Ngugi’s The Devil on the Cross,
the Body and Power

James Ogude

One of the striking features of Ngugi’s Devil on the Cross is the way it directs attention
to the idea of human struggle and martyrdom—the sacrifice of the boedy. Except in this
instance, Ngugi reverses the norm and it is the devil’s body that is on the cross. This in
itself should signal a shift in power relations because the devil that we tend to associate
with the domination of other bodies has been subdued on the cross. But even with a
superficial reading of the text, we soon realise that the devil has been rescued by its
followers and its body (read the colonial and neo-colenial state) has been tumed into a
site for struggle. 1i is the use of the body as a site upon which power is re-enacted and
undermined that interests me here. The paper aims at exploring Ngugi’s use of the body
as a site upon which the banality of power in a post-colony is dramatised in its stark
manifestation. The paper arpues that Ngugi uses the protesque image of the body to
poriray the staging of power in a post-colony, while at the same time undermining
officialdom or authority through parody. The paper concludes by drawing aitention to
Ngugi’s failure to show how the masses, the oppressed, are implicated in their own
-+ oppressicn and how they mimic and emulate the absurd display of power by the rulers.
Achille Mbembe (1992), in a paper entitled ‘Provisional Notes on the Post-
colony®, draws our attention to the nature of power and its actual performance in a post-
colony. He characterises a post-colony simply as those societies which have recently
emerged from the experience of colonisation and exhibit the violence which the
colonial relationship par excellence involves. He argues that the

post-colony is characterised by a distinctive style of palitical improvisation,
by a tendency to excess and a lack of proportion [and] a serics of corporate
institutions and political machinery which, once they are in place, constitute
adisiinctive regime of violence (Mbembe 1992:3).

The post-colony in fact becomes some form of a stage on which ‘the wider probiems
& and its corollary discipline’ are played out (Mbembe 1992:3). It is this theatrical display
. of power that Mbembe calls the banality of power in the post-colony. He uses banality
S tomean

those elements of the obscene and the grotesque that Mikhail Bakhtin
claims to have jocated in ‘non-official’ cultures but which in fact ere
o intrinsic to all systems of domination and to the means by which those
systems are confirmed or deconstructed (Mbembe 1992:3).

-+ Thus the grotesque and the obscene would seem to be some of the basic characteristics
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that identify post-colonial regimes of domination.

The writing of Ngugi’s Devil on the Cross was in more than one sense a
product of the post-colonial violence to which Mbembe draws our attention. It was
written while Ngugi was in detention: and marked the actual enactment of violence ina
post-colony through the capture and isolation of the body under the goise of the Public
Security Order inhented from the colonial regime. In Derained (1981a:3), Ngugi
confesses that the novel was written “with blood, sweet and toil’. Written in one of the
largest prisons in post-colonial Africa, the Kamiti Maximum Security Prison, this
novel heiped Ngugi to keep his sanity. It is significant because it stands as a defiance 1o
Kenyatta's regime which put him in detention so that his ‘mind woeuid turm inte a mess
or roi’ (Ngugi 1981a:10) which is reminiscent of Gramsei’s prosecutor who, under
Mussolini’s orders in 1926, asserted: ‘We must stop this brain working for twenty
years!” {Gramsci 1971:xviil). Having failed to control Ngugi, the Kenyatta regime
sends him to solitary confinement which is, as Michel Foucault (1984:210) reminds us,
‘certainly the most frenzied manifestation of power imaginabie’. In writing this novel,
Ngugi seems to have refused to succumb to the dictates of violence to which the
Kenyan regime ofien resorts in silencing all its critics. The novel became Npugi's
weapon for preserving the body and for overcoming the state of fragmentation imposed
by the regime. Wariinga, the heroine oftoil and the harbinger of freedom, whose image
looms large in the text, was conceived in cell 16 in 1978 (Npugi 1981a:3). If the
regime’s aim was to break Ngugi and to reconfigure his body, in Devil, he turns this
attemnpt upside down. Instead, it is to the obscene body of the post-colonial regime

.. weighed down by its “impotence’, that Ngugi directs our langhter. But, first, the content
- of Devil on the Cross.

