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Abstract 

The research paper explores the insightful and transformative vision of education and liberation as presented in 

Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o’s Devil on the Cross and Wizard of the Crow. He emphasizes education is not just a means 

to acquire knowledge but also a powerful tool that shapes identities, preserves cultures, and empowers societies 

He critically examines how colonial education systems, designed to isolate the colonized from their heritage, 

suppressed indigenous languages and native traditions. By imposing European languages and values, colonial 

powers wanted to erase the cultural roots of African societies and instill a sense of inferiority among the 

colonized people. Thiong’o contrasts this alienating education with his vision of a system that is rooted in native 

culture and language, which he sees as essential for the true liberation of postcolonial societies.  The research 

paper deals with Thiong’o’s vision to show how he encourages reclaiming cultural identity and empowering 

communities. He explains how language and education can be used both to control people and to help them 

resist oppression. Thiong’o strongly believes that African languages should be used in literature and education 

to free people’s minds from colonial influences and to bring back pride in their culture. By exploring how 

Thiong’o connects language, education, and liberation, the present research paper shows his belief that 

reconnecting with one’s heritage is necessary to overcome the lasting effects caused by colonialism. 

Keywords: Colonialism, Decolonization, Education, Empowerment, Identity, Language, Liberation and 

Resistance. 

Introduction 

Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o is one of the most influential literary voices from Africa. He is renowned for his 

critique of colonialism and his vision for the cultural and intellectual liberation of postcolonial societies. 

Education becomes a force that uplifts communities, dismantles inequality, and fosters liberation. According to 

Thiong’o, colonial education helped to isolate Africans from their cultural roots, replacing indigenous languages 

and traditions with European ones. For example, in his seminal works including Decolonising the Mind and 

novels such as Devil on the Cross, Petals of Blood and Wizard of the Crow Thiong’o presents a compelling 
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argument for a decolonized education system that prioritizes African languages and values. A central aspect of 

this decolonized vision is the role of language in education. In Decolonising the Mind, he argues that language 

is not merely a means of communication but a carrier of culture and identity. Colonial powers imposed their 

languages into education to dominate the minds of the colonized. Thiong’o emphasizes that reclaiming African 

languages is essential for decolonizing education and fostering self-determination. As Thiong’o famously states, 

 Language, any language, has a dual character: it is both a means of 

communication and a carrier of culture.1  

This insight underscores the inseparable connection between language and culture, reinforcing the idea 

that education rooted in indigenous languages can serve as a tool for true liberation. Continuing to develop this 

powerful vision of decolonization, Thiong’o’s commitment to using literature as a vehicle for resistance and 

empowerment reflects his broader vision of liberation. Through his writings, he challenges the cultural 

dominance of colonial powers and urges postcolonial societies to reclaim their tradition. The research paper 

examines how Thiong’o’s literary works articulate the need for a reformed education system and its role in 

achieving true freedom. 

Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o’s perspective on education comes from his own experiences growing up in colonial 

Kenya, where the education system was designed to erase African identity and promote European values. As 

he writes in Decolonising the Mind_ 

The destruction or the deliberate undervaluing of a people’s culture, their art, 

dances, religions, history, geography, education, orature and literature, and the 

conscious elevation of the language of the coloniser. The domination of a people's 

language by the languages of the colonising nations was crucial to the domination 

of the mental universe of the colonised.2  

This statement emphasizes that colonial education not only imposed the colonizer's language but also 

led to a sense of alienation by separating the colonized people from their own culture, language, and identity. 

This reinforces the idea that colonial education was designed to create a mental divide, making it harder for 

individuals to connect with their own heritage. For instance, in Petals of Blood, Thiong’o expands his critique 

to the post-independence period, showing how neocolonial elites continue to exploit the education system and 

used it as a tool for maintaining power. The characters in his novels goes through the betrayal of independence 

ideals, as the promises of freedom are replaced by corruption and economic exploitation. Through these 

characters, Thiong’o emphasizes the need for education that is rooted in social justice and resistance. He writes,  

The education we got had not prepared me to understand those things: it was 

meant to obscure racism and other forms of oppression. It was meant to make us 

accept our inferiority so as to 

accept their superiority and their rule over us.3 
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This blunt critique of systemic exploitation give emphasis to Thiong’o’s call for a transformative 

approach to education that empowers the marginalized.  

In Ngũgĩ wa Thiong'o's Devil on the Cross, education is a critical tool for liberation, but it is not the 

formal colonial education that guarantees liberation. Instead, it is education through experience, struggle, and 

self-awareness that empowers characters like Warĩĩnga and Kareendi to seek liberation from systemic 

oppression. Warĩĩnga starts as a young, educated typist who believes her skills will bring her success. However, 

she faces sexual exploitation and rejection in the workplace. Despite her formal education, she learns that the 

colonial education system has left her vulnerable to exploitation. Warĩĩnga is not the one who used to think that 

there was nothing she could do except type for others. “She went on strike all right— against the tyranny of the 

‘Boss’s bedroom.”4 Through life’s hardships and her inner resolve, Warĩĩnga eventually transforms into a 

symbol of resistance. She arms herself with self-taught knowledge and becomes a fighter for justice, realizing 

true liberation comes from rejecting exploitation and standing up for her dignity. 

