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Abstract 

This paper provides an in-depth analysis of 

Kenyan Anglophone literature, focusing on its 

engagement with postcolonial themes. It 

examines the historical transition from colonial 

to postcolonial Kenya, employing postcolonial 

theoretical frameworks to analyze key literary 

works. The research explores how Kenyan 

authors navigate issues of identity, resistance, 

and liberation, highlighting the role of the 

English language and efforts to decolonize 

literary forms. It also investigates the 

representation of memory, history, trauma, 

gender, and the effects of globalization on 

cultural hybridity. Through analyzing major 

authors and landmark texts, the paper reveals 

the complexities and nuances of Kenyan 

literature in the postcolonial context. The study 

concludes with a discussion of the challenges in 

postcolonial literary criticism and the potential 

future directions of Kenyan Anglophone 

literature. 
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Introduction  

The integration of myth and folklore in Kenyan 

Anglophone literature presents an insightful 

examination of how traditional narratives are 

interlaced with modern literary styles. This 

paper endeavours to explore the assimilation of 

these indigenous storytelling elements in 

English-language literature originating from 

Kenya. The importance of this investigation 

lies in its capacity to reveal how Kenyan 

authors utilize myths and folktales, not merely 

as mechanisms for cultural conservation, but 

also as a medium to express their distinctive 

identities and experiences in a language 

historically linked to colonial rule (Ngugi wa 

Thiong'o, 1986; Gikandi, 2000). 

 

Set against the background of Kenya's colonial 

era, characterized by the imposition of English 

education and language, the emergence of 

Anglophone literature in the post-independence 

period marks a pivotal moment. Kenyan writers 

began embracing English, the language of their 

colonizers, to articulate their own stories, 

deeply rooted in their cultural and historical 

legacy. Myths and folklore, fundamental to the 

various ethnic groups of Kenya, serve as 

essential components in this literary 

articulation. 

 

These ancestral tales, abundant in symbolism 

and ethical teachings, have been transmitted 

orally across generations. Their transposition 

into written English literature represents a 

vibrant interplay between the past and the 

present, the native and the foreign (Ogot & 

Ochieng, 1995; Mbiti, 1969). 
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This foray into Kenyan Anglophone literature 

specifically examines the manner in which 

myths and folklore influence central themes 

such as identity, resistance, modernity, and 

gender. Through the analysis of prominent texts 

and authors, this study aims to uncover the 

intricate ways in which Kenyan writers reframe 

traditional narratives within modern contexts. 

This amalgamation not only underscores the 

endurance and flexibility of Kenyan cultural 

stories but also makes a significant contribution 

to the international literary domain, showcasing 

the capacity of indigenous storytelling to 

transcend cultural and linguistic barriers 

(Owour, 2014; Wainaina, 2001). 

 

Historical Context of Myth and Folklore in 

Kenya 

Kenya's rich tapestry of myth and folklore has 

evolved through centuries, deeply rooted in the 

diverse cultural and ethnic backgrounds of its 

people. Historically, Kenya is home to 

numerous ethnic groups, each with its own set 

of myths and folklore, reflecting the 

community's values, beliefs, and history 

(Ngugi, 1992). These narratives, transmitted 

orally, played a pivotal role in preserving 

history, educating the young, and instilling 

moral values. They were also crucial in 

explaining natural phenomena, the origins of 

the people, and their relationship with the 

environment and the supernatural (Mbiti, 

1969). 

 

The advent of colonialism in Kenya, which 

began in the late 19th century, significantly 

impacted the traditional ways of life, including 

the transmission and role of myths and folklore. 

The British colonial rule, which officially 

established the Colony and Protectorate of 

Kenya in 1920, sought to restructure Kenyan 

society, imposing Western values and 

education (Ogot & Ochieng, 1995). This period 

saw a decline in the oral traditions as formal 

education in English became predominant, and 

traditional storytelling was often sidelined as a 

relic of the past. 

 

However, the struggle for independence in 

Kenya, culminating in 1963, sparked a 

resurgence of interest in indigenous culture and 

history. In the post-independence era, there was 

a conscious effort to reclaim and revive 

traditional myths and folklore, recognizing 

their importance in shaping a national identity 

and consciousness (Gikandi, 2000). This period 

witnessed the emergence of a new generation 

of Kenyan writers who sought to blend the 

English language with the rich oral traditions of 

their ethnic communities. These writers viewed 

myths and folklore not merely as quaint tales of 

the past but as living, dynamic elements of 

Kenyan culture that could offer insights into 

contemporary issues (Wainaina, 2001). 

