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Traditional Ecological Knowledge

and Colonial Displacement in
Ngugi wa Thiong’o’s
The River Between

S. Amirtha
&
Dr B. Ajantha

The research paper aims to explore the traditional
ecological knowledge and colonial displacement in
Ngugi wa Thiong’o’s The River Between with the ecocritical
approach. The novel wants to explore the mutual connection
between the native Gikuyu people and ancestral land where
nature is not only considered as a source of nourishment
but also as a significant one for the native cultural identity
and spirituality. It explored how the native knowledge
system reflected a mutual relationship with the natural
environment. It also showed how it was threatened by the
arrival of external powers. By using the introduction of new
land policies, missionary influences and the introduction
of new ways of cultivation, the colonial period disrupted
the ecological balance that supported the Gikuyu people.
The displacement was caused when colonizers started
to seize the land. It led to the eradication of traditional
environmental practices, loss of spiritual connections with
their sacred places and the loss of land use. By analyzing
key elements which include ridges, the river and sacred
groves, the research aims to highlight the conflict between
preservation of indigenous ecological practices and the
exploitation during the colonial period. It also argues
that how The River Between reflects the issues of the
environment and the displacement of colonial Kenya. It also
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highlights the traditional ecological knowledge in the face
of oppression during the colonial period.

Ngugi wa Thiong’o’s The River Between explored the
challenges faced by the Gikuyu people during the colonial
period in Kenya. The story highlighted the native people’s
close spiritual, cultural and environmental connection
with their land which emphasized their native identity.
In the novel, the land is not only considered as a better
place to live but also represents their beliefs, history and
cultural traditions. So the research paper takes a look
at the traditional ecological Knowledge that the Gikuyu
people have. The traditional ecological knowledge refers
to the skills, understanding and practices that indigenous
people maintain over generation in relation to the natural
environment. The native Gikuyu people consider that
their native land is more than just a source of food and
shelter. Because it is deeply connected to their cultural
and spiritual beliefs. However, when Europeans arrived,
they implemented new policies and religious practices. It
also disrupted the native people’s connection with their
ancestral land. The colonial period not only affected the
Gikuyu land but also threatened their spiritual and cultural
beliefs towards nature.
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The study uses an ecocritical perspective
which explores the relationship between environment
and literature. By using this perspective, the study aims
to explore how Ngugi wa Thiong’o’s The River Between
shows the connection of culture and nature in a colonial
perspective. It shows how the colonial period caused
both the natural environment and the cultural identity of
the Gikuyu people which led the native people to forget
their traditional ways of life with the land. Through this
perspective, the study can highlight how culture and the
natural environment are deeply connected in the Gikuyu
world and how the colonial period disrupted this connection.
By using the term ecocriticism which aims to explore the
path in which literature reveals the issues related to the
natural environment and how Ngugi wa Thiong’o works
seeks to explore the colonial period’s disruption towards
the indigenous knowledge systems, spiritual and ecological
harmony.

Objectives of the Research

1. To explore how traditional ecological knowledge is
represented in the novel The River Between

2. Toanalyse the effects of native people’s displacement
during the colonial period and their relationship with
the land

3. Toexplore the path in which traditional knowledge acts
as a form of struggles against colonial forces.

4. To discuss how ecological practices led to the
preservation of cultural identity in the during the
colonial challenges

5. To highlight the broader implications about the
environmental justice and decolonization

With these objectives, the research title aims to
focus on the traditional ecological knowledge and colonial
displacement which gives the significant way of resilience
and cultural identity.

