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Abstract

Literature in Africa has often been a site of resistance, remembrance, and education. Ngiigi wa Thiong’o and
Micere Githae Mugo’s The Trial of Dedan Kimathi dramatizes the Mau Mau struggle, presenting Kimathi not as a
criminal but as a revolutionary hero. This article analyzes the play through three dimensions: literature as memory,
weapon, and pedagogy. The aim is to show how the text preserves suppressed histories, dismantles colonial discourse,
and educates communities in the values necessary for sustaining decolonization.

Keywords: literature, memory, weapon, pedagogy, Ngiigi wa Thiong’o, Dedan Kimathi, postcolonial studies
Résumé

La littérature africaine a souvent été un espace de résistance, de mémoire et d’éducation. La piéce Le Procés de
Dedan Kimathi de Ngiigi wa Thiong’o et Micere Githae Mugo met en sceéne la lutte des Mau Mau, présentant Kimathi
non pas comme un criminel mais comme un héros révolutionnaire. Cet article analyse la piece selon trois dimensions :
la littérature comme mémoire, comme arme et comme pédagogie. L'objectif est de montrer comment le texte conserve
des histoires occultées, déconstruit le discours colonial et éduque les communautés aux valeurs nécessaires pour
soutenir la décolonisation.

Mots-clés : littérature, mémoire, arme, pédagogie, Ngtigi wa Thiong’o, Dedan Kimathi, études postcoloniales
INTRODUCTION

African literature has long been recognized as a vital force in the struggle against colonial domination
and its enduring legacies. In the postcolonial context, literature is not merely an aesthetic exercise but a
cultural practice that preserves memory, mobilizes resistance, and educates communities. Ngtigi wa
Thiong’o and Micere Githae Mugo’s The Trial of Dedan Kimathi (1976) exemplifies this transformative role.
By dramatizing the trial of the Mau Mau leader Dedan Kimathi, the play reimagines a colonial courtroom
as a symbolic battlefield where imperial authority is exposed and indigenous dignity is affirmed.

The play's rebellious tone is clear from the start. Kimathi's words, "We shall never surrender!" (Ngtigi
& Mugo, The Trial of Dedan Kimathi, 1976, p. 45), capture the spirit of resistance and turn the theater into a
battlefield. This statement is more than just a dramatic touch; it is a cultural intervention that keeps the
memory of the Mau Mau uprising alive, questions colonial stories, and teaches people how important it is
to be brave and work together. The courtroom is more than just a place to settle legal issues. It's also a stage
where people act out their different views on history and justice in front of an audience.

The Trial of Dedan Kimathi is important because it combines art and activism. Ngigi and Mugo don't
see history as a set of facts that never change. They see it as a living force that still affects how people think.
The play makes people think about things like secret histories, how to fight against systems of power, and
how to stay free. In this way, literature becomes praxis, a real connection between art and politics.

We can better understand how the play affects people by using this triadic framework of literature as
memory, weapon, and pedagogy. The play shows the Mau Mau fight as a sign of strength instead of
weakness, which keeps Kimathi's memory alive for future generations. When used as a weapon, it breaks
down colonial discourse and gets people to fight against oppression. As pedagogy, it teaches values of
solidarity and continuity, transforming theatre into a classroom of liberation.

The main question of this study is: How does The Trial of Dedan Kimathi show how literature can be
used as a memory aid, a weapon, and pedagogy tool in the context of African decolonization? To address
this, the article employs a multidisciplinary framework that incorporates Ngiigi's theoretical works
(Decolonising the Mind, 1986; Penpoints, Gunpoints, and Dreams, 1998; Something Torn and New, 2009),
Fanon’s conception of culture as a revolutionary force (The Wretched of the Earth, 1963), and Freire’s
pedagogy of liberation (Pedagogy of the Oppressed, 1970).
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The article shows that Ngtigi and Mugo's plays are examples of how literature can bring about
transformative change in the context of African decolonization through critical scholarship (Hooda, 2023;
Khawaldeh & Bani-Khair, 2024; Okunoye, 2001; Kerr, 1995; Ogude, 1999; Gikandi, 2000; Boehmer, 2005;
Mbembe, 2001). The play is more than just a piece of art; it's also a political act that teaches people how to
protect their freedom, fights against oppression, and reminds them of their past.

