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Introduction 

During the colonial era, which started as early as the 16th century, the European incursion into other 

regions took place, and the colonised regions not only suffered genocide, slavery or political 

injustice, but the colonisations caused substantial environmental changes as well. Bill Ashcroft et al. 

explain that European colonisers brought ideals of development and progress with them, and instead 

of the small-scale farming on the agricultural land in the region, the land was used to produce 

supplies for export (Reader 491). As Byron Caminero-Santangelo explains, ecosystems were 

changed, and the native people's agricultural land was confiscated and used by the colonisers for 

export, and the people of colonised regions were excluded from the wealth of the land (51). New 

species were introduced in the new environment which caused the extinction of native species of 

the region. Areas of fertile soil were confiscated and new agricultural methods introduced, which 

caused substantial environmental changes. As Caminero-Santangelo explains, ecological 

exploitation and the imperial idea of nature being mastered and controlled by means of scientific 

knowledge justified colonisation (11). As a result, social injustice in the colonies can be traced to 

the European impact and exploitation of the environment in the colonised regions. According to 

Rob Nixon, environmental injustice affects the most exposed groups of people since they lack the 

resources to survive environmental degradation (4).  

  Ngugi wa Thiong'o's A Grain of Wheat is set in post-colonial Kenya during the time of 

decolonisation in the middle of the 20th century, while Patricia Grace's Potiki portrays the 

exploitation of the land in New Zealand and the Maori resistance towards the colonial government 

during the end of the 20th century. Both novels are narrated through the lives of the native local 

inhabitants in respective regions that oppose and rebel against representatives of the colonial power. 

The people of the two regions portrayed in the novels have a symbiotic connection with the soil, 

which is violated by the colonialists' confiscation of the land. The two novels may portray different 

post-colonial societies that have undergone different colonisation process, but what they have in 

common is the environmental injustice caused by the colonisers and the exploitation of the region. I 

will argue that the resistance portrayed in A Grain of Wheat and Potiki derives from environmental 

injustice originating from land issues such as confiscation, use, exploitation and the conflict 

between an anthropocentric and a biocentric world view. This environmental injustice also 

originates from societal changes inflicted in the colonised regions, such as the introduction of a 

capitalist society and a proletarian system, based on ideals of development. I will further argue that 

the result of the resistance in the novels indicates that colonialism leaves a permanent effect on the 

portrayed regions.  
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Background 

In order to fully understand the essay and the analysis, this section will explain the settings of the 

novels, the issue of the confiscation of fertile land in both Kenya and New Zealand, and the element 

of resistance.  

 The setting in A Grain of Wheat is the Kenyan Thabai village during the Independence 

celebrations in 1963, and The Emergency in the 1950's. In her analysis of ownership of land in 

Africa, Sara Berry discusses that there exists an African tradition of attaching material and symbolic 

meaning to the land, and this had to change because of the colonial commercialisation of the soil 

(327). Berry further suggests that the British government created reserves for the Kenyan people in 

order to limit their access to land and farming, and experienced an ambivalence between 

encouraging labour that creates tax income and the urge to protect white farmers from Kenyan 

competition (331). In his analysis of A Grain of Wheat, Anders Breidlid explains that the 

decolonisation process was no longer characterised by the Kenyan peasants retrieving their 

agricultural land, but the rise of a Kenyan bourgeois that took the place of the white colonisers 

(105). A Grain of Wheat portrays a society in the process of decolonisation where the British 

Empire is on the verge of withdrawing from Kenya.  

 Potiki, on the other hand, is set in a colonised New Zealand in a Maori community where the 

rule of the British government is stable, and the process of colonisation is ongoing. The Maori 

people are threatened by the prospects of the government exploiting the area and the coastline in 

order to create a Marine park for tourists. As Helen Tiffin and Graham Huggan explain in their 

analysis, Potiki is not merely a plot-driven moral “struggle between 'nativist' and 

'developmentalist'” but rather a written example of the Maori philosophy of intertwined storyline 

and the past, present and future existing simultaneously (69). The novel is known for the distinct 

composition of Maori storytelling and the way the events are presented; Tiffin and Huggan explain 

that the blending of past, present and future in the novel shows the Maori tradition of a “death-birth 

continuum” (70). Potiki characterises the wish for a Maori renaissance, a return back to the 

traditional Maori life and culture, but there is a need to adapt to the new society as well. As 

Michelle Keown explains in her analysis of the cultures of the Pacific, New Zealand is under direct 

European hegemony which affects most of the Pacific where colonial bureaucracy still is 

maintained (3). Keown claims that the Maori people of the Pacific, which until the middle of the 

20th century remained in rural coastal villages, underwent large-scale post-war urbanisation during 

the last few decades, and the stereotypic idea of the “noble savage” that needed progress and 

development was increased (3). Margaret Werry confirms this in her analysis regarding tourism and 

racism in New Zealand, when explaining that the Maori people experienced little benefit from the 
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changes in New Zealand society, and were subjects of the governmental aim to incorporate the 

native inhabitants into a proletarian citizenship (392).  In spite of large differences between the two 

cultures represented in the novels, the issue of ownership of the land is an important aspect when 

analysing causes for resistance.  A Grain of Wheat and Potiki are compared in this essay because of 

the portrayed resistance that derives from the issue of ownership and right to agricultural land. 

These land-related issues are similar in spite of the overall differences in the two novels. 

