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Colonial expansion into Africa was a

profoundly

fundamentally

transformed the cultural,

Abstract

Colonisation systematically devalued indigenous knowledge systems, leading
to the displacement of ecological practices, food cultures, and holistic healing methods.
In Wizard of the Crow, Ngugi waThiong’o addresses this epistemic disruption by
positioning indigeneity as a site of resistance and renewal. This study examines how the
novel reconstructs indigenous nutritional ecology and holistic healing as interconnected
practices that restore cultural identity and psychosocial equilibrium within the
postcolonial context. Through close textual analysis, this paper argues that nourishment
functions not only as sustenance but also as an embodied form of knowledge grounded
in ecological reciprocity and communal ethics. Drawing on medical anthropology,
particularly the distinction between disease and illness, the analysis interprets
conditions such as White-ache and Ifness as manifestations of internalised colonial
ideology. By reclaiming indigenous practices, Ngugi articulates an alternative
epistemology in which healing, environment, and resistance converge to challenge the
enduring structures of neo-colonial modernity. The recovery of indigenous practices is
therefore positioned as a vital mode of resistance and renewal in the postcolonial world.
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administration, infiltrating daily life, the
process that natural environment, and indigenous systems

of sustenance. Nature was appropriated as a

ecological, and epistemological foundations
of the colonised nations. Colonial powers
extended their control through strategies that

surpassed military conquest and political

176

tool of domination, as colonial regimes seized
land, restructured agricultural practices, and
redefined human-environment relationships.

Western discourse frequently depicted Africa



as a continent enveloped in darkness and

primitivism, constructing narratives that

legitimised colonisation as a benevolent

civilising mission. Such representations
concealed the continent’s rich cultural
diversity,  ecological  knowledge, and

longstanding traditions.
The domination extended beyond
physical occupation to encompass epistemic

violence, which refers to the systematic

erasure and replacement of indigenous
knowledge systems. Colonial authorities
dismantled local practices by imposing
foreign  ideologies through education,

religion, and administrative policies. Among
the most profoundly transformed aspects of
life were food practices and dietary cultures.
In precolonial African societies, traditional
attire, languages, and cuisine formed an
integral part of a holistic way of life
embedded in the environment. Food was
intimately connected to ecological rhythms,
agricultural cycles, and communal labour,

reflecting a sustainable and health-conscious

mode of living in which nourishment was
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sourced directly from the land without

industrial processing.In contrast to
industrialised societies, where food is often
mass-produced, preserved, and chemically
enhanced, indigenous African food systems
prioritised freshness, locality, and nutritional
balance. Preparation and consumption were
guided by accumulated ecological knowledge,
ensuring both physical well-being and cultural
continuity.

Ugali serves as a prominent example
of indigenous nourishment and is a staple
food widely consumed across East Africa,
particularly in Kenya. “Ugali is eaten as the
dinner with

main dish for lunch or

accompaniments such as vegetables and
meat” (Wanjala et al. 386). Prepared from
maize flour and water to create a firm
porridge, ugali is typically served with
vegetables, meat, or legumes. Its simplicity
belies 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
and significant change in dietary preferences
of the people.Indigenous foods such as ugali
became increasingly marginalised, while
Western food habits gained social and cultural
prominence. This shift was driven by
associations with power, prestige, and cultural
assimilation rather than by considerations of
taste alone. Processed and preserved foods,
representing industrial modernity, began to
supplant fresh, locally sourced ingredients.
This trend was especially noticeable among
the postcolonial elite, who,

in adopting

Western  lifestyles, frequently rejected

traditional foods in favour of imported or

processed alternatives, thus perpetuating

colonial value hierarchies after independence.

Ngugi waThiong'o, a prominent

English-language writer from Kenya and East

Africa, employs his literary works to

revitalise traditional indigenous culture. In his
novel Wizard of the Crow, he critically
the of colonial

interrogates persistence
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influence, positioning food as a nuanced yet
potent indicator of cultural alienation and
resistance. For instance, the character Njoya,
a senior state security officer, offers Tajirika a
breakfast of “eggs, bread and sausages” (335).
These foods, representative of Western
dietary practices and products of industrial
processing, stand in stark contrast to the
natural, unprocessed foods characteristic of
indigenous traditions. Through such narrative
choices, Ngugi demonstrates how colonial
influence persists in the daily practices of the
ruling class, underscoring their detachment
from local realities.
Simultaneously, Ngugi seeks to
reclaim and revalorise indigenous traditions
by emphasising local food practices. He
juxtaposes global cuisines with traditional
dishes, noting that “Italian, Chinese, Indian,
and Greek restaurants faced kiosks serving
soul food of collard greens and ugali” (36).
By intentionally designating ugali as “soul
food”, Ngugi elevates the dish beyond its

material function, presenting it as a source of

spiritual and cultural nourishment. In contrast



s
e lz SEB'
5
AN INTERNATIONAL QUARTERLY JOURNAL OF LIFE SCENCES

to imported cuisines, which frequently
symbolise status and cosmopolitan aspiration,
ugali signifies belonging, continuity, and
rootedness.