The purpose of this study is to examine how The Trial of Dedan Kimathi functions simultaneously as
cultural memory, as a weapon against colonial discourse, and as pedagogy for liberation. By analyzing the
play through textual evidence and critical theory, the study aims to demonstrate how African literature
preserves suppressed histories, dismantles imperial narratives, and educates communities in the values
necessary for sustaining decolonization.

I. LITERATURE REVIEW AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
1.1 African Theatre and Ngiigi’s Dramaturgy

African theatre has historically functioned as a site of cultural resistance and political mobilization.
David Kerr (1995) says in African Popular Theatre that African drama often comes from problems in
communities and mixes oral traditions with political criticism. Ngtigi wa Thiong'o's plays are a great
example of this because he always uses theater to fight against colonialism and neocolonialism. James Ogude
(1999) says that Ngiigi's work, especially The Trial of Dedan Kimathi, is very important to African history
because it shows the fight between colonial power and indigenous resistance. Simon Gikandi (2000) further
highlights Ngiigi's aesthetic strategies, noting that his plays fuse oral traditions with modernist techniques
to produce a theatre of liberation.

In The Trial of Dedan Kimathi, this blending is clear in the courtroom scenes, where the voices of
regular Kenyans are heard against the colonial government. The play shows how the colonizers tried to
make resistance a crime when the judge says, "You are guilty of treason against the Crown" (Ngtigi & Mugo,
1976, p. 62). Kimathi's defiant response, "I am guilty only of fighting for my people's freedom" (Ngtigi &
Mugo, 1976, p. 63), transforms the trial into a moral triumph and demonstrates the use of theater as a means
of resistance.

John Ruganda's essays on East African drama also talk about how theater can be a way to learn. He
says that plays like Ngfigi's aren't just for fun; they're also meant to get people interested in politics.
According to Elleke Boehmer (2005), postcolonial narratives frequently function as counter-discourses,
recounting history from the perspective of the colonized. This is what she said.

1.2 Postcolonial Theory and Memory

The idea that literature is like memory is similar to Paul Ricoeur's book Memory, History, Forgetting
(2004), which says that cultural texts keep hidden histories alive and help communities get back in touch
with their past. Homi Bhabha's Nation and Narration (1990) investigates the role of narratives in the
construction of national identity and the capacity of literature to serve as a repository of collective memory.
Achille Mbembe (2001) writes about how important cultural production is for people to find out who they
are after colonialism in his book On the Postcolony. He also talks about how remembering things can help
you not be forgotten.

This is how a memorial works, and Ngtigi and Mugo's play is a great example. Kimathi's words, "We
will never give up!" (Ngtigi & Mugo, 1976, p. 45), show that he is not only being defiant, but he is also
keeping the Mau Mau's strength alive. Hooda (2023) says that the play tells stories of people who don't give
up in order to rebuild Kenya's independence. Khawaldeh and Bani-Khair (2024) say that it is "counter-
memory" because it shows Kimathi as a revolutionary hero instead of a criminal, which goes against colonial
historiography.

Simon Gikandi (2000) adds that Ngiigi's dramaturgy is deeply concerned with the politics of memory,
insisting that literature must recover silenced voices. This is evident when the Woman tells the Boy,
“Remember, the struggle is not over” (Ngfigi & Mugo, 1976, p. 88), a line that explicitly links memory to
continuity, ensuring that the lessons of the past are transmitted to future generations.