Environmental injustice is portrayed by several different aspects in the novels, but there are 

similarities between both cultures. Another reason for comparing these novels is the biocentric view 

present amongst the local peoples as a contrast to the anthropocentric view of the British colonisers, 

and the different attitudes towards development and capitalism which are cause for resistance 

amongst the local people of both Kenya and New Zealand.  

 

Aim and Approach 

The aim of this essay is to analyse the connection between environmental injustice through the 

exploitation of land in the colonised regions of the two novels A Grain of Wheat by Ngugi wa 

Thiong'o and Potiki by Patricia Grace. The essay consists of a close reading of the two novels where 

environmental injustice and land exploitation are analysed and compared in six subsections, each 

treating different aspects of the issue.  

 A Grain of Wheat is set in postcolonial Kenya during the celebrations of independence as 

well as during the State of Emergency between 1952 and 1959. The novel portrays oppression and 

injustice inflicted on the native Kenyan people by the British colonial government, the confiscation 

of agricultural land and the uneven distribution of resources. Potiki, on the other hand, is set in 

postcolonial New Zealand and portrays the oppression of the native Maori population narrated 

through the extended Tamihana family. The novel portrays the colonial exploitation of land, the 

environmental effects of tourism and the injustice towards the local inhabitants. In order to analyse 

these two novels, the critical approach postcolonial ecocriticism is used. This approach is a 

combination of two approaches that is useful when analysing the environmental effect of 

colonialism and how that, in turn, affects the societal relationships in the colonies. According to 

Caminero-Santangelo, the field of postcolonial ecocriticism is signified by the similarities between 

the two literary fields, postcolonialism and ecocriticism, in the elements of “political commitment, 

interdisciplinarity, and the interrogation of capitalist development” (9). He further explains that it 

derives from the need for a field of postcolonial criticism that is more focused on environmental and 

ecological factors of a specific region (9). This combined field of literary criticism was also 

necessary in order to escape the somewhat centralised field of ecocriticism, which tended to have a 
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colonial and a global view in order to emphasise global environmental crises (Caminero-Santangelo 

9). As Caminero-Santangelo explains, what postcolonial ecocriticism does is to try to decentralise 

both postcolonialism and ecocriticism in order to focus more on regional specificity (8). In addition, 

Youssoupha Mane mentions in an analysis of the postcolonial ecocritical narrative in one of Ngugi 

wa Thiong'o's other novels, Wizard of the Crow, that ecocriticism derives from the idea of nature not 

being disconnected from human society, but integrated in our culture, and must be considered our 

extended home (5). This aim of postcolonial ecocriticism is helpful in analysing the two chosen 

novels, as it will make it possible to see the regional environment and the regional effects of 

colonialism in each novel. By carrying out a regional analysis the environmental injustice will be 

highlighted for its specific regional characteristics, and a Eurocentric global approach will be 

avoided. Each example of colonialism, injustice and resistance is unique, and therefore a regional 

approach is better suited to highlight the uniqueness of each case.  

 In addition, both novels show the ideas of development and progress that differ between the 

local inhabitants and the British colonisers. Tiffin and Huggan explain that one of the central tasks 

of postcolonial ecocriticism is to oppose the traditional Western ideal of development and to 

highlight the connection between development and colonialism (27). They add that this problem can 

be seen in the contemporary world of globalisation and the conflict concerning global capitalism, 

economic growth and the need for equity and sustainable environment (33). Tiffin and Huggan 

explain that one of the main ideas of postcolonial ecocriticism is that there can be no social justice 

without environmental justice (37), which indicates that society and environment are closely 

connected and crucial for humans around the world. Furthermore, Bill Ashcroft claims that 

development leads to exploitation of nature, which often results in the subjugation of local 

inhabitants in the colonies (“A Climate of Hope” 20). This aspect of postcolonial ecocriticism will 

help in analysing the two novels and the colonisers' ideal of development in contrast to the local 

people's different attitude towards development and progress. 

 Furthermore, A Grain of Wheat and Potiki both highlight the environmental injustice that 

derives from the impact of environmental exploitation on the local people. Cary Wolfe points out 

that postcolonial ecocriticism not only discusses environmental justice but environmental racism as 

well, where the main idea is that the poorer groups in society are the ones that will be the most 

affected by environmental problems (512). When these environmental problems are located in a 

colony, the native inhabitants are most likely to be more exposed to environmental changes. Wolfe 

explains that in addition to environmental justice, this literary field discusses and analyses elements 

of anthropocentrism and biocentrism in literature (512). By using this approach to literary analysis 

while analysing the novels A Grain of Wheat and Potiki, the environmental effects of development 
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and societal changes inflicted upon the local characters can be connected to the injustice 

experienced.  

 

Previous Research and Material 

 Ngugi wa Thiong'o's A Grain of Wheat has been frequently analysed using a postcolonial approach, 

as well as from a postcolonial ecocritical approach. His novels are discussed in connection with the 

use of language since he writes in English and even his “most radical fiction is affected by his 

liberal humanist education” (Fee 168). Thiong'o published a newly revised edition of A Grain of 

Wheat around 20 years after the first edition in 1967, and made some changes in the plot and the 

language. Anders Breidlid suggests in his analysis of Thiong'o's novel that the changes made 

derived from the need to give a more accurate description of the historical events that affected 

Kenya during the time of decolonisation (128). Caminero-Santangelo analyses the novel in 

Different Shades of Green: African Literature, Environmental Justice, and Political Ecology (2014), 

and used a postcolonial ecocritical approach. As Caminero-Santangelo writes, A Grain of Wheat 

might not have a focus on environmental problems or the link between ecology and society, but 

there is great benefit from analysing the novel with the help of postcolonial ecocriticism since the 

novel deals with environmental change in connection to colonialism (38). Caminero-Santangelo's 

analysis is useful for this essay since it can help in understanding the novel and the connection 

between the landscape and colonialism, and it is the most important secondary source in this 

analysis of A Grain of Wheat.  