. The novel deals with a group of six protagonists travelling together in amararu
# taxi to limorog. The protagonisis discover that they are ail mysteriously invited to a
o Pevil’s feast, where thieves and robbers of Kenya enter a cempetition for the election of
- the seven cleverest thieves and robbers. The characters are Wariinga, Wangari,
= Gatuiria, Muturi, Mwireri and Mwaura the driver. The narrative operates at two levels:
= the allegorical story illustrated by the competition or feast organised by the Devil, and
= the Story of Wariinga who is the pivot of the plot. Like Petals of Blood (1977), the novel
T takes place mainly in Ilmorog and partly in Nairobi. The novel is dedicated to *all
+ Kenyans struggling against the neo-colonial stage of imperialism’ (Ngugi 1987:5). Itis
i no wonder, then, that the major trope in Devil should be neo-colonial dependency, with
= the devil on the cross as the struciuring symbol. This is best iliustrated in Wariinga’s
+7 nightmare in which the white colonialist devil is crucified by the masses, apparent
reference to political independence, only to be rescued by the local comprador.
= Significantly,

fiihe Devil had two mouths, one on his forehead and the other at the back of
1;; his head. His belly sagged, as if it were about to give birth to all the evils of
= the world. His skin wasred, like that of a pig (Ngugi 1987:13).

4 This is significant because the physical features of the Devil draw aitention to his
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grotesque image, the same image that he gives to those that rescue him and in turn serve
him. Significantly again, the Devi! rewards his rescuers by fattening their bellies. It
turns out that a ‘Devil's feast’ is arranged by the local ‘thieves’ to commemorate 2 visit
by foreign puests— particularly from America, England, Germany, France, ltaly,
Sweden and Japan'—as part of ‘the International Organisation of Thieves and
Robbers® (Ngugi 1987:78).

The creation of a Devil’s feast, where national robbers and their foreign allies
gather in order to reveal their tactics and motives, provides Ngugi with the space for
crecting or deconstructing, through the grotesque and the obscene, the banality of
power in & post-colony. Ngugi uses the Bakhtinian notion of the grotesque and
obscenity by tumning the rulers of post-colony into objects of ridicule. But he moves
beyond Bakhtin’s use of the protesque and the obscene as vehicles of public nidicule
solely confined to the province of ordinary people. It is to the local comprador
hourgeoisie, who hoast about their cleverness and their cunning on how to steal from
the people as well as how to bow te foreign control, that the grotesque is restricted. He
does this by exposing how siate power--represented by the local comprador—drama-
tises its own magnificence through an absurd ceremonial display of their wealth as
spectacles worthy of emulation by the ruled. It is in this feast that Ngugi erects the
monstrous image of capitalism as a fetish. The worshippers of the fetish gather to
preach before it, ‘the fiction of its perfection’ (Mbembe 1992:21}. Each and every
speaker that takes the stage demonstrates, in their biunt testimonies, that the post-
colony has been turned into a stage for bizarre self-gratification; an absurd display of
buffoons, fools and clowns in the feast of ‘modem robbery and theft’. The feast

® becomes the privileged langnage through which power speaks, acts and coerces, The

arrogance of the leader of the foreign delegation of thieves and robbers—he
admonishes the local delegates ‘to drink the blood of [their] people and to eat their
flesh, [as the imperial powers have done to the Africans over the cenfuries], than to
retreat a step’ (Ngugi 1987:89—is greed and power magnified to their full and logicai
extremes, reduced to their essences. Yet the actual idiom of this display, its organization
- and its symbolism focuses on the body: specifically the belly, the mouth and the
% phallus.

= Mgugi's thieves display striking forms of deformity. His portrayal of the focal
T thieves at the cave foregrounds the grotesque image of the body in which the belly and
2. the mouth stand out. The satire on the comprader class conveys Ngugi’s mockery of
- their borrowed power, and is best captured in the narrator’s graphic description of
Gitutu’s body:

Gitutu had a belly that protruded so far that it would have touched the ground
had it not been supported by the braces that held up his trousers. It seemed as
if his belly had absorbed all his limbs and all the other argans of his body.
Gituty had no neck---at least, his neck was nat visible. His arms and legs
were short stumps. His head had shrunk to the size of a fist (Npugi 1987:99).

