but is also more significant in deciding the action of the novel 
than the hero in several aspects. The aim of the paper is to project how the heroine in The Wizard of the 

Crow poses a direct challenge to the dominance of patriarchy at both personal and public domains. An 
effort will also be made to trace evolution of the heroines in Ngugi’s novels in terms of their 
performance and influence in the domestic and public spaces.  
 
Wizard of the Crow is much in line with Ngugi’s previous novel Matigari (1990), since both of them 
express the author’s growing concern with the possibility of newly-independent nations turning into 
dystopias under the resurgence of colonialism in its new form – mercantile economy – and usher in a 
period of neo-colonialism. Further, both the novels make use of fictitious locales though it is not hard 
for the readers to understand that these locales are largely based on the author’s own experience. As an 
author, Ngugi has always been suspicious of the bourgeoisie usurping to itself the fruits of independence 
that should have gone to common people. His novels show his pre-occupation with the manner in 
which the comprador bourgeoisie had taken over the offices of profit in Kenya and the poor people who 
had been the real strugglers for independence were left with nothing. This concern with the fate of the 
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common people and the appropriation of all opportunities by the corrupt few has been one of his 
recurrent and in fact, a binding thread running through all his novels. It is a well-known fact that he had 
to leave Kenya because of his vocal protest against the neo-colonial powers that would be. Beginning 
from his fourth novel, Petals of Blood (1978), his tirade against the neo-colonial forces has been on the 
rise and his later works, Devil on the Cross (1982), Matigari and Wizard of the Crow attain new heights in 
this matter with each succeeding composition. In Devil on the Cross, he writes, “For neo-colonialism is 
the last vicious kick of a dying Imperialism (210)”. Matigari and Wizard of the Crow are marked by a 
greater degree of apprehension of the state of things in newly-independent nations growing worse and 
almost reaching a dystopian level. 
 
When it comes to the portrayal of female characters, it is often alleged that Ngugi makes them 
subservient to the patriarchal norms that surrounded him and that he either portrays them as whores or 
as goddesses, thereby making them lack the essence of ordinary human beings. This seems to allege that 
Ngugi probably portrays his female characters according to a thesis that he may have had in his mind 
while plotting the novel and the role each character was to perform in it. An example of this approach 
towards Ngugi’s portrayal of women is the postcolonial critic, Elleke Boehmer, has praised Ngugi’s 
portrayal of women but at the same time has criticized the limitations present in their portrayal. 
According to Boehmer, while Ngugi has broken new grounds in introducing substantial female 
characters in his novels, he has portrayed them as the dominated sex in patriarchal Gikuyu community.  
Boehmer is of the view that even strong female characters like Mumbi in A Grain of Wheat ( 1967) or 
Wanja in Petals of Blood (1978), whose actions dictate a considerable portion of the narrative and 
movement of plot, are not treated as equal counterparts in the male-dominated Gikuyu society. The 
women are expected to contribute towards the cause of the family, and in cases, towards the liberation 
of the nation in its struggle for political independence, but without expecting equal returns at the end.  
 
Such charge against Ngugi may have found its base on an analysis of the portrayal of the female 
characters in his first six novels where the important female protagonists are mostly portrayed as either 
loving and sacrificing women or as victims of male lust, and at times lured by the glitz and glamour of a 
rich life. What goes unappreciated in such interpretation of the female characters in the novels of Ngugi 
is the understated sense of purpose which motivates several of those who perform seemingly minor roles 
in the novels. As is usual with most novelists, the prominent female protagonists are assigned the more 
significant roles in comparison to the other minor characters yet several of the s0-called minor female 
characters symbolize the growing, or at least the potent, voice of decision marked by a self-assuring 
quality in their various regular activities as wives, sisters, friends, daughters and lovers. Ngugi’s canvas is 
dotted with female characters taken from every possible walk of Kenyan life and it goes to his credit for 
introducing the heroine as an important figure in East African literature.  
 