Traditional ecological knowledge is the significant
wisdom and skills of indigenous people. They have gained
this knowledge over many generations about the natural
environment. It includes the understanding knowledge
about animals, plants, ecosystems and explores the way to
live in the natural world with harmony. They consider that
it is more than learning and shows how to survive in the
native land. It shows people’s understanding, respect and
their deep connection with the natural environment. Ngugi
wa Thiong’o showed the traditional ecological knowledge
with the Gikuyu people’s spiritual and cultural ideas towards
their nature. The native people had strong spiritual and
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cultural beliefs towards their natural world. For instance,
they considered their sacred areas such as ridges and
rivers not only for their peaceful survival but also served
as a symbol of their native identity, gave a path to their
life and explored the relationship with nature. In our world,
many people view the rivers and ridges not just as a natural
landscape but also hold an in-depth spiritual, cultural and
symbolic meaning. So the people consider the river as a
sacred one which fulfills one’s life. For instance, the Hindu
people worship the river Ganges as goddesses. People also
have beliefs towards this which can remove their sins and
bring blessings to them. So it is considered as a lifeblood
of our earth. It can connect the people with nature and the
spiritual world. It also has a cultural meaning like renewal,
healing and continuity. So, people celebrate their rituals,
festivals and ceremonies near the river which highlights
its importance. It provides water for agricultural land and
human beings. So people see them as an essential one for
their survival. They see ridges as a spiritual and cultural
thing. Many cultures believe that ridges are special places
where they can connect with the gods and spirits. It gives
protection from the winds and it can be useful to save the
agricultural field. It provides a beautiful look. So many
people visit it and enjoy nature.

Ngugi wa Thiong’o portrayed the significance of the
river and ridges in his novel The River Between. In this novel,
he introduced the river Honia as a vital element which flew
between the two ridges namely, Kameno and Makuyu. It
was considered not only as a geographical landscape but
also portrayed as a lifeblood of the native community. The
author portaryed the river Honia through the line,

A river flowed through the valley of life. If there had
been no bush and no forest trees covering the slopes, you
could have seen the river when you stood on top of either
Kameno or Makuyu. Now you had to come down. Even
then you could not see the whole extent of the river as it
gracefully and without any apparent haste, wound its way
down the valley like a snake. The river was called Honia,
which meant cure or bring-back-to-life. Honia river never
dried; it seemed to possess a strong will to live, scoring
drought and weather changes. (TRB 7

Through the above lines, the author emphasized
Honia rivers deep significance and pride which highlighted
its life-giving and resilient nature. It symbolized life and
healing with its name cure and bring back to life. By using
this concept, the author showed that the river was just as
a geographical feature but also a source of regeneration
and spiritual importance for the indigenous people.
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For the Gikuyu people, the river Honia provided not

only water but also gave a deep spiritual connection to
the natural environment. The people of Kameno followed
the traditional way of life while Makuyu followed the
Christian life with modern influences. But both sides
basically belonged to the Gikuyu community. Through this,
the author emphasized the conflict between tradition and
modernity while highlighting the importance of the natural
environment to shape the cultural identity. With the spiritual
significance of river Honia, Kameno people considered it
as a source of life and sacred place. So, they celebrated
their cultural rituals near it. They celebrated a circumcision
ritual to prove their native identity. It marked their transition
from childhood to adulthood. It was an essential custom
and belief of Gikuyu people. By conducting these rituals by
the river, the native people had a deep connection to the
ancestral land and their native identity. Ngugi wa Thiong’o
explored these cultural rituals with the circumcision process
through the character Waiyaki. He was a young boy. He
attended the circumcision process as a symbolic one to
attain maturity. For the Gikuyu community, it was not just
a physical transformation but also a spiritual thing. It also
brought back their ancestors’ native traditions and culture
to the present people. Like Waiyaki, the other female
character Muthoni wanted to be a part of the circumcision
process to prove her womanhood. But her father Joshua
showed the restrictions to her to go to attend the cultural
process. Because her father followed the Christian beliefs
and modern influences. But Muthoni stood against her
father and went to attend the circumcision process. She
also left her home and parents to her aunt’s home in Kameno
village. In this moment, Muthoni talked her father Joshua
and her elder sister Nyambura like,

‘Why! Are we fools?’ She shook Nyambura. ‘Father
and Mother are circumcised. Are they not Christians?
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Circumcision did not prevent them frombeing christians. |
too have embraced the white man’s faith. However, | know
it is beautiful, oh so beautiful to be initiated by man's God
does not quite satisfy me. | want, | need something more.
My life and your life are here, in the hills, that you and |
know.’ (TRB 25)

In this way, Muthoni stood against her family and
followed the traditional way of life. Her father's restriction
symbolized the conflict between modernity and tradition.
It led to the destruction of the native cultural practices
which were vital elements for the mediation of traditional
ecological knowledge. It brought the native people from
their community, land and cultural heritage. It portrayed the
disruption of native people’s relationship with the natural
environment and practices. The following picture will help
to highlight the symbolic representations of Gikuyu people’s
engagement with the cultural rituals, their focus towards
their natural environment and their traditional ecological
knowledge .