© Gituta’s body is a body in the act of becoming: ‘it is continually built, created, and
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builds and [it in larn] creates another body’ (Bakhtin 1968:317). It is a body that,
figuratively speaking, swallows the world and is itself swallowed by the world. In the
words of Bakhtin (1968:317), the grotesque body ‘outgrows its own self, transgressing
its own body, in which it conceives a new, second bedy: the bowels and the phallus’. In
this act of swallowing, Gitutw’s body becomes monstrous—a typical grotesque
hyperbole. His beily threatens to detach itself from the body and lead an independent
life. His neck, arms, legs and head have been transformed into a grotesque animal
subject.

The realisation of the grotesgue image of the body by associating the parts or the
whole body with the animal form is best illustrated again in the body of Gitutn and, to a
degree, in the body of Kihaahu, whose grotesque feature is his mouth rather than his
stomach. To do this, Ngugi uses names which are semanticaily fixed to the master code
of the Gikuyu people. The names that are cuiturally positioned or grounded in a
‘pretext’ is inherent to the tradition of the Gikuyy, and in particular to some animal or
inanimate object in the Gikuyu cosmos whose traits the characiers personify or share.
For the average Gikuyu reader the names are specific signs which they could readily
interpret because of the shared typology of meaning between the signs and their
interpreters.

The name ‘Giiutu wa Gataanguny’ shows the use of this mutually inteiligible
typology of meaning between the sign and its community of readers. ‘Gitutn’ in
Gikuyu, Ndigirigi {(1991:101) writes, refers to a *big jipger’ while ‘Gataangum’ refers
to ‘a belly infested with tapeworms which produce a bloating effect’. His physical form
.. resembles that of a jigger. Thus Gituni’s names within the context of the Gikuyu
* readership helps to concretise the grotesque image of Gitutu’s body. There are ciear
* grounds of comparison in which the physical features of Gitutu—*pot-belly’, ‘short-
: limbs’ and ‘tiny head’—are placed in stark juxtaposition to the physical features of a
= jigger. But more importantly, these features underscore the parasitical nature of jiggers
# and by extension the parasitism of the ruling class in the post-coionial state that Gitutu
= represents or paralleis. As a parasite, Gitugu finds his hosi in the lives of workers and
“ peasants that he exploits. Characteristic of this class, Ngugi seems to suggest, Gitutu
= eats more than he needs as he shamelessly confesses that his ‘belly is becoming larger
= and larger because it is constantly overworked!' (Ngugi 1987:100). Ironically, he
: spends more time eating than working and his body has become a ‘wasteland’ or a
7. ‘shitland’ which his name evokes: the appropriate breeding place for tapeworms. But,
as if Gitutu’s deformity is not a sufficient sign of elite greed, Ngugi’s thieves seek true
- monstrosity, as in the case of Ndikita wa Nguunji who argues for additional human
i parts:

So, seeing that I have only one mouth, one belly, one heart, one life and one
cock, what’s the difference between the rich and the poor? What's the point
ofrobbing others?

It was revealed to me that ... we should have a factory for mannfaciuring
human parts .... This would mean that a rich man who could afford them
could have two or three mouths, two beilics, two cocks and two hearts. Ifthe
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first mouth became tired of chewing, and his belly could hold no more, then
the spare mouth and belly could take over ... We could coin some new
sayings: a rich man’s youthnever ends (Ngugi 1987:180).

Ndikita desires aworld in which

the rich few would ensure their immortality through the purchase of spare
organs of the human body, thus leaving death as the sole prerogative of the

poor (Ngugi 1987:10),

Yet Ndikita’s desire to have spare organs serves to expose the insecurity of masculine
authority;, when Ndikita’s wife becomes enthusiastic about the prospect of having two
female organs, he is threatened. Nditika expresses horror at the idea of such equality
between sexes and he urges his wife to espouse, instead, “true’ African cultare, to heed
tradition, which Nditika would like to interpret as meaning inferior status for women.
As Eileen Julien (1992: 1 49f) writes:

Nditika would seem to need women as witnesses of his masculine prowess,
yet he fears them and their sexual demands.