Kareendi, another educated young woman in Devil on the Cross faces similar challenges. Despite her 

skills, she offered jobs that demean her as a woman equating her worth only to sexual favors. This highlights 

Thiong'o's critique of neocolonial education, which does not liberate but instead continues the exploitation of 

women. Both women achieve liberation not only through their formal education but by rejecting the societal 

structures that oppress them. Warĩĩnga, for example, educates herself in martial arts and engineering, breaking 

away from traditional expectations. Her transformation symbolizes Thiong'o's belief that true education should 

inspire critical consciousness and the fight for social justice. 

Thiong’o’s decision to write in his native Gikũyũ language instead of English was a radical act of 

resistance against cultural imperialism. By doing so, he wanted to encourage the value of African languages 

and challenge the dominance of European languages in literature and education. In addition to evaluating 

colonial education, Thiong’o advocates for an education system that reflects the realities and aspirations of 

African societies.  

In Devil on the Cross, Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o analyses the education system in postcolonial Kenya, 

emphasizing its role in cultural and intellectual liberation. Kihaahu wa Gatheeca’s advertisement for the “New 

Black Beauty Nursery School” highlights his attempt to promote Kenyan culture through Swahili, national 

songs, and lullabies: 

Owned, Managed and Taught  

entirely by Kenyans.  

Swahili language in Use. 

 Kenyan Songs, Kenyan Lullabies, etc., etc. 

Cheap in fees: Dear in Quality. Bring One, Bring All. 

 Sisi kwa sisi. Tujenge Kenya Taifa Letu 5 

Thiong’o’s vision aligns with Kihaahu’s belief in an education rooted in indigenous culture. However, 

his failure to attract students reflects the prevailing colonial mindset among Kenyan intellectuals, who prioritize 
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European syllabi and foreign languages over Kenyan traditions. This reveals how colonial influence continues 

to shape Kenya’s education system and making it harder for people to embrace their cultural identity and 

liberation. Ngũgĩ wa Thiong'o further emphasizes the profound connection between language and cultural 

liberation. In an interview, Steve Paulson asked him, 

Steve Paulson: To come back to that phrase "decolonizing the mind," do you 

think it’s still mainly about language? Or is it about other things, too? 

Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o: It’s connected (to everything). Take the question of a job 

today in Kenya or in Africa. If you know the English language, you’ve got an 

advantage — whether you can become a professor or not. It’s the language spoken 

in Parliament. So for me, the struggle for languages is the struggle for the 

recovery of the soul of Africa.6 

By this Thiong’o highlights how colonial language hierarchies continue to determine an access to 

education and socio-economic opportunities, reinforcing the need for decolonized education policies. Thiong’o 

urges the need to reform education by focusing on local traditions and values to restore national pride and 

empower the people. 

In Wizard of the Crow, Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o explores the theme of education and its complex relationship 

with liberation. Education serves as a tool to liberate individuals by providing them with knowledge and 

awareness, yet it can also be manipulated to sustain systems of oppression. Several characters in the novel 

reflect how education is tied to their social and political aspirations. For example, Wariara and Kamĩtĩ’s father, 

Mwalimu Karĩmĩri, represent the struggles of educators who are disillusioned by corruption, as seen when 

Karĩmĩri loses his job for attempting to unionize teachers. Kamĩtĩ wa Karĩmĩri, a highly educated man with a 

university degree, initially finds himself unemployed and disillusioned in the corrupt neocolonial state of 

Aburĩria. His education helps him critically analyze the oppressive system, but it also alienates him from 

opportunities, as the government does not value intellectual independence. Kamĩtĩ achieves liberation by 

embracing his identity as the Wizard of the Crow. Through this transformation, he turns his intellectual skills 

into a form of resistance against the corrupt Ruler, using his wits to challenge the regime's authority. Another 

character from the novel Wariara is portrayed as a strong, resilient woman who uses her education to question 

gender norms and societal expectations. She becomes an active participant in the resistance movement alongside 

Kamĩtĩ. Wariara’s knowledge and critical thinking empower her to challenge the patriarchy and the political 

corruption of Aburĩria. Her journey reflects the idea of liberation through mutual action and unity. The Ruler’s 

background as a former teacher shows how education can also serve as a tool for oppression. The Ruler uses 

his educational background to position himself as “the teacher of teachers, the number one teacher,”7 which 

symbolizing how knowledge is weaponized for control. His rise from assistant headmaster to dictator illustrates 

the manipulation of education for personal and political gain. His misuse of knowledge contrasts with the 

liberating potential of education seen in Kamĩtĩ and Wariara. 
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Conclusion 

Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o’s works offer a powerful critique of colonial education system and its lasting impact 

on postcolonial societies in Kenya. Through his exploration of characters and their struggles, he highlights how 

education can either reinforce oppression or serve as a tool for liberation. Thiong’o vision emphasizes real 

freedom can only be achieved when people reconnect with their own cultures and languages, which were 

undermined by colonialism. He calls for an education system that is based on local traditions, languages, and 

values. This, according to him, will help people fight against exploitation and regain their identity. By analyzing 

his select works, we see how education can be a powerful tool for justice and resistance when used consciously. 

Thiong’o argues an education system that prioritizes African languages and cultures is essential for true freedom 

and empowerment in societies that were once colonized. This vision of a reformed education system is still 

important today as it helps communities protect their culture and fight for their rights. Thiong’o’s writings 

remind us that education is not just about acquiring knowledge but about shaping identities and envisioning a 

more equitable world. 
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