 Regarding Potiki, the main focus in analyses has been in connection with postcolonialism 

and the Maori resistance against the government. Grace's novel contains a clear element of 

environmental injustice towards the Maori and characterises the biocentric view of a symbiotic 

connection between human and nature, and therefore many analyses tend to use a ecocritical 

approach. Tiffin's and Huggan's Postcolonial Ecocriticism: Literature, Animals, Environment 

(2010) is useful in order to grasp postcolonial ecocriticism as a theory when making this analysis. 

They also analyse Potiki and highlight the injustice towards the Maori, which will be used in 

several of the arguments in the essay. Rob Nixon has analysed the environmental effects of 

colonialism and globalism as well as the environmental injustice in Slow Violence and the 

Environmentalism of the Poor (2011). The text highlights the injustice in environmental problems, 

often caused by colonialism, which is the main focus of the analysis in this essay. This text will be 

used in order to understand the issue of environmental problems in both novels.  

 In this essay two novels will be used as primary sources, A Grain of Wheat by Ngugi wa 

Thiong'o and Potiki by Patricia Grace. A Grain of Wheat was first published in 1967 by William 
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Heinemann and the edition used for this essay is the edited version published in 2002 by Penguin 

Classics. Patricia Grace is the Maori author of Potiki, which is set in postcolonial New Zealand. The 

novel was first published in 1986, and the edition used in this essay was published in 1995 by 

University of Hawai'i Press. Even though both novels are analysed frequently, they have not been 

compared to each other, which might derive from the fact that the ecocritical perspective is not as 

obvious in A Grain of Wheat as it is in Potiki. The scope of this essay is narrowed down to the 

environmental injustice in the novels, and the conclusion made in this essay will only cover a small 

part of the issue. However, the novels have many interesting aspects that deserve further analysis. 

Regarding the element of resistance, there are many aspects that can be considered causes of the 

resistance in the novels, which a more thorough analysis would show.  

 

Analysis 

The analysis consists of six subsections based on the subject analysed, where the novels A Grain of 

Wheat and Potiki are compared. The first paragraph in each section will contain an introduction to 

the subject, then A Grain of Wheat and Potiki will be analysed in one paragraph each. At the end of 

the subsection, a summary will be made of the arguments presented in the analysis regarding the 

thesis.  

 

Environmental Effects in A Grain of Wheat and Potiki 

This section will analyse the element of environmental degradation such as soil erosion and drought 

portrayed in A Grain of Wheat and the pollution and environmental changes in Potiki. The analysis 

of A Grain of Wheat will contain the issue of the colonisers' agricultural methods, such as 

monocrops, as the cause for drought and less fertile soil, and the effect these problems have on the 

local Kenyan people. When analysing Potiki, the focus lies on the pollution of the sea as an effect of 

tourism. This section will also discuss the environmental injustice that occurs when the rich groups 

of people, who have means and possibility to deal with environmental problems such as drought 

and decrease of fertilisation, causes environmental problems that affect the most exposed groups in 

society. 

 In A Grain of Wheat, environmental injustice is a result of the exploitation of the land and 

the use of capitalistic agricultural methods, which causes environmental problems like soil erosion 

and decreased fertilisation of the soil. The effects of exploitation strike hardest on exposed groups 

in society that are not responsible for the environmental degradation, which is an example of 

environmental injustice that is portrayed in A Grain of Wheat as well. In the novel, Mugo works on 

his shamba, a field, and the environmental effects can be detected in the narration: “There were no 
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crops on the land and what with the dried-up weeds, gakaraku, micege, mikengeria, bangi – and the 

sun, the country appeared sick and dull” (Thiong'o 6). The way the landscape is described as “sick 

and dull” suggests that there have been environmental changes that have made the agricultural lands 

dry and less fertile. Rob Nixon discusses contemporary Kenya's Green Belt Movement, and claims 

that soil erosion results in a form of local slow violence, as the decreasing fertility of the soil causes 

effects on the local people (131). He explains that the soil erosion is the result of environmental 

exploitation by the colonists, and the environmental effects of the exploitation is a slow violence 

that is “low in immediate drama but but high in long-term consequences” (131).  The environmental 

problems in Kenya are caused by, according to Byron Caminero-Santangelo, the introduction of 

new profit based agricultural methods such as monocrop, referring to the cultivation of one crop 

instead of a healthy variety, water drawn from rivers causing drought and finally soil erosion, an 

effect of the exploitation of natural resources (51). Further signs of environmental changes can be 

seen in the narration of Gikonyo returning home after years in detention camps: “[S]ickly crops just 

recovering from a recent drought, one more scourge which had afflicted the country in this period 

leaving the anxious faces of mothers dry and cracked” (Thiong'o 102). The desperation of the local 

inhabitants suggests environmental problems such as sickly crops and drought. The “anxious faces 

of mothers” suggests that they fear the crops will not be enough to feed their families, and their 

faces being “dry and cracked” direct thoughts to the dry land. A connection between body and land 

is suggested in the resemblance of the faces of the mothers and the dry and cracked soil, which 

further shows that the environmental problems cause physical harm on the local people that 

Gikonyo meets on his way home.  