Ngugi consistently employs ugali as a
symbol of resistance to colonial cultural
erasure, as well as a conduit to the past and a
reminder of cultural continuity. This
symbolism 1is particularly evident in Wizard
of the Crow, where the protagonists and the
wizards of the crow, Kamiti and Nyawira,
frequently eat ugali as their main meal. They
“were at table, enjoying a meal of ugali and
collard greens Nyawira had quickly prepared
in the kitchen” (82). The majority of their
meals feature ugali, and both characters
actively participate in its preparation. “Kamiti
had even made a broth of tomatoes and
spinach, and... the supper was ugali” (120).

As healers, Kamiti and Nyawira
extend their commitment to nourishment to
the broader 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).
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This illustrates that ugali is esteemed not
solely for its convenience or accessibility, but
for its nutritional value and cultural
significance. Kamiti and Nyawira’s consistent
adherence to these food practices reflects their
integrity and dedication to the values they
promote. In contrast to the nation’s
hypocritical authorities, they embody the
principles they espouse, thereby reinforcing
Ngugi’s critique of corrupt leadership and his
affirmation of indigenous, community-
centered living.

The healing practices of Kamiti and
Nyawira in Wizard of the Crow can be
analysed through Eric J. Cassell’s distinction
between ‘disease’ and ‘illness’. Cassell
characterises disease as a dysfunction of the
body, whereas illness encompasses the lived
experience of suffering that affects the entire
person. Ngugi’s narrative reflects this
framework, as the afflictions depicted in
Aburiria are predominantly psychosocial
rather than biological. Consequently, Kamiti
and Nyawira are portrayed as agents who
identities and mend

restore  fractured



disrupted relationships among self, society,
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and environment, rather than serving solely as
healers of physical ailments.

Kamiti is represented as a healer
grounded in indigenous knowledge systems.
He is described as someone who “knew so
much about the healing properties of herbs”
(274) and maintains that “Nature is the source
of all cures” (267). His use of herbal medicine
demonstrates a holistic view of health, in
which nature is regarded as an active, life-
sustaining  force.

By favouring natural

remedies  over  Western  biomedical
approaches, Kamiti contests epistemologies
that marginalise indigenous medicine, instead
establishing it as a valid and effective form of
healing that addresses both physical and
psychological aspects of illness.

As Kamiti and Nyawira gain
prominence, they establish “The House of
Modern Witchcraft and Sorcery” (274), which
operates as an alternative therapeutic centre.
While the public interprets it as a site of
sorcery, the healing practices within are based

on ethical discipline, philosophical reflection,
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and an understanding of illness as a socially
constructed phenomenon. The shrine serves
as a counter-space to the authoritarian state;
while the regime enforces control through
fear, the shrine provides psychological relief
and fosters self-awareness. Individuals seek
healing for both physical conditions and
psychological distress, including fear, guilt,
and political anxiety. In Cassell’s framework,

this represents a transition from treating

disease to addressing illness as the
comprehensive experience of suffering.
The distinction is  particularly

significant in Ngugi’s portrayal of White-ache
and Ifness, both of which indicate forms of
illness that lack a corresponding physical
disease. Tajirika’s obsessive aspiration to
become white, expressed through his belief
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), exemplifies a
condition shaped primarily by internalised
colonial

ideology rather than biological

factors. His appeal to the Wizard, “tell me
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how to become white... I am ready to do what
is needed” (181), further underscores the
depth of his psychological and existential
distress. Thus, White-ache can be interpreted
as a profoundly distorted mode of self-
perception, arising from sustained cultural
conditioning and the enduring influence of
colonial value systems.

Ifness similarly signifies a
fragmentation of identity that is manifested
through disrupted language and thought.
Tajirika’s statement, “If . . . my . . . skin . ..
were . . . not . . . black! Oh, if only my skin
were white” (179), illustrates a breakdown in
coherent expression, reflecting an internal
psychological crisis. The Ruler undergoes a
comparable experience following a
humiliating incident abroad, where racial
discrimination renders him speechless. His
repeated inquiry, “IF I had been white, would
they have done what they did to me?” (491),
demonstrates the extent to which colonial
hierarchies have been internalised, resulting
in persistent self-doubt and a sense of
conditions

inadequacy.These exemplify

21(2): S.I1(2), 176-185, 2026

181

www.thebioscan.com

Cassell’s concept that illness emerges when
the integrity of the person, including identity,
dignity, and meaning, is threatened. In Wizard
of the Crow, White-ache and Ifness are not
physical diseases but rather illnesses produced
by social and historical forces. The suffering
experienced by characters such as Tajirika
and the Ruler demonstrates how colonial
ideology infiltrates the psyche, converting
external ~ domination into  internalised
psychological distress.

Within this framework, healing is
the

understood as extending beyond

boundaries of biomedical intervention to
include both subjective experience and social
reality. 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).
NgugiwaThiong'o anticipates this holistic
paradigm in Wizard of the Crow by

presenting a model of healing that addresses
both the experiential aspects of illness and its

structural causes.