 

Myth and Folklore in the Kenyan Literary 

Canon 

The integration of myth and folklore within the 

Kenyan literary canon is a testament to the rich 

and dynamic cultural heritage of Kenya. These 

elements serve not only as a bridge connecting 

the past with the present but also as a tool for 

articulating and exploring complex themes in 

postcolonial literature. 

 

Historical and Cultural Significance: 

Myths and folklore in Kenya, deeply rooted in 

various ethnic traditions, serve as vital 

conveyors of cultural values, historical 

narratives, and moral lessons (Wanjiku, 2015). 
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In literature, they provide a cultural lens 

through which historical and societal dynamics 

can be examined. 

 

Literary Integration: 

Kenyan authors, such as Ngũgĩ wa Thiong'o 

and Grace Ogot, have adeptly woven these 

traditional narratives into their literary works, 

using them to explore and critique 

contemporary societal issues (Ngugi, 1986; 

Ogot, 1999). This blending of myth and 

folklore with modern storytelling techniques 

highlights the resilience and adaptability of 

these cultural narratives. 

 

Thematic Exploration: 

The incorporation of myth and folklore in 

Kenyan literature often addresses colonialism, 

identity, and the tensions between tradition and 

modernity (Owuor, 2014). These themes reflect 

the complexities of Kenyan society, grappling 

with issues like social inequality, gender roles, 

and the impacts of globalization. 

 

Notable Authors and Works: 

Ngũgĩ wa Thiong'o's works, particularly "The 

River Between" and "Petals of Blood," are 

prime examples of how myth and folklore are 

used to critique colonial and neocolonial 

structures (Ngugi, 1965; 1977). Grace Ogot's 

"The Promised Land" similarly utilizes folklore 

to address themes of displacement and cultural 

identity (Ogot, 1999). 

 

Contemporary Relevance: 

The contemporary literary scene in Kenya 

continues to see the innovative use of these 

traditional elements, with writers like Yvonne 

Adhiambo Owuor using folklore to address 

current issues while maintaining cultural 

relevance and resonance (Owuor, 2014). 

In conclusion, the use of myth and folklore in 

Kenyan literature not only preserves these 

cultural narratives but also highlights their 

ongoing relevance and adaptability in the face 

of modern challenges. This blend of the 

traditional and contemporary enriches the 

literary landscape and underscores the enduring 

power of storytelling in shaping cultural and 

national identity. 

 

The Intersection of Myth, Folklore, and 

Modernity 

The interplay between myth, folklore, and 

modernity in Kenyan Anglophone literature is 

a fascinating area that reveals how traditional 

narratives adapt to and comment on 

contemporary life. This intersection is evident 

in the works of various Kenyan authors who 

utilize these elements not only to maintain a 

connection with their cultural heritage but also 

to address modern issues. 

 

Kenyan writers often weave myth and folklore 

into their narratives to critique modern societal 

developments and postcolonial realities. For 

example, Ngũgĩ wa Thiong'o's "Wizard of the 

Crow" (Ngũgĩ wa Thiong'o, 2006) employs 

magical realism and folklore to comment on 

dictatorship and corruption in contemporary 

African societies. This novel demonstrates how 

mythological elements can provide a 

framework for critiquing modern political and 

social issues. 

 

In Yvonne Adhiambo Owuor's "Dust" (Owuor, 

2014), folklore is used to explore historical 

memory and the impact of colonialism and 

modernity on Kenyan identity. Owuor 
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interlaces local myths with the narrative, 

allowing her characters to navigate their 

personal and collective histories. This approach 

shows how folklore can offer a lens through 

which the past and present are understood and 

reconciled. 

 

Meja Mwangi, in his novel "Going Down River 

Road" (Mwangi, 1976), integrates urban 

legends and folklore to depict the struggles of 

life in Nairobi. His use of these elements 

highlights the challenges faced by individuals 

migrating from rural areas to urban centers, 

showcasing the clash between traditional ways 

of life and the harsh realities of modern urban 

existence. 

 

The utilization of myth and folklore in these 

texts illustrates the adaptability of these 

traditional narratives. They serve not only as a 

bridge to the past but also as a means to 

interpret and critique modernity, offering 

insights into the complexities of contemporary 

Kenyan society and the ongoing negotiation of 

identity in a postcolonial context. 

 

Myth, Folklore, and Identity Formation 

The role of myth and folklore in shaping 

identity is a central theme in Kenyan 

Anglophone literature. These narrative forms 

are not mere stories; they are vital tools for 

understanding and articulating identity, 

particularly in a postcolonial context. 