Another important aspect of Ngugi’s portrayal of female characters is the gradual evolution that one can 
mark in their portrayal and the increasing assignment of roles to them with actions and decisions that 
have more serious and wider consequences. Their role and significance is shown as increasing in both 
the private and public sphere of activities. Ngugi’s portrayal of women performing roles in the public 
domain is a clear indication of the growing participation of women in the traditionally understood 
exclusive male-dominant spaces. This is evident if one makes an effort to trace the role provided to the 
female characters starting from Weep Not, Child (1964) to Wizard of the Crow. In Weep Not, Child and 
The River Between the actions of female characters are primarily confined to the regular domestic 
activities in Gikuyu households but it is from his third novel, A Grain of Wheat, that the participation of 
women extends beyond the domestic sphere and extends to the public sphere of political involvement. 
Mumbi in A Grain of Wheat is catalytic in unburdening the weight of guilt weighing within the heart of 
Mugo who had betrayed her brother Kihika to the whitemen in a moment of impulse. Mumbi’s capacity 
to take decisions is also evident towards the end of the novel when she is asked by her husband Gikonyo 
to “…go back to the house, light the fire, and see things don’t decay”, she politely but firmly answers 
Gikonyo that what had passed between them was “too much to be passed over in a sentence” and that 
they need to talk, confess, discuss and then plan for the future (247). This is evidently a proof of her 
newly gained confidence in herself. It is to be noted that Mumbi’s character undergoes development 
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from the beginning to the end of the end of the novel. From youthful vivacity to full-developed 
womanhood, passing through responsible motherhood, Mumbi is an epitome of determined feminity. 
She is loving, lovable, enduring, enticing, sacrificing and yet able to maintain her individuality in a male-
dominated society. She is a far-cry from her female counterparts like Nyeri and Nyokabi in Weep Not, 

Child or Miriamu in The River Between. But it would be gross misreading to hold that characters like 
Nyokabi in Ngugi’s first novel or Muthoni and Nyambura in his second novel are characters devoid of 
will and power. Nyokabi appears as the empowered Gikuyu women in her role as mother. She is the 
motivating force behind Njoroge’s love for education and at the end too, it is she who brings him ‘back 
to life’ and makes him realize and embrace the responsibility left on him by his dead father. Similarly, 
the onset of the rebellious female character was initiated by Ngugi in his second novel, The River 

Between, through the character of Muthoni who goes for circumcision against the will of her father and 
Nyambura who decides to go with Waiyaki against all odds.  
 
It is Wanja in Petals of Blood who heralds the entry of the capable and powerful heroine in the world of 
Ngugi who is not only aware of the power that she exercises on men but is also capable of emerging out 
of the position of the victim and ultimately take revenge on her oppressors. Petals of Blood begins with 
the reference to the murder of three eminent personalities from the town of New Ilmorog. Later it 
transpires that the murder was planned by Wanja who wanted to revenge herself upon the three men 
who had been responsible for her exploitation. In the next novel, Devil on the Cross, Wanja is succeeded 
by Wariinga, who evolves from an exploited female to a self-reliant person and ultimately into a gun-
toting woman. The development of the female protagonist in this line is what Ngugi had envisioned 
about the evolution of his female characters from submissive and exploited females into armed 
revolutionaries. Wariinga is a steady development from Wanja of Petals of Blood who uses herself to 
bring about the doom of her exploiters. In his sixth novel, Matigari (1990) Ngugi wa Thiong’o portrays 
Guthera as the symbolic representation of the common Kenyan female. Her predicament is not much 
different from her predecessors. In her silent suffering as a prostitute and in her later resolve to fight 
back against the exploitative and totalitarian system in the company of Matigari, she embodies much of 
the features of the heroines of the earlier novels of Ngugi. However, the culmination of the capable 
woman is evidenced in Nyawira, the female protagonist in Wizard of the Crow. 
 