It is to serve his own mascuiine quest for privilege and power that he invokes the
authority of ‘tradition’. Thus, the unconditional subordination of women to the
principle of maie pleasure remains one of the pillars uphoiding the reproduction of the
.. phallocratic system which tums post-coloniality into *a world of anxious virility, a
= world hostile to continence, frugality, sobriety’ (Mbembe [992:9). Wariinga’s body, for
- example, becomes the focus of a power struggle with far-reaching ramifications.
: Masculine authority seeks to imprison her bady within the grip and grasp of the local
= thieves—the ruling elite of the post-coloniai state. But it is not until Wariinga regains
. her agency as an active participant in the process of history making, that she develops
= from the victim type to the fighting type.
It is not enough, in the post-colonial context, simply to bring into play the mouth,
i the belly or phallus, or merely to refer to them, in order to be antomatically obscene.
= ‘Mouth’, ‘beily’, and ‘phalius’, when vsed in popular speech and jokes, have above all
% to be jocated in the real world, located in real time. In short, they are active statemenis
= about the human condition, and as such contribute integraily to the making of political
culture in the post-colony, Every reference, then, to month, belly or phailos is
. consequently a discourse on the world—the post-colonial world. Ngugi’s use of the
% grotesque and the obscene points to this world, and his use of the grotesque image of the
* body is very much grounded in the ordinary politics of post-colonial Kenya. It is the
2" kind of politics whose primary objective is to acquire power as the ultimate vehicle for
5 economic success.
Most social struggles in Africa, Bayart (1993:239) is wont to remind us, only
= becomeuseful ifthey lead to the accumulation of power:

It is a truism that it is easier to get rich from a position of power than from a
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position of dependency and penury.

When one acquires power and the economic success that goes with it, one becomes
honoured and often one is not shy to perform one’s snccess. Thus in a post-colony,
‘material prosperity is one of the chief political virtues rather than {the] object of
disapproval® (Bayart 1993:242). While writing Devif Ngugi must have been conscious
of the fact that boasting about one’s wealth in Kenya is part of the social nomi. As
Angelique Haugerud (1925:1) reminds us, *Exuberant showmanship is one enduring
face of Kenyan political life’. }t is not unusual to come across politicians boasting about
their wealth and with great admiration from the people. Very much in the early days of
Kenya’s independence, Jomoe Kenyatta—the first president of Kenya—ridiculed the
radical nationalist opponent, Bildad Kaggia, for failing to amass wealth for himself.
‘Look at Kungu Karumba’, Kenyatta told Kaggia. ‘He has invested in buses and has
earned money, but what have you done for yourself since independence?’’ About two
decades later, Mr QOloitiptip, one of President Moi’s ministers, boasted to kis political
opponents in pariiament in sentiments very similar to Kenyatta’s when he declared:

Pve pot maney. I don’t sell chickens ... | am able to spend 150 million
shillings from my own pocket for the marriage of my son ... T have six cars,
two big houses, twelve wives and sixty-seven children,

Turning to his opponents, he reminded them that they ‘are not small men; they are men
of big bellies like Oloitiptip® (The Weekly Review March 30 1984: If). Forty years later
the populist deputy J.M. Kariuki had absolutely no need to disguise his wealth in order
to win credibility with the citizens—the *wananchi® (see Odinga 1952:63). Thus the
‘politics of the belly’, to use Bayart’s phrase, is very much in the imagination of
Kenyans and is not just a fictive creation of Ngugi.

Ngugi’'s intervention lies in his insistence that the ‘politics of the belly’ oughi to be
the object of ridicule rather than emulation. The belly which the rulers in particular
encode as a sign of success exposes the parasitic nature of the local comprador in a post-
colony. Thus far from confirming their authority, the grotesque image of rulers like
Oloitiptip, should serve to undermine the power cf the milers by turning them into
L pitiable objects of ridicule. After ali ‘the body itsclf is the principal locale of the idioms
s and fantasies used in depicting power’ (Mbembe 1992:7). If Kenyans in their ignorance
have associated *the big belly’ with power, then Ngugi is forcing them to debunk the
myth, and to realise that the authority of the local rulers is borrowed.
1t is, therefore, to the nature of the local comprador bourgeoisie that Ngugi
T draws our attention by using the grotesque mode in his depiction of them. Indeed
grotesque characters, marked as they are by bodily deficiencies or deformation, would
seem to offer Ngupi a perfect means of fipuring the qualities that have tended to

