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Abstract

Colonial expansion into Africa constituted a deeply intrusive process that
fundamentally altered the cultural, ecological, and epistemological foundations of colonised
societies. Colonial powers, in extending their control, employed strategies that went beyond
military conquest and political administration, permeating everyday life, the natural
environment, and indigenous systems of sustenance. Nature became an instrument of control
as colonial regimes appropriated land, restructured agricultural practices, and redefined human-
environment relationships. Western discourse often misrepresented Africa as a continent
shrouded in darkness and primitivism, constructing a narrative that justified colonisation as a
benevolent civilising mission. These representations obscured the continent’s rich cultural
diversity, ecological knowledge, and longstanding traditions.

Introduction

This domination extended beyond
physical occupation to include epistemic
violence, defined as the systematic erasure
and replacement of indigenous knowledge
systems. Colonial authorities dismantled
local practices by imposing foreign
ideologies through education, religion, and

administrative policies. Food practices and

176

dietary cultures were among the most
profoundly transformed aspects of life. In
precolonial African societies, traditional
attire, languages, and cuisine were integral
to a holistic way of life embedded in the
environment. Food was closely linked to
ecological rhythms, agricultural cycles, and

communal  labour, representing a
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sustainable and health-conscious mode of
living in which nourishment was derived
directly from the land without industrial

processing.

Unlike industrialised societies,
where food is frequently mass-produced,
preserved, and chemically enhanced,
indigenous African food systems prioritised
freshness, locality, and nutritional balance.
and were

Preparation consumption

informed by accumulated ecological
knowledge, ensuring both physical well-
being and cultural continuity. Food thus
transcended mere sustenance, assuming a
therapeutic role that nourished both body
and spirit. This principle aligns with
Hippocrates’ assertion, “Let food be thy
medicine and medicine be thy food,”
highlighting a wuniversal understanding,

long present in indigenous traditions, that

diet and health are inseparable.

Ugali  exemplifies  indigenous
nourishment as a staple food widely

consumed across East Africa, particularly
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in Kenya. “Ugali is eaten as the main dish
for lunch or dinner with accompaniments
such as vegetables and meat” (Wanjala et
al. 386). Made from maize flour and water
to form a firm porridge, ugali is typically
served with vegetables, meat, or legumes.
Its simplicity conceals its nutritional value
and cultural significance. Ugali provides
sustained energy and is regarded as both
wholesome and satisfying. It symbolises
the close relationship between land, labour,
and livelihood, and remains central to
Kenyan culinary identity, often considered

a national dish.

Colonial influence initiated a
gradual yet significant shift in dietary
preferences. Indigenous foods such as ugali
were increasingly devalued, while Western
food habits gained prominence. This
transformation was closely tied to power,
prestige, and cultural assimilation rather
than mere taste. Processed and preserved
foods, emblematic of industrial modernity,

began to replace fresh, locally sourced

ingredients. This change was particularly
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evident among the postcolonial elite, who,
in emulating Western lifestyles, often
rejected traditional foods in favour of
imported or processed alternatives, thereby
perpetuating colonial hierarchies of value

after independence.

Ngugi wa Thiong'o, a pioneering
English-language writer from Kenya and
East Africa, uses his works to revitalise
traditional indigenous culture. His novel
Wizard of the Crow critically examines the
persistence of colonial influence, with food
serving as a subtle yet powerful marker of
cultural alienation and resistance. For
example, the character Njoya, a senior state
security officer, offers Tajirika a breakfast
of “eggs, bread and sausages” (335). These
items, emblematic of Western dietary
of industrial

practices and products

processing, contrast sharply with the
natural, unprocessed foods of indigenous
tradition. Through such details, Ngugi

reveals how colonial influence endures in

the everyday habits of the ruling class,
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highlighting their disconnection from local

realities.

Simultaneously, Ngugi seeks to
reclaim and revalorise indigenous traditions
by foregrounding local food practices. He
juxtaposes global cuisines with traditional
dishes, observing that “Italian, Chinese,
Indian, and Greek restaurants faced kiosks
serving soul food of collard greens and
ugali.” The deliberate designation of ugali
as “soul food” elevates the dish beyond its
material function, framing it as a source of
spiritual and cultural sustenance. Unlike
imported cuisines, which often symbolise
status and cosmopolitan aspiration, ugali
represents and

belonging, continuity,

rootedness.

Ngugi consistently uses ugali as a
symbol of resistance to colonial cultural
erasure, as well as a link to the past and a
reminder of cultural continuity. This
symbolism is particularly evident in Wizard

of the Crow, where the protagonists Kamiti

and Nyawira frequently eat ugali as their
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primary meal. They “were at table,
enjoying a meal of ugali and collard greens
Nyawira had quickly prepared in the
kitchen” (82). Most of their meals consist of
ugali, and both characters participate in its
preparation. “Kamiti had even made a broth
of tomatoes and spinach, and... the supper
was ugali” (120). Their shared role in
cooking ugali, paralleling their shared role
as healers,

subtly challenges gender

stereotypes.