 Furthermore, the local inhabitants in Potiki live under the threat of environmental 

degradation and injustice caused by development and tourism. The local Maori people in the novel 

are worried about the environmental degradation because of tourism, and they answer Mr Doleman 

when he calls them unreasonable: “Perhaps it is yourself that is being unreasonable if you think we 

would want pollution of the water out there, if you think we would want crowds of people, people 

that can afford caviare and who import salmon, coming here and using up the fish” (Grace 93). The 

Maori people in Potiki are aware of the pollution the marine park would cause, and they try to 

explain that it is them, not the rich tourists, that will be affected by the environmental problems 

deriving from pollution. The injustice caused by tourism is suggested in the novel when the Maori 

population, which is already exposed to various forms of injustice from the British hegemony, is the 

group that will experience the effects of the pollution. As Nixon explains, environmental problems 

effect the most exposed groups of people since they lack the resources to survive environmental 

degradation, and create environmental injustice in colonised regions (4). The tourists and the rich 
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population's demand for entertainment is considered more important than the local inhabitant's 

demand for self-sufficiency. The environmental effects of the construction of the park is suggested 

by the hope for a recovery after the construction has stopped: “And the shores, the meeting places 

of the land and sea, if left will become clean again. […]. There will be good shellfishing again. 

There will be tuna” (Grace 169). The hopes for cleaner water and the return of the fish suggests that 

there have been a substantial change in the landscape caused by the construction of the marine park. 

The decreasing number of shellfish in the sea affects the local people negatively, since the sea is an 

important source of food, and causes environmental injustice towards an already exposed group of 

people.  

 As seen in the analyses above, the environmental effects of the European colonisation is 

portrayed in both A Grain of Wheat and Potiki, and have substantial effect on the local inhabitants 

in the regions. In A Grain of Wheat the environmental problems take the form of soil erosion and 

decreasing fertilisation, and are the effects of the newly introduced agricultural methods. Potiki 

portrays problems such as pollution and a decrease of the amount of fish in the ocean, which are 

both effects of the increasing tourism and the building of a marine park. The British colonial 

influence portrayed in the novels causes substantial effects in both regions, which affects the most 

exposed groups which in this case are the local people. The environmental problems have a central 

role in the novels, portrayed by the effect on the local people in A Grain of Wheat, and by the direct 

effect the environmental problems have on the Tamihana family's everyday life in Potiki.  

 

Land Confiscation and Restraints in A Grain of Wheat and Potiki 

This section will analyse the issue of the right to use agricultural land in A Grain of Wheat and 

Potiki. I will argue that the right to use agricultural land and fertile soil is connected with freedom 

for the Kenyan people, and that the characters in A Grain of Wheat uses the issue of land 

confiscations as reason for resistance. Furthermore, this section will analyse the government's use of 

the Maori people's poverty for buying land in Potiki, and in addition with relocation of villages. 

These are examples of injustice directly connected with the right to use ancestral land. 

 In addition, A Grain of Wheat portrays the Kikuyu tribe and the land restraints inflicted upon 

them, which becomes one major reason for resistance. The character Kihika is considered a freedom 

fighter in the novel, and his life as a fighter in the Mau Mau resistance movement and his death as a 

martyr are crucial parts of the plot. Kihika's conviction of the injustice in Kenya is shown when he 

speaks about the unjust division of land: “'shouldn't everybody have a share in the common shamba, 

our Kenya?'” (Thiong'o 96). As the British settlers have confiscated the agricultural land from the 

local inhabitants, the crops that grow from the soil no longer belong to them. The increased control 
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of agricultural land creates difficulties for Kenyan farmers to continue cultivating the land, and 

Kihika's question highlights the issue of land ownership, and the different attitudes towards this 

between Kenyans and colonists. Sara Berry explains that the Kikuyu people were denied access to 

land that they had used in the past for cultivating, and at the same time they observed the Europeans 

reaping large profits from the same land, which created great resentment among the Kikuyu (344). 

She further explains that when the restrictions for farming were tightened and the control over 

agricultural land led to the displacement of the Kikuyu, the resentment was a direct cause of the 

Mau Mau uprising (345). The resentment that comes from the restraints from using the fertile soil is 

portrayed in the historical narration about the famous rebel Harry Thuku: “Harry denounced the 

whiteman and cursed that benevolence and protection which denied people land and freedom” 

(Thiong'o 12). This suggest that freedom is connected with land, and that freedom is equal to the 

Kenyans' right to cultivate the fertile soil to provide for themselves. Caminero-Santangelo explains 

that notions like environmentalism and development were used in order to control African farmers, 

who had to accept the new scientific agriculture while the government had the economic goal of 

increased profit and taxes (50). Thus, the benevolence and protection that are mentioned by Harry 

Thuku are connected with the colonisers' environmentalism and development of new agricultural 

methods. The villagers characterising the resistance movement in the novel uses the land 

restrictions as reason for opposing the colonists, which suggests that land issues are a major cause 

for the resistance. 