1.3 Resistance and Weaponized Culture

Frantz Fanon’s The Wretched of the Earth (1963) insists that culture must be weaponized in the
struggle against colonialism, serving as both critique and mobilization. In Decolonising the Mind (1986),
Ngiigi says the same thing again: literature must fight cultural imperialism by bringing back native
languages and customs. In his book Penpoints, Gunpoints, and Dreams (1998), Ngtigi talks about art in
relation to the larger fight between state power and cultural freedom. He says that literature should let
people speak up and be free.
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This side of the military is shown in The Trial of Dedan Kimathi. The Judge, the Prosecutor, and the
Guards are all examples of systemic violence, but Kimathi's strong morals make them less powerful. For
example, Kimathi says, "I am a freedom fighter, and history will judge us differently" (Ngtigi & Mugo, 1976,
p- 71) when the Prosecutor calls him a terrorist. This conversation illustrates how the play deconstructs
colonial language and redefines resistance as a legitimate form of opposition.

Okunoye (2001) looks at this militarized role in the bigger picture of nationalism after colonialism. He
says that Ngitigi and Mugo show the struggle between colonial power and native resistance as a way to give
the Kenyan people back their power.

1.4 Pedagogy and Liberation

Paulo Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1970) argues that education must be dialogical and
liberatory, enabling oppressed communities to recognize and transform their conditions. Ngfigi goes into
more detail about this idea in Something Torn and New (2009), where he calls for an African renaissance
based on cultural memory and new ways of teaching. People can learn how to be free in this way through
literature.

The Woman and the Boy are two characters in The Trial of Dedan Kimathi who make learning and
teaching more fun. The Woman tells the Boy, "Don't forget, the fight isn't over" (Ngtigi & Mugo, 1976, p. 88).
This tells him to keep going and be tough. Okunoye (2001) sees this as a planned way of teaching, using the
play to teach kids about morality in their country. The play tells a story about sticking together and giving
up something for the greater good. This is why theater is a good place for people to learn together.

David Kerr (1995) also says that people often learn by working together on stage in African theater.
This aligns with Ngtigi's assertion that literature should be rooted in indigenous languages and traditions,
thereby guaranteeing that education is culturally informed.

These different ways of looking at literature help us understand the three roles it plays in Ngtigi and
Mugo's play. It safeguards marginalized histories as a form of remembrance, dismantles colonial narratives
as a means of resistance, and imparts values of liberty and solidarity as an educational approach. This
synthesis shows that Ngfigi's plays are unique because they combine art and activism to make theater that
changes people.

II. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

This research employs a qualitative textual analysis of Ngfigi wa Thiong’o and Micere Githae Mugo’s The
Trial of Dedan Kimathi (1976), underpinned by postcolonial and pedagogical theory. The methodology
employs triangulation: (1) meticulous analysis of the play with exact citations and page numbers, (2)
theoretical frameworks from Ngfigi, Fanon, Freire, Ricoeur, Bhabha, Mbembe, and Kerr, and (3)
supplementary scholarship including Hooda (2023), Khawaldeh & Bani Khair (2024), Okunoye (2001),
Ogude (1999), Gikandi (2000), and Boehmer (2005). This integrated approach guarantees interpretive rigor
and contextualizes the play within wider discussions in African literary criticism and postcolonial studies.

III. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
3.1 Literature as Memory

Ngtigi wa Thiong'o and Micere Githae Mugo's The Trial of Dedan Kimathi is a deliberate way to
remember the Mau Mau struggle and keep it alive in the minds of Kenyans. Colonial historians frequently
misrepresented the uprising or omitted it entirely, labeling its leaders as criminals or terrorists. Ngtigi and
Mugo join the conversation by turning Kimathi's trial into a play. They turn the courtroom into a symbolic
archive where forgotten stories are found and acted out. This way, the play becomes a living memory bank,
making sure that the Mau Mau's sacrifices are not forgotten but are instead written down again as important
to Kenya's independence.