Indigenous

frameworks of healing
further clarify this perspective by emphasising
the significance of environment and relational
trust in the restorative process. Gus Hill
observes that traditional healing “requires the
facilitation of a deeply trusted person, or
persons, and is best done immersed in nature,
near water, because of the powerful spiritual

of the water”

and healing forces 9).
Similarly, Charlton Hall notes that “water
often creates a boundary between the outer
and inner world, offering quiet, reflective
spaces where we can slow down and listen
inwardly.” Ngugi adapts this reflective logic
by substituting water with the mirror, which
functions as a symbolic and therapeutic
device.

The motif of the mirror assumes a
central role in the novel’s approach to
healing. Looking into the mirror compels
characters to confront internalised distortions,
transforming reflection into a moment of
reckoning with a self-shaped by colonial
ideology. Under Kamiti’s guidance, this

process develops into a form of psychological
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intervention that enables individuals to
identify the origins of their suffering and
reconstruct an authentic identity.The mirror
functions as an instrument of cognitive and
emotional healing, directly challenging the
pervasive influence of colonial ideology on
identity and consciousness. Ngugi suggests
that originality, understood as a return to an
uncolonised self, has a restorative function.
This therapeutic process is grounded in 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 fundamental causes
of illness, the novel redefines health as a
product of social and ethical equilibrium
rather than solely biological normalcy.

The “Seven Herbs of Grace” (275)
articulate this holistic model of healing

through principles that integrate physical,

psychological, and ecological well-being:



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 both as
preventive health guidelines and as ethical
imperatives. balanced

They emphasise

nutrition,  moderation, and  ecological

interconnectedness, while critiquing the

excesses of the ruling elite, whose
motivations include greed, indulgence, and
the imitation of foreign models. Within
Cassell’s framework, such practices address
illness at its root by restoring coherence to the
individual’s life-world, thereby preventing
disease.

Kamiti also acknowledges learning
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from Indian healers, particularly those of the
Siddhar tradition, explaining that “a siddhar is
a poet, a seer, a soother of souls, and an
expert in herbs” (275). This perspective
demonstrates that Ngugi rejects a narrow or
insular African traditionalism and instead
promotes a broader, transnational solidarity
among oppressed cultures whose knowledge
and healing systems have been marginalized
by Western modernity.

Kamiti’s decision to join the
Movement for the Voice of the People in
Aburiria marks a significant transformation,
immersing him in active resistance against the
ruler’s unjust authority. Characterised by
secrecy, the movement aligns with principles
of environmental justice, positioning land
stewardship as a central strategy for opposing
postcolonial exploitation and neo-colonial
domination. Its ethos is rooted in everyday
practices, advocating indigenous ecological
reclamation of the land in direct opposition to
the regime’s destructive policies. Within this

framework, the movement’s relationship with

nature reflects a holistic ecological mode of



living in which agriculture serves as a site of
sustainability, healing, and resistance. This is
evident in the practices of its members:

They took him [Kamiti] to their farms
where they grew foods, millet, sorghum,
yams, and arrowroots, as well as varieties of
Aburirian 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 were nurseries for healing plants with
seeds that could be planted on farms
elsewhere; the healing of the land had to start
somewhere. (758)

This passage foregrounds the principle
of ecological reciprocity, in which cultivation
is inseparable from ethical responsibility. The
restoration of the land parallels the restoration
of the self, reinforcing Ngugi’s vision of
healing as an interconnected process that

unites environment, community, and identity.
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In Wizard of the Crow,

NgugiwaThiong’o reconceptualises
indigenous food practices and ecological
knowledge as central to both healing and
resistance. By emphasising locally rooted
forms of nourishment such as ugali, the
narrative  challenges  the  hierarchies
established by colonial modernity, which
consistently devalue indigenous lifestyles in
favour of imported models. Food becomes
more than sustenance; it serves as a repository
of cultural memory, ethical discipline, and
therapeutic renewal. This interconnected
framework reflects an indigenous nutritional
ecology in which food, environment, and
health function as an integrated system. The
experiences of Kamiti and Nyawira
demonstrate that nourishment is inseparable
from healing, addressing not only physical
needs but also the deeper psychological and
social fractures produced by colonial and
postcolonial domination. This holistic vision
extends into an ecological framework where
land the of

restoration, preservation

indigenous crops, and the principle of



sz,
& s
5 3,
R N,
B SN S'g'e/
g & EB-
§ P
?'\m/—‘S
4 ¥ AN INTERNATIONAL QUARTERLY JOURNAL OF LIFE SCIENCES

reciprocity form the basis of a sustainable and
equitable order. By linking everyday practices
of cultivation and consumption to broader
processes of recovery, Ngugi articulates a
mode of resistance that is both embedded in
daily life and structurally transformative. The
revival of indigenous knowledge and lifestyle
thus emerges as a powerful assertion of
autonomy, providing a coherent framework
for reclaiming identity, restoring balance, and
confronting the enduring legacies of colonial

power.
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