 In contrast, the land confiscation in Potiki is connected to the use of ancestral land and the 

nature surrounding the village for the purpose of creating a marine park as well as the relocation of 

Maori villages. The Maori people that have gathered in the meeting house in order to discuss the 

land with the businessman Mr Doleman, tell him about the changing surroundings “Behind us are 

the hills. That was all once a part of it too. Well the hills have gone. A deal went through at a time 

when people were too poor to hang on.” (Grace 89). The hills were once a part of the land that 

belonged to the villagers, but the land was sold during a time when the local people were exposed to 

poverty. While there was no forced confiscation of land, there was no choice for the people as the 

need for money to escape poverty made the sale necessary. Furthermore, a parallel story about a 

village during the time of the first world war is narrated in the novel. The Te Ope village 

characterise the injustice by forced relocation when the government needed the land, and the local 

people were told that they could return to their land after the war was over: “They wanted the land 

for purposes of war, and because their land was in a good place, because there was a good flat area 

there, it was very suitable. […]. But it has been said since that this was an excuse to scatter the 

people, destroy their homes, and take the land”  (Grace 72). The relocation of the village portrays 
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the powerless position of the Maori in New Zealand, and the exploitation of resources and people in 

the colonies. It is suggested that the intention was not to use the land for war, but for relocating the 

villagers and to incorporate them in the new society. Michelle Keown claims that the Maori people 

that used to live in rural coastal villages, underwent large scale post-war urbanisation during the last 

few decades (3), and as Margaret Werry explains, were subjects of the governmental aim to 

incorporate the native inhabitants into a modern capitalistic society (392). Both examples portrayed 

in Potiki suggest that the local Maori population is obliged to stand aside for the needs of the 

dominant culture, such as tourism or war.  

 To summarise, the local people in both A Grain of Wheat and Potiki have experienced 

relocation and restraints from using the agricultural land. As seen in A Grain of Wheat, the 

restrictions that prevent the local people to cultivate the agricultural land cause great resentment 

amongst the Kenyans, and are also an important part of the speeches by the characters in the 

resistance movement. This suggests that the freedom to use the fertile soil is a major cause for the 

resistance in the novel. Potiki portrays the relocation of the local Maori people, and the 

government's tendencies to buy land from families who are too poor to refuse. This suggests that the 

government portrayed in Potiki uses the exposed situation of the Maori people in order to buy land. 

The injustice in both novels is connected to land restriction and the local people are prevented from 

cultivating the fertile soil, which is instead used for profit of different kinds.  

 

The Proletarian System in A Grain of Wheat and Potiki 

In this section the proletarian system, meaning a society based on paid labour instead of self-

sufficiency, in the societies portrayed in A Grain of Wheat and Potiki is analysed in connection with 

injustice and resistance.  This section will discuss the introduction of the proletarian system in both 

novels, and the problematic situation for the local people. The possibility of self-sufficiency is taken 

away, while as a substitute there is work with low salary, or no work at all.  

 In addition, the proletarian system in A Grain of Wheat is portrayed by the Kenyan people 

who works with low salaries on the plantations owned by the British, while the owners of the 

plantations benefit from the profit. During the Uhuru celebrations, General R. holds a speech that 

contains the issues of injustice: “'But who tilled the soil on which grew coffee, tea, pyrethrum, and 

sisal? Who dug the roads and paid the taxes? The whiteman lived on our land. He ate what we grew 

and cooked. And even the crumbs from the table, he threw to his dogs'” (Thiong'o 216). General R. 

comments on the issue of Kenyan workers building the capitalistic society for the British colonisers, 

who live in luxury and abundance, while the Kenyans live in poverty. Another issue is the 

hierarchical aspect of General R.'s speech, where even the whiteman's dogs are entitled to the 
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crumbs from the table, while the Kenyans are not. The injustice that leads to resistance derives not 

only from environmental causes, but from the societal system introduced in the region. By 

introducing the capitalistic system of profit and of paid labour instead of self-sufficiency, the local 

people portrayed in the novel were forced to accept labour with low salary. Caminero-Santangelo 

suggests that the colonial government's goal was to establish an efficient system of resources that 

created great profit for the longest time possible (50). This created the large scale businesses with 

employees.  As Berry claims, the demand for profit and taxes created a need for paid labour for the 

Kenyans, and the African worker was less costly for the business than a European worker (329-

330). This created a need for Kenyans as workers as well as a need for Kenyans to find paid work. 

Furthermore, the freedom fighter Kihika also condemns the use of Kenyan workers on large 

plantations owned by the British colonialists: “'Take your whiteman, anywhere, in the settled area. 

He owns hundreds and hundreds of acres of land. What about the black men who squat there, who 

sweat dry on the farms to grow coffee, tea, sisal, wheat and yet only get ten shilling a month?'” 

(Thiong'o 96). Kihika mentions the unjust divide of agricultural land, where the British colonisers 

own large areas of fertile land to grow crops that can be used for export to Europe, such as tea and 

coffee, and the Kenyans who work on the plantations earn a minimum wage. This injustice is used 

as an argument in both speeches in connection with the resistance movement and the independence 

celebrations, which suggests the importance of these aspects of injustice. In these speeches the 

essential subject is the confiscation of land and the proletarian system that replaced the small-scale 

farming, which suggests that these aspects of environmental injustice are crucial for the resistance 

movement in the novel.  