As healers, Kamiti and Nyawira
extend their practice of nourishment to the
wider community: “To the destitute, they
offered a bowl of soup, beans, and rice or
ugali. And to all who came there for the
holy day, they talked about healthy living”
(275). This demonstrates that ugali is
valued not merely for convenience or
availability, but for its nutritional clarity
and cultural significance. Typically eaten
with soups or vegetable stews, ugali forms
part of a balanced meal. Kamiti and
these food

Nyawira’s adherence to

practices reflects their integrity and
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commitment to the values they espouse. In

contrast to the mnation’s hypocritical
authorities, they embody the principles they
advocate, reinforcing Ngugi’s critique of
corrupt leadership and his celebration of

indigenous, community-rooted living.

The healing practices of Kamiti and
Nyawira in Wizard of the Crow are best
understood through FEric J. Cassell’s
distinction between ‘disease’ and ‘illness’.
Cassell defines disease as a bodily
dysfunction, while illness refers to the lived
experience of suffering affecting the whole
person. Ngugi’s narrative aligns with this
framework, as the afflictions in Aburiria are
rather  than

primarily  psychosocial

biological. Kamiti and Nyawira thus
emerge as restorers of fractured identities
and disrupted relationships between self,
society, and environment, not merely as

healers of the body.

Kamiti is depicted as a healer rooted
in indigenous knowledge systems. He is

described as someone who “knew so much
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about the healing properties of herbs” (274)
and asserts that “Nature is the source of all
cures” (267). His reliance on herbal
medicine reflects a holistic understanding
of health, viewing nature as an active, life-
sustaining force. By choosing natural
remedies over Western biomedical systems,
Kamiti challenges epistemologies that
dismiss indigenous medicine as primitive,
instead positioning it as a legitimate and
effective mode of healing that addresses

both physical and experiential dimensions

of illness.

As Kamiti and Nyawira gain
recognition, they establish “The House of
Modern Witcheraft and Sorcery” (274),
which serves as an alternative therapeutic
centre. Although the public perceives it as a

site of sorcery, the healing within is

grounded in ethical discipline,

philosophical insight, and an understanding
of illness as socially produced. The shrine

functions as a counter-space to the

authoritarian state: while the regime

governs through fear and control, the shrine
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offers psychological release and self-
awareness. Individuals seek healing there
for both  physical ailments and
psychological distress, including fear, guilt,
and political anxiety. In Cassell’s terms,

this marks a shift from treating disease to

addressing illness as the totality of
suffering.
This distinction is especially

significant in Ngugi’s portrayal of White-
ache and Ifness, conditions that exemplify
illness without disease. Tajirika’s obsession
with becoming white, that “he would end
up being the richest man in Africa, and the
only thing missing to distinguish him from
all the other black rich was white skin”
(179-180), reveals a condition rooted in
internalised colonial ideology rather than
biology. His plea to the Wizard, “tell me
how to become white... I am ready to do
what is needed” (181), highlights the depth
of his psychological and existential distress.
White-ache thus reflects a distorted self-

shaped cultural

perception by

indoctrination.
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Ifness similarly represents a

fragmentation of identity manifested
through language and thought. Tajirika’s
utterance, “If .. .my...skin...were...
not . . . black! Oh, if only my skin were
white” (179), demonstrates a breakdown in
coherent expression, indicating an internal
crisis. The Ruler experiences the same
condition after a humiliating encounter
abroad, where racial discrimination leaves
him speechless. His repeated questioning,
“IF I had been white, would they have done
what they did to me?” (491), reveals the
extent to which colonial hierarchies have

been internalised, resulting in persistent

doubt and inadequacy.

These conditions exemplify Eric J.
Cassell’s concept that illness arises when
the integrity of the person, including
identity, dignity, and meaning, is
threatened. In Wizard of the Crow, White-
ache and Ifness are not bodily diseases but
illnesses experienced as a result of social

and historical forces. The suffering of

characters such as Tajirika and the Ruler
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illustrates how colonial ideology penetrates

the  psyche, transforming  external

domination into internalised distress.

Within this framework, healing
extends beyond biomedical intervention.
As Cecil G. Helman argues, “For medical
care to be most effective—and acceptable
to patients—general practitioners should
treat both illness and disease in their
patients at the same time” (551). Ngugi
anticipates this holistic approach by
presenting a mode of healing that addresses

both the lived experience of illness and its

broader social determinants.