]

The Times 1| April 1966, Nairobi, as quoted in Odinga (1967:310}. Sec also Ngugi
{(1981a:89) and his reference to Kenyaita’s upraiding of Kaggia.
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characterise either the local comprador or the ruling elite in the post-colonial state in
Africa®. The use of the grotesque mode draws the readers” attention to the body as a site
upon which power is contested. If the Kenyan government had intended to subdue
Ngugi’s body, he tums the butt on them. In Detained, he talks ofhis objective:

1 would cheat them out of that fast laugh by letting my imagination loose
over the kind of society this class. in nakediy treacherous alliance with
imperialist foreigners, were building in Kenya in total cynical disregard of
the wishes of over fourteen million Kenyans (Ngugi 1981a:10).

Yet, the full significance of the grotesque image in the text only makes sense when
linked to a couple of sub-narratives in Devil.
The first is derived from Wariinga’s nightmare. In the grotesque image of the
Devil that Wariinga sees, Ngugi seems to suggest a linear and contintting relationship
between the Devil (read colonialism) and the black elite (read comprador bourgeoisie)
thai takes over at independence. Ngugi further suggests that the desire of the comprador
class which rescues the devil, thereby introducing a new form of colonialism, is to
inherit the Devil’s worst qualities. The second consists of three stories that Gatuiria
relates to his fellow passengers on their way to Iimorog in a maiaru. Comimon to all the
stories are the themes of avarice and conceit. The first story is about the peasant farmer
that was turned into a beast of burden by an ogre (Ngugi 1987:62}. The second story is
aboui the black and beautiful girl who rejected all the men in her country and took to the
first young man from a foreign country. The young foreigner turned out to be a man-
= eating ogre who tore off her ‘limbs one by one and ate them® (Ngugi 1987:62). The third
: and last story that Gatuiria relates is about an old man called Nding’uri who had a soul
 that was richly endowed. He was well respected, hardworking and displayed neither
desire nor greed for other people’s property until, one day, ‘a strange pestilence attacked
= thevillage” and destroyed all his possessions (Ngugi 1987:63). Nding uri was forced to
“ turn to the evil spirits. ‘At the enirance to the cave’, we read, ‘he was met by a spirit in
: the shape ofan ogre’. We are further told that the ogre

tad two mouths, one on his forehead and the other at the back of his head.
The one at the back of his head was covered by his long hair, and it was only
visible when the wind blew the hairaside (Ngugi 1987:64).

i The thrust of the narrative is that Nding uri surrenders his soul to the ogre who demands

2 itin exchange for riches. Nding uri is turned ‘into an eater of human flesh and a drinker

- of human blood’ (Ngugi 1987:64). And in a typical Bakhtinian conception of the
< grotesque image of the body—the body as a site for defecation—both laughable and
- revolting, weread that:

;;z > This also resonates with Fanon’s (1968: 120) characterisaiion of this class as decadent and
. parasitic, uncreative and ‘completely canalized into activities of the intermediary type’.
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From that day on, Nding’uri began to fart property, to shit property, io
speeze property, to scratch propenty, to laugh property, to think property, to
dream property, to talk property, io sweat property, to piss property (Ngugi
1987:64).

Ifthe first story by (Gatuiria relates directly to the burden of colonialism on the colonised
and points to the possibility of liberation from the shackles of colonialism, the second
ene relates to a colonial mentality—-2 form of cultural imperialism that locks the
colonised withir: the orbit of dependency and leads to a fixation with all that is foreign.
The third story captures the advanced stage in which the colonised now surrenders his
or her being, integrity and pride to the coloniser in order to receive his protection and be
schooled in the ways of the ogre. The third story is a narrative expression of the stage
that Ngugi (1981b:1191) has characterised as the neo-colonial stage of imperialism.
This is the stage that he satirizes in the Devil’s feast by focusing our attention on the
grotesque image of the comprador class that has given up its sonl and betrayed the
nation for property. There is, therefore, 2 parallel between Wariinga’s nightmare and the
story of Nding’uri. Just like the Devil’s rescuers in Wariinga's nightmare, Nding’uri
also gives up his soui-—his freedom——in exchange for property.