 

In Kenyan literature, myths and folklore serve 

as repositories of cultural wisdom and 

historical memory, playing a significant role in 

identity formation. For instance, Ngũgĩ wa 

Thiong'o's "Decolonising the Mind" (Ngũgĩ wa 

Thiong'o, 1986) discusses how the suppression 

of African languages and stories by colonial 

powers was a strategy to control the cultural 

identity of colonized peoples. He argues for the 

revival and celebration of African myths and 

folklore as a means of reclaiming and affirming 

African identity. 

 

Similarly, Grace Ogot's "The Promised Land" 

(Ogot, 1966) utilizes Luo folklore to explore 

themes of displacement, cultural identity, and 

the search for a sense of belonging. Through the 

narrative, Ogot reflects on the complexities of 

identity in postcolonial Kenya, where 

traditional beliefs and values interact with 

modern influences. 

 

In "The River and the Source" by Margaret 

Ogola (Ogola, 1995), the interweaving of 

folklore and family history provides a 

framework for understanding the evolving role 

of women in Kenyan society. This work 

illustrates how folklore can offer insight into 

gender identity and the changing dynamics of 

power and social roles within a community. 

 

Through these examples, it becomes evident 

that myth and folklore are not static relics of the 

past; they are living, evolving narratives that 

continue to shape and reflect the identities of 

individuals and communities in contemporary 

Kenya. By engaging with these traditional 

stories, Kenyan authors contribute to an 

ongoing dialogue about identity, community, 

and the legacy of colonialism. 

 

Language and Narrative Techniques in 

Folkloric Literature 

The use of language and narrative techniques in 

Kenyan Anglophone literature, particularly in 

the context of myth and folklore, plays a pivotal 
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role in conveying cultural nuances and 

enhancing the storytelling experience. Kenyan 

writers adeptly manipulate language and 

narrative styles to bridge the gap between 

traditional oral storytelling and written literary 

forms, creating a unique blend that resonates 

with both local and global audiences. 

 

One prominent aspect is the use of bilingualism 

or code-switching, where authors blend English 

with local languages. This technique enriches 

the narrative by incorporating the rhythm, tone, 

and cultural context of indigenous languages. 

For example, Ngũgĩ wa Thiong'o in "Wizard of 

the Crow" (Ngũgĩ wa Thiong'o, 2006) employs 

Gikuyu alongside English, allowing for a more 

authentic representation of Kenyan speech 

patterns and cultural expressions. This 

bilingual approach not only preserves the flavor 

of the original language but also challenges the 

dominance of English, asserting the importance 

of indigenous languages in literature. 

 

Narrative techniques derived from oral 

traditions, such as storytelling, proverbs, and 

songs, are also integral to these literary works. 

In "The River and the Source" (Ogola, 1995), 

Margaret Ogola incorporates oral storytelling 

techniques to convey the history and values of 

the Luo community. The narrative is structured 

like a traditional oral narrative, with a focus on 

communal experiences and moral lessons, 

mirroring the way stories are passed down 

through generations in Kenyan cultures. 

 

Furthermore, Kenyan authors often utilize a 

non-linear narrative structure, reflective of the 

cyclical nature of oral storytelling. This 

approach allows for a multi-layered and holistic 

portrayal of events and characters, as seen in 

Binyavanga Wainaina's "One Day I Will Write 

About This Place" (Wainaina, 2011), where the 

narrative meanders through time and space, 

echoing the fluidity of memory and oral 

history. 

 

Case Studies: Analysis of Select Kenyan 

Works 

"The River and the Source" by Margaret Ogola 

(1995): Ogola's novel is a vivid portrayal of the 

Luo community's life, weaving together the 

threads of myth, folklore, and modernity. The 

story traces the lives of four generations of 

women, highlighting the strength and resilience 

of women in Kenyan society. The use of 

folklore is evident in the storytelling style and 

the incorporation of Luo myths and proverbs, 

which enrich the narrative and provide deeper 

cultural insights (Ogola, 1995). 

 

"Wizard of the Crow" by Ngũgĩ wa Thiong'o 

(2006): This novel is a masterful blend of satire, 

folklore, and magical realism. Ngũgĩ integrates 

Gikuyu folklore and myth to critique 

postcolonial politics in Kenya. The narrative 

employs traditional oral storytelling 

techniques, such as folk tales and myths, to 

comment on contemporary issues, creating a 

complex tapestry of the past and present (Ngũgĩ 

wa Thiong'o, 2006). 