Cultural Ecological Theory opted for the above
concept of traditional ecological knowledge. It wanted to
explore the interdependence of environment and culture,
social and cultural practices, cultural resilience, integration
of knowledge systems and interaction between the
environment and humans. Julian Stewards is the founder of
cultural ecological theory. It is considered as a vital one in
the concept of anthropology to explore the native people’s
deep connection with their culture and natural world.
He introduced this theory in the mid twentieth century
which highlighted human societies and their ecological
perspectives. He portrayed his cultural ecological theory
in his work Theory of Cultural Change: The Methodology
of Multilinear Evolution which was published in 1955.
Through this book. He highlighted his ideas about how
cultures adapted to the natural environment, multilinear
evolution and the concept of the core of the native culture.
He highlighted through the line,

We must conclude that cultural evolution is not
distinguished from cultural relativism or historical
particularism by any essential similarity of its
developmental scheme with that of biological evolution,
by the characteristics of increasing complexity or by the
attribute of progress. This is not easy to say, however, that
evolution lacks distinctive features. Stewards 1955, 14)

Through these lines, the author advocated for the
understanding of cultural evolution which recognized
its complexity and nature. So he encouraged others to
appreciate the unique aspects that shape the cultures.
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The following pie chart has different aspects of native
indigenous knowledge system and the mutual relationship
with nature and culture. So it has different components
which contribute to the traditional ecological knowledge.

Traditionsl Ecological Knowledge

) SPIRITUAL CONNECTION TO NATURE
@ COLTURALIDENTITY
CONFLICT BETWEEN TRADITION AND MODERNITY

CULTURAL PRACTICES AND RITUALS

HATURAL REBOURCTS AND BURVIVAL

30%

20%

In the above pie chart, the largest component is
Cultural Practices and Rituals 380%). This part points out
that the traditional ecological knowledge in the way of
cultural rituals and practices. It involves ceremonies by
rivers and rites of passage. It emphasizes how cultural
activities are intertwined with traditional ecological
knowledge. The second part is Spiritual Connection to
Nature 25%). It reveals the indigenous people’s spiritual
relationship with the environment which includes the
belief in the sacredness of landscape such as ridges and
rivers as mentioned in the above. So the land is not merely
considered as a physical one but also holds a significance
of spirituality. The component Conflict between Tradition
and Modernity 20%) reveals how the traditional knowledge
system faces challenges due to the introduction of modern
and western influences which led to the eradication
of traditional practices. The Cultural Identity 10%) is a
component to reveal the indigenous cultural identity and
its connection with the natural environment. Because of
the colonial displacement, the native people lost their
cultural connection with their ancestral indigenous land. The
component Natural Resources and Survival (15%) gives a
practical knowledge about the natural resources for survival
and farming methods etc., But due to the colonization, the
native lose their ability to understand themselves.

Ngugi wa Thiong’o also showed the colonial
displacement as both on the loss of environment and culture
in this novel. It revealed the extensive impact of British
colonialism on the native Gikuyu people which showed how
it disrupted their close connection with the natural land
and cultural identity. It removed the native people from
their ancestral land which led to the erosion of indigenous
ecological knowledge, social structures and spiritual beliefs.

The colonial period led to the destruction of Gikuyu
land and disrupting their traditional way of life. So the
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people lost their ancestral land. It symbolized the loss
of native identity and their cultural heritage. They also
introduced new religious beliefs and practices which
destroyed the traditional Gikuyu customs. It led to
displacement and people’s forced to forget their Gikuyu
customs with the imposition of western influences. It
created a broad division within the Gikuyu community
between those who followed the traditional way of life and
western values. Within the same community, this conflict
created the displacement which also led to the society to
face their weakened strength, identity crisis, the impact of
emotional and psychological. The author showed it through
the characters Waiyaki, Muthoni and Chege. Waiyaki had a
close connection with his ancestral land which highlighted
his cultural identity. He had a colonial education which could
help him to escape from the challenges of colonial rule.