"We shall never surrender!" (Ngigi & Mugo, 1976, p. 45) is a great example of this memorial function.
Not just lines from a play, they are cultural interventions that write resilience into the history of the country.
The ideas of Paul Ricoeur in Memory, History, Forgetting (2004) help us understand this: literature is a way
for people who have been pushed to the edges to speak out and take back their history. Homi Bhabha's
Nation and Narration (1990) also talks about how stories make people feel like they are part of a country. It
suggests that Ngiigi and Mugo's play is important for how Kenya sees itself after colonialism.

Intergenerational dialogue improves the sharing of memories. The Woman's command to the Boy —
“Remember, the struggle is not over” (Ngtigi & Mugo, 1976, p. 88) —shows how memory is a powerful force
that changes and teaches us from one generation to the next. Hooda (2023) views this as a purposeful effort
to reshape Kenyan independence through stories of strength, while Khawaldeh and Bani Khair (2024) say
that the play acts as a counter-memory by showing Kimathi as a revolutionary hero instead of a criminal.
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This memorial aspect aligns with Achille Mbembe’s On the Postcolony (2001), which posits that
cultural production functions as a mechanism for negotiating identity and reclaiming agency. Ngtigi and
Mugo's insistence on remembering ensures that the Mau Mau struggle remains a significant aspect of
Kenya's cultural memory, serving as a source of pride and resilience. The play's repeated focus on
remembrance, as shown by Kimathi's defiance and the Woman's instruction, shows that literature is a
powerful tool for keeping the process of decolonization going.

The Trial of Dedan Kimathi ultimately demonstrates that books can serve as a dynamic record. It
defends the Mau Mau movement's honor, fights against colonial erasure, and makes sure that its lessons are
still part of Kenya's culture after colonization. Memory is more than just remembering things; it's an active,
creative force that shapes who we are, pushes us to fight back, and makes sure that the sacrifices of the past
continue to shape the struggles of the present and future.

3.2 Literature as Weapon

Beyond its memorial role, The Trial of Dedan Kimathi wields literature as a weapon, turning the stage
into a site of confrontation where colonial authority is challenged and delegitimized. The courtroom scenes
show how violent colonial justice was by showing how imperial power and indigenous resistance fought
each other. In response to the Prosecutor's claim that he is "nothing but a terrorist," Kimathi says, "I am a
freedom fighter, and history will judge us differently" (Ngiigi & Mugo, 1976, p. 70). This changes how people
see the struggle, going against the colonial story and supporting the moral case for freedom.

Frantz Fanon wrote in The Wretched of the Earth (1963) that using culture as a weapon of resistance
is similar to this idea of using literature as a weapon. Ngtigi fortifies this assertion in Decolonising the Mind
(1986) by asserting that art must restore indigenous voices to dismantle imperial ideologies. The play shows
this idea by making Kimathi seem unbeatable. Instead, it makes him a symbol of defiance whose words go
against the power of the colonies. The Judge's statement of guilt—"You are guilty of treason against the
Crown" (p. 62) —is made less serious by the way it is presented, which shows how theater can show that
colonial law is not valid.

The way the play is put together is a weapon. Ngtigi and Mugo don't let colonial justice decide what's
true by moving between scenes in court and flashbacks to the revolution. The audience sees not only
Kimathi's trial but also the bigger fight of the Mau Mau, which changes the story of colonialism. Elleke
Boehmer (2005) says that postcolonial texts often act as counter-discourses, telling history from the point of
view of the colonized. The play's structure is rebellious because it doesn't want to end and keeps going
against what it wants.

Okunoye (2001) and Ogude (1999) are two scholars who say that the plays by Ngtigi and Mugo turn
theater into a political fight. The audience is pulled into the ideological fight and made to believe that
resistance is right and that defiance must go on. So, the play gets people to think together and turns literature
into a weapon that cuts through colonial stories and gives communities the power to take back their own
lives.