 However, the local people's place in the proletarian system looks slightly different in Potiki, 

where there are no jobs available for them. The people of the Te Ope village were relocated to new 

houses, forced to pay a rent they could not afford: “These houses did not belong to them but to the 

government and they paid rent to live in them. To pay rent was difficult for most because there was 

still no work for them. There was no land for gardens and no wood for their fires.” (Grace 72). The 

Te Ope people were left with few options after the relocation, as there was no land that could 

provide for them and no work for them that would help them pay rent. The injustice towards the 

Maori people in the proletarian system creates an impossible situation for the local people, which in 

turn creates a need to oppose and to resist the oppressive government. The direct link between the 

injustice and resistance is portrayed by the Te Ope, that in the end protests by occupying the land 

that once belonged to them. In addition to the story of the Te Ope, Hemi's situation also portrays the 

Maori's problem of finding work. Hemi loses his job: “It had been a very difficult year for a lot of 

people, with fewer and fewer jobs and so many people out of work. It had been a time of stoppages 
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and strikes, and so much unrest, and now he was out of work too.” (Grace 59). The strikes at 

working places suggests a resistance movement in the region, where the striking workers are 

replaced. Patrick D. Murphy explains that local entities are forced to respond to and engage with 

forces that challenge their way of living, and in the end either adapt to the new society or respond 

with resistance (150). Werry suggests in her analysis of another Maori society affected by tourism, 

that the colonialists attempt to persuade the Maori people into a society based on employment and 

paid work instead of, by the Maori preferred, the seasonal needs and tribal festivities (396). The 

injustice towards the Maori people is characterised by first the difficulties in maintaining self-

sufficiency by small-scale farming, and later the work shortage leading to people being unable to 

provide for themselves.   

 Furthermore, the European society that is based on paid labour instead of the traditional 

small-scale farming is introduced in both societies in A Grain of Wheat and Potiki, which causes 

injustice when there is a shortage of work or low salaries. The injustice in both novels comes from 

the issue of that the local people do no longer have the possibility of self-sufficiency, while the 

small salaries and shortage of work creates an impossible situation. The proletarian system 

introduced by the colonisers is not beneficial for the local people portrayed, which causes a need to 

oppose and to protest against the injustice. As the proletarian system is created in connection with 

the high profitable plantations and at the expense of small-scale farming, the proletarian system 

causes environmental injustice and is also a major reason for the resistance movements in the 

novels.  

 

Development, Progress and Capitalism in A Grain of Wheat and Potiki 

This section analyses the introduction of the European ideal of development and the capitalist 

society in the colonised regions in A Grain of Wheat and Potiki. I will argue that the colonisers' idea 

of Kenya as underused justifies colonisation and exploitation of the region, and that, in addition, the 

idea of Kenyans as superstitious and primitive creates conflicts that lead to a need for resistance. In 

the same way will this section discuss how development and progress lead to injustice in Potiki, 

when government representatives uses progress as an excuse for exploitation. 

 In addition, A Grain of Wheat portrays the colonial ideal of development and scientific 

progress in “underdeveloped” regions, an attitude that justifies colonialism and racism. The Githima 

Forestry and Agricultural Research Station was created by an agricultural officer as an effect of his 

passion for land development, and it was created as “part of a new colonial development plan” 

(Thiong'o 33). The development plan shows that Kenya is the subject of the European idea of 

creating progress in the colonies while reversing the environmental degradation. The colonial 
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representative Thompson works at the Research Station, and Caminero-Santangelo discusses in his 

analysis, Thompson's mission to use science to “tame and make useful the savage wilderness” (49). 

He further explains that the Githima Forestry and Agricultural Research Station are created for 

research and the development of techniques that enable the rational use of natural resources in order 

to prevent environmental degradation like deforestation and soil erosion (50). Plumwood claims in 

his article, that the rationalist ideology of the Europeans created an attitude of the regions as unused 

or underused, and by this attitude regarding development in the colonised regions, and oppression 

of the local people, was justified (503). Furthermore, Thompson shows the attitude of the Kenyan as 

more primitve than the European in some of his notes: “Nyeri is full of mountains, hills and deep 

valleys covered with impenetrable forests. These primordial trees have always awed primitive 

minds. The darkness and the mystery of the forest, have led him (the primitive man) to magic and 

ritual” (Thiong'o 54). The forest is connected with what Thompson calls the “primitive man”, and 

this connection between nature and humans shows tendencies to position the African man in the 

non-human sphere. This suggests that Thompson considers the local people to have primitive minds 

that are awed by the primordial trees and are more easily seduced than the reasonable European. 

Plumwood discusses the idea of nature as not only the non-human sphere, but includes what 

colonialists would call the “more primitive forms” of humans, who are on a more animal level and 

are the opposite of the European ideal of reason and development (503). Progress becomes the way 

to overcome the barbarian and the primitive and a part of the mission of civilising the world, which 

further justifies the European exploitation of other regions. This example shows the idea of the 

European culture as reasonable and civilised, while other cultures are primitive and superstitious.  

 Furthermore, Potiki portrays the conflict between the government's representatives and the 

local people in issues connected with development and progress. The idea of colonised regions 

being underdeveloped, backwards and in need of progress is connected to the interest in exploiting 

the area for profit: the exploitation is justified with the need for development.  This can be seen in 

Mr Dolman's idea of that the marine park, and the work opportunities it will generate, will bring 

progress for the village. When he meets the villagers, he claims that the refusal to see the potential 

in tourism in the area is to refuse progress: “Just as you can become a slave to past things. And to 

superstition...and all that...hoo-ha” (Grace 94). The Maori traditions are considered superstitious, 

and the refusal to accept Mr Doleman's plan for developing the area is considered dwelling in the 

past. Progress and development is the future, according to Mr Doleman. In addition, the novel 

shows that the Maori characters do not consider the new developed society beneficial for them. 