Significantly, both the ogre and his worshippers like Gitutu and Kihaahu seem to
have a similar bodily deformation; they both seem to share in the common traits of
avarice and conceit. Thus every other layer of the narrative in the text serves to draw our

.. aftention to the grotesque image of the ogre, the Devil and his followers. The narrative
~ layers serve to reveal the nature and values of the capitalist ogre and the comprador
« class that it gives rise to. The likes of Gitutu are born out of the ogre’s womb and they
continue to perpetuate its legacy, the legacy of neo-colonial dependency. A section of
» the African elite, Ngugi seems to be saying, never contributed in the struggie for
Z independence, but were able to make it through sheer cunning and cheating, and by
:  exploiting their history of collaboration to their advantage. This class, Ngugi suggests,
cannot survive without the patronage of their foreign masters. Pari of their fundamental
weakness is that they are disposed to parasitism, selfishness, greed and naked
exploitation of workers and peasanis through cunning rather than creative
<. entrepreneurship and hard-work. For Ngugi then, the grotesque at its best exaggerates
and caricatures the negative, the inappropriate, the anti-human that the comprador class
has ceme to symbolize in his works. Toe this end Ngugi is in agreement with Keorapetse
¢ Kgositsile’s (1969:147) comment that black writers should deploy the grotesque to
- portray ‘the undesirable, the corrupting, the destructive’. But as Bakhtin (1968:308)
i argues:

A grotesque world in which only the inappropriate is exaggerated is only
quantitatively large, but qualitatively it is extremely poor, colourless, and
far from gay.
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conclusion

In spite of Ngugi’s scathing exposure of the so-called borrowed power in a post-colony,
in choosing the comprador class as the sole object of his butt, Ngugi fails to draw
attention to how the masses are themselves implicated in their own exploitation. By
confining the display of powerto the elite, and suggesting a hegemonic power structure
coniroiled by foreign and local comprador, he fails to rise above the binary categoriss
used in standard interpretations of domination. Within this structure, the dominated can
only collaborate with or resist the rulers. And yet, as Bayart (1293:249) warmns us,

the production of a political space [in a post-¢colony] is on the one hand the
wark of an ensembie of actors, dominant and dominated. and that on the
other hand it is in turn subjected to & double logic of totafitarianising and

detotalitarianising ... The ‘small men’ also work hard at political
innovation and their contribution does not necessarily contradict thai of the
‘big men’,

A linear narrative of the rulers versus the ruled; the oppressor versus the oppressed,
which characterises Ngugi’s discourse in a post-colony runs the risk of excluding

heterogeneity from the domain of utterance and is thus functionally
incapable of even canceiving the possibility of discursive apposition or
resistance to it (Slemon 1987:11).

= The point being made here is that in order to have an effective understanding of power
© relations in a post-colony we need to realise that it cannot simply be

arelationship of resistance or collaboration but it can best be characterised
as illicit cohabitation, a relationship fraught by the very fact of the [rufers]
and [the reled] having to share the same living space (Mbembe 1992:4).

& This kind of relationship can only resnit in what Mbembe (1992:4) has called the
= ‘mutual zombification of both the dominant and those they apparently dominate’. Itisa
# relationship of conviviality in which both the ruled and the rulers rob each other of their
¢ wvitality and, in the process, render each other impotent. But because a post-colony is
also a regime of pretence, the ‘subjects’ have to leam to bargain in this market marked
by ambivalence; they have tohave the

ability to manage not just a single identity for themseives [which binarism
reduces them to), but several, which are flexible enough for them to
negotiate as and when required {(Mbembe 1992:4).

It seems to me that Ngugi’s otherwise brilliant critique of the rulers in a post-colony
deletes the ambivalent relationship and crucial contradictions between the ruled and the
rulers. In a way, it also robs the ruled of any historical agency outside the grand regime
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of resistance narrative. These issues, however, are beyond the scope of this paper {see
Cooper 1992, and Ogude 1997).

Department of English
University of the Witwatersrand
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