The motif of the mirror serves as a
significant therapeutic tool in the novel.
Looking into the mirror compels characters
to confront  internalised  colonial
assumptions and distorted self-perceptions.
Guided by Kamiti, this process becomes a
form of psychological therapy, enabling
individuals to recognise the origins of their

suffering and reconstruct an authentic sense

of self. The mirror functions as an
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instrument of cognitive and emotional

healing,

challenging the pervasive

influence of colonial ideology on identity
and consciousness. Ngugi thus suggests
that originality, understood as a return to

one’s uncolonised self, has a restorative

function.
is

This  therapeutic ~ process
reinforced by the philosophical foundation
of Kamiti and Nyawira’s healing practice,

which asserts that “illnesses of the mind,
soul, and body were bred by social life”
(275). This perspective shifts the source of
suffering from individual pathology to

systemic conditions such as corruption,

inequality, and moral decay. By identifying

these forces as underlying causes of illness,
the novel reframes health as a product of

social and ethical balance rather than solely

biological normalcy.
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The “Seven Herbs of Grace” (275)
articulate this holistic model of healing
through principles that integrate physical,

psychological, and ecological well-being:
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Take care of the body, for it is the
temple of the soul

Watch ye what you eat and drink all

the time

Greed makes death greedy for life
Cigarettes arrest life; alcohol holds

the mind prisoner
Life is a common stream from

which plant, animal, and humans

draw

The good comes from balance
Don't abandon yours for a mirage.

(275)
These principles serve as both preventive

health guidelines and ethical directives.

They emphasise balanced nutrition,
moderation, and ecological

interconnectedness, while critiquing the

excesses of the ruling elite, who are

motivated by greed, indulgence, and
imitation of foreign models. Within
these practices

Cassell’s framework,

address 1illness at its root by restoring
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coherence to the individual’s life-world,

thereby preventing disease.

Kamiti also acknowledges learning
from Indian healers, particularly those of
the Siddhar tradition. He explains that “a
siddhar is a poet, a seer, a soother of souls,
and an expert in herbs” (275). This
demonstrates that Ngugi does not promote
a narrow or insular African traditionalism.
Instead, he gestures toward a broader,
transnational solidarity among oppressed
cultures whose knowledge and healing
systems have been marginalised by
Western modernity. By bringing African
and Indian indigenous traditions into
dialogue, Ngugi suggests that resistance to
colonial domination can be collective and

global, grounded in shared histories of

dispossession.

Kamiti’s decision to join the

Movement for the Voice of the People in
Aburiria marks a significant = shift,
immersing him in resistance against the

ruler’s unjust practices and authority. This
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movement, rooted in secrecy, is deeply

connected to environmental justice,
framing stewardship of the land as a crucial
means of opposing postcolonial brutality
and neo-colonialism. Nyawira, Kamiti’s
enigmatic partner and the wizard of the
crow, emerges as a pivotal figure, holding
the title of “The chairperson of the Central
Committee of the Movement for the Voice
of the People and commander in chief of
Aburirian Peoples Resistance” (758). The
movement’s core principles emphasise
resistance through ordinary and familiar
practices, advocating for indigenous,
ecological reclamation of the land in direct

opposition to the regime’s destructive

actions.

Upon joining the movement, Kamiti
is introduced to a community that cultivates
crops such as millet, sorghum, yams,
arrowroots, and various Aburirian berries.
This practice contrasts sharply with the
desolation caused by imported pollutants
and fertilizers promoted by the ruling
this environment, a

authorities. In
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harmonious relationship with nature is
paramount. The natural surroundings serve
as both sustenance and a site of learning,
with the forest acting as a teacher imparting
the importance of reciprocity to sustain
life’s balance. The community’s gardens
function as sanctuaries for healing plants,
nurturing seeds that promise to revitalise
lands  elsewhere, = emphasising the

importance of initiating healing from

within.

They took him to their farms where
they grew foods, millet, sorghum,
yams, and arrowroots, as well as
varieties of  African  berries.
Elsewhere Aburirian soil was dying
from being doused with pollutants,
imported fertilizer. Here they were
working with nature, not against it.
The forest was a school to which
they often came to hear what it had
to tell them: You take, you give, for
if you only take without giving

back, you will leave the giver

exhausted unto death. The gardens
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were nurseries for healing plants
with seeds that could be planted on
farms elsewhere; the healing of the

land had to start somewhere. (758)

In conclusion, Ngugi wa Thiong'o’s Wizard
of the Crow powerfully illustrates how
indigenous food practices, ecological
balance, and holistic healing serve as acts of
resistance against the enduring legacies of
colonialism. By foregrounding traditions
such as the preparation and communal
sharing of ugali, the novel reclaims cultural
heritage and reasserts the value of local
knowledge. Through the intertwined
journeys of Kamiti and Nyawira, Ngugi not
only critiques the ongoing influence of
colonial ideologies but also envisions
pathways toward restoration and self-
determination rooted in community,
tradition, and respect for the land. The
narrative ultimately affirms that genuine
healing and liberation require both personal
and collective return to indigenous values,

offering a compelling vision of hope and

resilience for postcolonial societies.
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