They have adapted to the dominant culture, as they explain to Mr Doleman: 

 And we're all left out of it in the end. We've helped build a country, all right. Worked in its 
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 factories, helped build its roads, helped educate its kids. We've looked after the sick, and 

 we've helped the breweries and the motor firms to make their profits. We've helped export 

 our crayfish and we've sent our songs and dances overseas. We've committed our crimes, 

 done our good deeds, sat in Parliament, got educated, sung our hymns, scored our tries, 

 fought in wars, splashed our money about... (Grace 94) 

 

The villagers have adapted to the colonial society, and helped in creating a capitalist modern society 

focused on profit, while receiving no benefit from doing so. They have also helped to exploit the 

environment, when they have exported their crayfish as well as exported their traditional cultural 

habits (Grace 94). Environmental injustice derives from the local inhabitants having helped the 

colonial power to exploit the region, while not being given any part of the profit, but still having to 

deal with environmental problems that affect their living. The European idea of development is, as 

explained by Tiffin and Huggan, human development and the need to make the colonies useful for 

the capitalist European society, often with environmental effects such as deforestation and pollution 

(28-29). Furthermore, they claim that development is not only a way of expressing economic 

management, but a way of controlling regions and incorporating European values in colonised 

cultures (28). Capitalism is a societal structure that is incorporated in both societies that are 

portrayed in the novels, and Tiffin and Huggan claim that global capitalism is a “predatory socio-

economic system” that spreads inequality and injustice while it “champions its own adherence to 

freedom, democracy and human rights” (30). Development and capitalism make it possible for the 

European ideals and values to be spread in the colonised areas, and this expansion is based on the 

assumption that western values are the right ones. The progress that the colonialists speak so highly 

of only affects the Maori people in a negative way.  

 To summarise, there is a conflict present in both A Grain of Wheat and Potiki between the 

colonialists who consider the regions to be in need of development and progress, and the local 

people's negative experience of these changes. Both novels portray governmental representatives 

with the idea that the regions are underused and undeveloped, and the people living in the area are 

backwards and in need of being incorporated in the capitalist society. Traditions are considered 

superstitious, and the refusal to embrace development and progress is considered backwards. Potiki 

shows how development is not always beneficial for the local people, and A Grain of Wheat 

portrays the attitudes behind the British colonialists' wish to develop colonised regions.  

 

A Grain of Wheat, Potiki and Biocentrism  

This section will analyse the element of the biocentric world view in A Grain of Wheat and Potiki, 

and the significance of this fundamental attitude in relation to resistance. Biocentrism is the idea 

that humans are a part of nature in a symbiotic relationship and often placed in contrast to the 
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anthropocentric view of humans being superior nature.  

 In addition, this can be seen in the celebration of the connection between the soil and the 

people in A Grain of Wheat, which causes resentment towards the colonialists that violate this 

connection. Nixon mentions that land is as much a cause of conflict and instability as oil can be, and 

just like oil, land is a finite source (132). Deforestation and climate change have substantial effects 

on the local inhabitants portrayed in A Grain of Wheat which is one cause that leads to violent 

resistance, however, the symbolic meaning of the land can be an equally important cause for 

resistance against the colonialists. Kihika's speech about Kenya shows this connection between soil 

and people: “This soil belongs to Kenyan people. Nobody has the right to sell or buy it. It is our 

mother and we her children are all equal before her. She is our common inheritance” (Thiong'o 96). 

This connection with the soil suggests a symbiotic relationship, and the soil is not only a source of 

food but part of the Kenyan people and culture. This is a biocentric view where Kenyans live in 

symbiosis with nature. The right to use the land is inherited by birth, and can not be bought. The 

confiscation of the land that, according to Kihika, belongs to the Kenyan people creates a need for 

resistance because of the inherited right to use the soil. Nixon and Caminero-Santangelo claim that 

Thiong'o shows a tendency to feminise the soil and gives the colonial exploitation the significance 

of rape (132; 49). However, this feminising should not be ignored or dismissed, since the idea of the 

soil as a mother creates a motive for resistance when the land is exploited and creates a need for the 

people to protect their “mother”.  

 Furthermore, the Maori people portrayed in Potiki show a biocentric view of life and 

experience a connection with the land. Roimata's narration shows the biocentric world view of the 

Maori locals: “[L]and does not belong to people, but that people belong to the land. We could not 

forget that it was land who, in the beginning, held the secret, who contained our very beginnings 

within herself” (Grace 110). Land becomes not only a region where people can live, but an 

existential female being that contains the beginning of life. In addition to this connection with land, 

the Maori people in Potiki have a biocentric world view, where humans exist in a symbiosis with 

nature. At the end of the novel, the narrator tells about the aftermath of the resistance: “The hills are 

quite now. They went from our hands long ago but we do not need them in our hands. We only need 

them to be there, to be left to heal, to be left for trees to grow on.” (Grace 176). The hills and the 

trees upon them do not belong to anyone, but the mere sight of them and the knowledge of their 

healing is enough for the villagers. There is no need for ownership of the hills, but only a need for 

them to flourish.  

 As can be seen, the symbiotic relationship between human and land portrayed in A Grain of 

Wheat and Potiki causes resentment when being violated by restrictions and changes inflicted upon 
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the local people by the colonial government. Both novels portray a symbiotic relationship between 

land and people, and the characters consider the land being the origin of their culture. The soil 

should be respected and prevented from being sold or exploited. The land is considered a mother, 

and the feminising of the soil creates a need for caring and protecting the land. This biocentrism in 

connection with the conflicting anthropocentrism of the colonisers creates the need for resistance.  