It is Wizard of the Crow that through the portrayal of Nyawira, Ngugi marks the entry of a female 
character who is capable of challenging male dominance in all spheres of activities; and not only 
challenge them, but also to outperform them in times of need. Dystopian in nature, the novel is an 
expression of the degeneration that the newly-independent nations tended to fall into. Laid out in the 
fictional locale of Aburiria, it shows the rise of kleptocracy with all power being appropriated into the 
hands of the dictatorial Ruler who does not hesitate to spread his powerful tentacles by interfering into 
all forms of activities and knowledge. The state of affairs in Aburiria is such that most men are in awe of 
the Ruler and they dare not raise any voice of resentment nor express any difference of opinion. The 
Ruler is aided by a select group of officials, businessmen and henchmen in maintaining control through 
fear.  
 
It is in such circumstances that Ngugi’s female protagonist, Nyawira, performs as the dissenting voice of 
people through her underground network. It is again Nyawira who saves the day for the male 
protagonist, Kamiti, when things go out of control. She is introduced in the novel as an assistant at the 
office of Tajirika who is a business tycoon and also has a substantial amount of influence in the country’s 
governance. Like several of Ngugi’s earlier heroines, she has also had her bitter share of life in the past 
yet differs from in her capacity to rationalize things and work with a firmer determination. It is later 
revealed to the readers and to Kamiti that she is one of the leading members of the underground, which 
is a proof of her organizational quality. The very fact that she is a leader, and a woman at that, is in 
direct contrast to the patriarchal belief of only man as capable of leadership and the expectation from 
women to remain silent and confined to the four walls of the house and household affairs. There is none 
in the novel who questions her capability and as such, she stands in direct contrast to the other female 
characters in Wizard of the Crow who are perceived by the male folk in the traditional way. Of course, 
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Vinjinia is another female in the novel that hovers in the thin space between Nyawira and the other 
female characters.  
 
The bloom of Nyawira’s intelligence and capability is most visible in her disguise and performance as the 
Limping Witch. With her knowledge of the theatre, she easily and comfortably slips into the act of 
disguising herself as a witch and her wit and intelligence take the better of the policemen who are in 
search of Kamiti disguised as the Wizard of the Crow. Her success at the point in the plot when she 
rescues Kamiti and brings him back is the proof of the higher intelligence of women over men, which 
again is a direct rebuttal of patriarchal arrogance and marginalization of women on the plea that women 
are weak and incapable. Ngugi has certainly not defined Nyawira within the narrow parameters of 
patriarchal dominance.  
 
Nyawira epitomizes within her the long forgotten charm and magic which once controlled the African 
imagination. But this statement should not taken as an indication or a reiteration of the Orientalist 
discourse that was hinged upon the fallacious logic that the East is essentially superstitious and hence, 
uncivilized, thereby needing and waiting to be civilized by the interruption by the West. Rather, 
through the employment of magic, Ngugi wants to suggest that one of the remedies to the several ills 
perpetrated by colonialism and neo-colonialism is by taking lessons from the knowledge of the past – 
the large storehouse of the community’s collective wisdom. Further, the failure of medical science and 
modern scientific knowledge in solving the puzzle of the Ruler’s strange disease and the inability of 
doctors to cure it is an indication of the failure of modern knowledge in penetrating deep into the 
psychological dilemmas and complexities of human desires. Interestingly, the same is solved by Kamiti 
alias the Wizard of the Crow, with his understanding of the perplexing complexities of the human mind 
and human desires. Later, when Kamiti himself becomes a prey to the sickness he had successfully cured 
in others, it is Nyawira, in her disguise as the limping witch, who comes to his rescue. She, with her 
superior intelligence, can see through the ailment of Kamiti and unhinge him from the thought that 
tormented him.  
 