The play doesn't end with Kimathi's silence; instead, it gives the audience strength. It shows that
stories, words, and acting can all be used to fight back against empires and colonial power. In this case,
literature is not a passive art form; it is an active tool that keeps the work of freedom going.

3.3 Literature as Pedagogy

Alongside its memorial and weaponized functions, The Trial of Dedan Kimathi is profoundly
pedagogical, designed to teach audiences the values of solidarity, sacrifice, and continuity. Ngtigi and Mugo
don't just tell stories; they use the way the characters talk to each other and the way the play is set up to
teach lessons. Paulo Freire's Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1970) is a good way to think about this: education
should be free and open to everyone, and it should help the oppressed see and change their lives. The play
shows this idea by showing scenes that teach both the characters and the audience how to resist in the right
way.

The most obvious way that the story teaches is through how the Woman and the Boy talk to each
other. The Woman's words, "Remember, the struggle is not over" (Ngtigi & Mugo, 1976, p. 88), are clear
instructions that make sure the lessons of resistance are passed down from one generation to the next. This
lesson that is passed down from generation to generation makes the play a moral lesson for everyone in the
country. This is in line with Freire's idea that teaching should help students take action. Okunoye (2001) sees
this as a planned move, putting the play in the role of a teaching tool that teaches resilience and shared
responsibility.

The way the play is set up also teaches. Ngfigi and Mugo use flashbacks to the revolution to show
that the trial is not the end of the fight but just one step in a longer process. This play tells people to look
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beyond colonial justice and see the bigger picture of resistance throughout history. David Kerr (1995) says
that African theater is a good way for people to learn together by acting in groups. The Trial of Dedan
Kimathi is a work of art and a lesson. It teaches through drama and gets people moving through memory.

In the play, pedagogy isn't just about characters teaching each other; it's also about teaching the
audience. People can learn from Kimathi's refusal to back down, the Woman's strength, and the Boy's first
steps into battle. So, the play turns into a community classroom where people learn about bravery, unity,
and sacrifice by acting out real-life situations instead of just talking about them. Ngtigi's later writings in
Something Torn and New (2009) support the idea that literature can bring culture back to life and that art
can teach people how to protect their freedom.

The Trial of Dedan Kimathi has a teaching side that makes sure that people not only remember and
use resistance as a weapon, but also learn how to do it. It turns into a free classroom where the characters
teach each other and the audience learns the values they need to keep freedom alive. Literature here is
important because it shapes people's minds and gets communities ready for the ongoing work of
decolonization.

CONCLUSION

The Trial of Dedan Kimathi by Ngtigi wa Thiong’'o and Micere Githae Mugo demonstrates how
African literature can simultaneously preserve memory, act as a weapon, and function as pedagogy.
Through its dramatization of Kimathi's trial, the play reclaims suppressed histories, ensuring that the Mau
Mau struggle is remembered as a narrative of resilience rather than defeat. By reframing Kimathi from
“terrorist” to “freedom fighter,” it dismantles colonial discourse and weaponizes language against imperial
authority. And through intergenerational dialogue, particularly between the Woman and the Boy, it teaches
audiences the values of solidarity, sacrifice, and continuity, transforming theatre into a classroom of
liberation.

The synthesis of these three dimensions reveals the play’s unique power: it is not merely a historical
reconstruction but a living text that mobilizes communities. Literature here is active, not passive — it
remembers, resists, and instructs. Ngtigi and Mugo’s dramaturgy fuses aesthetics with activism, showing
that art can preserve dignity, dismantle oppression, and educate future generations.

In the broader context of postcolonial African literature, The Trial of Dedan Kimathi exemplifies how
cultural texts contribute to nation-building and decolonization. It demonstrates that literature is more than
storytelling; it is a force that shapes identity, arms communities with conviction, and sustains the unfinished
project of liberation. By embedding memory, weapon, and pedagogy into its narrative, the play ensures that
the spirit of resistance continues beyond the stage, reminding audiences that the struggle for justice and
freedom is ongoing.
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