 

Resistance and Colonisation in A Grain of Wheat and Potiki  

This final section analyses the consequences of resistance in A Grain of Wheat and Potiki, such as 

the effect on the issue of right to use the land and the long-term effects of colonialism. The 

resistance is present in both novel, but is characterised differently. A Grain of Wheat portrays a 

resistance movement on a national level, and the changes in society from colonial hegemony into 

independence. Potiki portrays the resistance on a local level, and the ongoing British hegemony 

which affects the Maori people.  

 In addition, the result of the resistance in A Grain of Wheat is characterised by a new ruling 

class of Kenyans that takes over after the British, and the land, which local farmers hoped was to be 

returned to them, was distributed to this new class. In the novel, Gikonyo is promised a loan by 

their local MP, money which he needs in order to buy a property. He plans to buy an agricultural 

property together with a few other villagers in order to create a shared farm. However, in the end 

Gikonyo realises that the property is already bought by their own MP (Thiong'o 164). This is an 

example of the development of the Kenyan society during decolonisation, where the local people 

expect opportunities for personal progress, but the government maintains the colonial structures. 

Breidlid explains that the Africans that fought during the colonial period were promised by 

politicians that land would be returned to those who fought, but the land was bought by a small 

group of individuals (105). In addition, Berry explains that the colonial government, in order to 

maintain day to day business in the colonies, used local administrators and clerks, which created a 

black bourgeois that took the place of the colonial ruling class (329). These conflicts occurring 

during the decolonisation process show that the issue of land ownership is still a problem even after 

the end of the British hegemony, and the colonial society and values still remain in the bureaucracy 

of the country. 

 In contrast, the resistance in Potiki is an ongoing process and the result of it can be seen as a 

hybrid culture between a Maori renaissance and the dominant culture. The novel narrates the 

process of the Tamihana family to detach themselves from the dominant culture and to turn back to 

the more traditional Maori lifestyle in the novel, but, as Tiffin and Huggan discuss, it is still crucial 

for the local people to adapt to global modernity (71). A hybrid culture between the dominant 
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culture and a renaissance of Maori traditions is be seen in Hemi's and Roimata's choice to send their 

daughter Tangimoana to law school in order to meet the need to adapt to the colonial society (Grace 

106), while her brother James trains to become a traditional wood carver (Grace 61). The family 

tries to sustain the traditional Maori life while still adapting to the dominant culture. Murphy 

suggests in his analysis that the lives of the Tamihana family are not merely a return to the Maori 

traditional lifestyle, but rather a hybrid culture where Hemi and Roimata already have experienced 

the society of the dominant culture, been excluded from the capitalist world and returned home for a 

more self-sufficient life (158). He claims that the Maori agricultural practices are based on the 

principles of bio-dynamic farming, which forms a radical position against the development and 

progress of the capitalist society (159). Therefore, a return to the traditional agricultural practices is 

a renaissance of Maori culture and a resistance towards the dominant culture. 

 A Grain of Wheat and Potiki portray resistance in different forms, as well as the long-term 

effects of colonisation. A Grain of Wheat portrays a society in a decolonisation process, but in 

contrast to the hope of the people, the society maintains the colonial and oppressive structures even 

after the end of the British hegemony. A new ruling class of Kenyans takes over after the British 

government, and the land is not returned to the Kenyan farmers. Potiki portrays a society with a 

stable British hegemony, where the Maori people characterised by the Tamihana family tries to 

create a renaissance of Maori traditions and a self-sufficient lifestyle, while they still have to adapt 

to the dominant culture and the colonial society.  

 

Conclusion 

The aim of this essay was to analyse A Grain of Wheat and Potiki with a postcolonial ecocritic 

approach, and to argue that environmental injustice caused by land confiscation, the environmental 

effects of colonisation and the Eurocentric ideal of development was the reason for resistance in 

both novels. In spite of the differences between the Kikuyu people in Kenya and the Maori people 

in New Zealand, a connection with the feminised soil is present in both novels. The idea of the land 

as a mother and the cradle of the people suggests the need for protection against environmental 

exploitation, and increases the experienced injustice when the land traditionally cultivated is 

confiscated. The introduction of new agricultural methods connected with the expectations of large 

profits for a long time caused environmental effects as degradation of fertilisation of the soil, 

drought and soil erosion. The local inhabitants, being poor and without methods of protecting 

themselves from environmental changes, were severely affected. The injustice derived not only 

from the confiscation of fertile land, but from the decreasing grade of fertilisation on the land still 

used by the local inhabitants. Furthermore, the capitalistic system and the aim of the British 
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government, to incorporate the European proletarian system with paid labour instead of self-

sufficiency, was a cause for injustice and resistance. The labourers were paid a minimum wage and, 

in the case of Potiki, later excluded from work. In the case of A Grain of Wheat it is the unequal 

division of land and profit between coloniser and colonised which cause resistance.  

 A conclusion that can be drawn by this analysis is that the issue of ownership of the land, or 

rather the access to fertile agricultural soil, is a reason for the resistance portrayed in the novels, in 

addition with the issue of environmental injustice and the European ideal of development forced 

upon local people. The differences in setting and culture portrayed make the comparison interesting, 

since the importance of the soil and the connection between people and land is seen in both novels 

in spite of the differences. Even though the aim of this essay was to analyse these specific novels, 

further analysis could possibly draw a connection between the fictive setting of the novels with the 

regions in reality. Further analysis could show whether there is a connection between land and 

people in even more different cultures, or if this is exclusively portrayed in A Grain of Wheat and 

Potiki.  
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