 It is worth mentioning here that in Wizard of the Crow, the ‘worth’ and ‘manliness’ of a man is proved 
only when he indulges in wife bashing or beating women, and to be beaten by woman is the worst form 
of humiliation a man can be put to, which is reflected in Tajirika’s beating by the women and the 
consequent remorse he feels about it as is evident in the following words: 
 

Wife beating was a privilege if not a right of male power, and now in the cell he had no 
opportunity to measure his manhood. Grinding his teeth in frustration, he was reduced to 
imagining slapping his wife around and her screams for mercy and forgiveness. This 
allowed him to think more soberly about other things that weighed on him. (376) 

 
Tajirika’s thoughts are a reflection of the gendered power relationship in the novel. Sikiokuu also 
expresses his concern over the predicament of Tajirika since as a typical patriarch he takes the beating of 
Tajirika by women as an affront to the entire male population of Aburiria. He says: 
 

What kind of world would this be if men lost the right to discipline their wives? I will make 
another request of you. Please don’t let on Vinjinia that you have talked to me about this 
business. And don’t tell anyone else about what you have had to endure at the hands of 
women. We don’t want this type of thing to spread through the entire country. I still advise 
you to declare a moratorium on wife beating until things are back to normal. (446) 

 
Even the officials at the Global Bank who have come to fund the ambitious project of Marching to 
Heaven are gravely concerned over the issue and when the Ruler meets them, one of the officials 
expresses dissatisfaction in the following manner: 
 

We have heard that Aburirian women have started beating up men. In our view, this is 
taking women’s liberation too literally and too far. Female violence to coutner male 



 

Arts & Education International Research Journal Volume 5 Issue 2                           ISSN 2349 - 1353 

 

 

IMRF Biannual Peer Reviewed (Refereed) International Journal - SE Impact Factor 2.58            |    135   

 

violence is not the answer to domestic violence, and it poses serious threat to family values, 
which, as we know them today, are the very foundation of a stable environment. (499) 

 
It is interesting to note here that violence on male by female is seen as a serious threat to family values, 
thereby normalizing the violence of male upon female. Violence by females is taken as unnatural. As the 
official remarks, “Your women are challenging the natural order of things, even setting up what they call 
people’s courts; and the queues challenge the social order”. (499) The notable thing about the women 
beating up Tajirika is that it had all been arranged by Nyawira. In the novel, she is the leading member 
of an organization called ‘The Voice of the People’. It is an organization involved in organizing 
resistance against the dictatorial form of government in Aburiria.  
 
Among all the heroines of Ngugi, it is in the portrayal of Nyawira that the reader(s) can find a ray of 
happiness at the end with hope for a better future. Her walking together with Kamiti and both of them 
mingling in the crowd as part of general humanity yet aware of the need to continue the struggle of the 
people is a far cry from the unhappy end of several of his earlier heroines. As Ngugi describes the couple 
in the last paragraph of the novel: 
 

Kamiti and Nyawira went homeward holding hands, a mixture of teardrops and raindrops 
running down Nyawira’s face, the sound of the one-stringed violin and the man’s voice 
following them as if the player was telling them that he, too, remembered the night he 
chased the couple from the gates of Paradise, mistaking them for beggars. (766) 

 
Though the realization to continue the struggle is a continuity from his earlier novel, Matigari, with the 
message that the struggle must continue – La Luta Continua – Wizard of the Crow leaves a sense of 
satisfaction and hope for the reader(s). While in Mumbi (from A Grain of Wheat)Ngugi had presented 
the essential characteristics that he wished to find in Gikuyu women, in Nyawira he his portrayal of 
womankind as strong and more capable than male has reached its full circle. The development which 
began with Mumbi and Wanja reaches its complete manifestation in Nyawira’s portrayal. Further, the 
setting being the fictional world of Aburiria, Wizard of the Crow and the experiences of its characters 
readily transforms into the experience of the people of all oppressed nations at all times – a feat that he 
had achieved earlier in Matigari.  
 

Conclusion: Thus, a gradual evolution in the novelist’s portrayal of women vis-à-vis patriarchy is 
traceable across his novels with his gradually breaking away his earlier limitations and providing them 
with fuller and more fulfilled experiences. At the same time, he also does not lose the connecting thread 
of the people’s struggle for a better life. 
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