Resilience Theory opted for colonial displacement. It
is used to understand the comprehensive socio-ecological
conditions while maintaining their vital functions and
structures. It originated from the concept of ecology. But
now it has been used in various fields like environmental
studies, psychology and sociology. It had the ability to
handle the disruption from other people and organizations
which related to the natural environment. It also means
that the way can “bounce back” and preserve their
traditional functioning even after facing changes and
challenges. The theory was coined by Norman Garmezy .
He was a psychologist. So he mostly focussed on children
who flourished even when they faced challenges which
they felt difficult to adapt with the help of supportive
environments and their own will power. This idea can be
compared with the author Ngugi wa Thiong’o and to show
how he portrayed the Gikuyu people in his novels. Though
they lost their cultural identity and ancestral land due to
colonialism, the people showed resilience. Like Norman
Garmezy’s children, the Gikuyu children faced emotional
challenges but they tried to protect their cultural identity.
Ngugi wa Thiong’o showed it through the young characters
Waiyaki and Muthoni, how they preserve their cultural
identity even facing challenges from their family and
surroundings. So both Garmezy and Ngugi wa Thiong’o
highlighted how to maintain their connection to their own
cultural identity, ancestral land, emotional influences and
emphasized the supporting system which was considered
as a vital element to resilience in challenging times. Norman
Garmezy addressed the significance of resilience study in
the perspective of mental health and protection through
his research paper “Vulnerability Research and the Issue of
Primary Prevention” which was published in 1971.

By, Qo @paiufsir
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The causes of colonial displacement can be shown
as a pie chart. The following pie chart can be defined in a
detailed way with the percentage of exploitation.

Colonial Displacement

Division Loss of
15% Ancestral Land
30%
Emotional
Impact
10% Erosion of
Introduction  Cultural
of Western Identity
Influences 25%
20%

The above pie chart breaks down with the several
impacts of colonial displacement on the Gikuyu people
which is depicted in Ngugi wa Thiong’o’s The River Between.
Here is the brief explanation of each and every aspect.
The first aspect is Loss of Ancestral Land (30%) which
represents the manual displacement of the Gikuyu people.
It is not only separated from their ancestral land but also
from their mutual connection to the natural environment.
This loss is a vital element to their culture, identity and
spiritual practices. The second aspect is Erosion of Cultural
Identity (25%). It represents the Gikuyu people’s cultural
systems which lead to eradicate the traditional knowledge,
cultural and spiritual beliefs towards the natural land. It
highlights a eradication of cultural identity. The third aspect
is Introduction of Western Influences 20%). It highlights
the introduction of new religious and cultural practices
through missionary work and colonial education. It creates
an internal conflict within the traditional customs and
beliefs. The fourth aspect is Emotional and Psychological
Impact (10%). It highlights the Gikuyu people’s emotional
and psychological consequences which lead to the identity
crisis, loss of cultural feelings and disruption as they
face challenges with the cultural disruption and changing
environment. The fifth aspect is Community Division (i5%).
It shows the introduction of Western values which led to
create the division within the Gikuyu community. It destroys
the community’s unity and sense of cultural identity. So in
this way, the above pie chart can help to understand the
sufferings of the Gikuyu people during the colonial period
from their ancestral land and cultural identity to their
emotional well-being.

In conclusion, in this novel, the author explored the
native indigenous people’s mutual connection with their
cultural identity and traditional ecological knowledge.
The river Honia, as a sacred one, represented the culture
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and spirituality of the native people. But colonial rule
disrupted these connections and forced the native people
to leave from their native land. So they lost their native
culture, identities and traditional knowledge. By using
the perspective of ecocriticism, the research shows how
native people’s traditional ecological knowledge is to build
resilience and maintain cultural continuity. For instance,
the author highlights the need to preserve the indigenous
knowledge through the characters Waiyaki and Muthoni.
Thus, the portrayal of the hardships of the native Gikuyu
people serves as a powerful reminder of their resilience,
resistance and encouraged the urgent need to preserve

the natural environment.
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