 

"Petals of Blood" by Ngũgĩ wa Thiong'o 

(1977): In this work, Ngũgĩ explores the impact 

of colonialism and neocolonialism on Kenyan 

society. The novel is rich in mythological 

references and folklore, which are used to 

reflect on the country's socio-political state. 

The intertwining of Gikuyu myths with the 

narrative structure provides a lens through 

which readers can understand the cultural and 
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historical contexts of post-independence Kenya 

(Ngũgĩ wa Thiong'o, 1977). 

 

"Dust" by Yvonne Adhiambo Owuor (2014): 

Owuor's novel delves into the complexities of 

Kenyan history and identity through a multi-

generational narrative. The use of folklore and 

myth is subtle yet significant, providing a 

backdrop to the characters' lives and the 

nation's history. The narrative style mirrors oral 

storytelling, with its lyrical prose and 

interwoven stories, emphasizing the 

importance of memory and oral history in 

shaping identity (Owuor, 2014). 

 

"One Day I Will Write About This Place" by 

Binyavanga Wainaina (2011): Wainaina's 

memoir uses folklore and myth to explore 

personal and national identity. The narrative is 

interspersed with tales and proverbs, reflecting 

the rich oral tradition of Kenya. This blend of 

autobiography and folklore offers insights into 

the writer's formation of self and his perception 

of Kenyan society (Wainaina, 2011). 

 

Challenges and Future Directions 

Limited Documentation and Preservation: A 

significant challenge lies in the limited 

documentation and preservation of oral myths 

and folklore. Many stories remain unrecorded 

and are at risk of being lost as older generations 

pass away (Finnegan, 2012). This loss presents 

a significant challenge for researchers and 

writers seeking to incorporate these narratives 

into contemporary literature. 

 

Translation and Cultural Nuances: Translating 

myths and folklore from indigenous languages 

into English often results in the loss of cultural 

nuances and subtleties. This language barrier 

can lead to misinterpretations and a dilution of 

the original narrative's essence (Njogu & 

Middleton, 2009). 

 

Balancing Tradition and Modernity: Writers 

face the challenge of balancing traditional 

elements with modern literary forms and 

themes. Maintaining the authenticity of myths 

and folklore while adapting them to 

contemporary contexts and global audiences is 

a complex task (Mwangi, 2007). 

 

Future Directions in Research and 

Literature 

Digital Archiving and Preservation: Embracing 

digital technology for archiving and preserving 

oral traditions can help in safeguarding these 

narratives for future generations. Digital 

storytelling and online repositories can play a 

crucial role in this endeavor (Opala & Eastman, 

2012). 

 

Interdisciplinary Approaches: Employing 

interdisciplinary research methods involving 

anthropology, history, and linguistics can 

provide deeper insights into the role of myth 

and folklore in literature. This approach can 

also aid in understanding the socio-cultural 

contexts of these narratives (Kenyatta, 1965). 

 

Promoting Indigenous Languages: 

Encouraging the writing and publication of 

literature in indigenous Kenyan languages can 

help preserve cultural narratives in their 

original form. This initiative can also foster 

greater appreciation and understanding of 

Kenya's linguistic diversity (Ngũgĩ wa 

Thiong'o, 1986). 
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Expanding the Canon: There is a need to 

expand the literary canon to include more 

works that integrate myths and folklore, 

especially from underrepresented communities 

and authors. This expansion will ensure a more 

inclusive and diverse representation of Kenyan 

cultures in literature (Wainaina, 2014). 

 

Global Collaboration and Exchange: Fostering 

collaboration between Kenyan writers and 

international literary communities can enhance 

the global visibility of Kenyan literature. 

Exchange programs, literary festivals, and 

translations can play a crucial role in this global 

outreach (Adichie, 2009). 

 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, this paper has delved into the 

rich tapestry of Kenyan Anglophone literature, 

illuminating its critical engagement with 

postcolonial themes. We explored how Kenyan 

writers grapple with issues of identity, 

resistance, and liberation against the backdrop 

of their colonial past and postcolonial present.  

 

The paper underscored the decolonization of 

language and literary forms, the portrayal of 

memory, trauma, gender, and the impact of 

globalization on cultural hybridity. These 

literary works, emerging from a complex 

historical context, not only redefine the 

contours of Kenyan literature but also 

contribute significantly to the global 

understanding of postcolonial experiences. 

 

This research highlights the dynamism of 

Kenyan literature and suggests an evolving 

field ripe for further exploration, promising 

new insights into the postcolonial narrative. 
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