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A Community of Minds 

 

Ever since Homo Sapiens began to radiate from Africa and walk the globe, evolving in 

brain size and proving that bipedalism is the dominant form of travel, communities formed. Part 

of what ties people together, as part of a community, is language, allowing for the mobilization 

and takeover of other nations. Throughout “Decolonizing the Mind,” by Ngugi Wa Thiong’o, the 

author depicts how his community in Africa was taken over by English colonizers, which 

allowed for the infiltration of the colonizers’ language into the school system; those who did not 

use the new language were persecuted by their own community. Thiong’o theorized that if the 

colonizers could use language to manipulate the minds of people, then it was possible for writers 

to harness the same power for the good of change, but they must be committed. Similarly, 

“Walker Brothers Cowboy,” by Alice Munro portrays the theme of fate through a family that 

was affected by hard economic times, having to leave their community and causing the father to 

become a peddler. Over the course of the story, the mother and father struggle with their 

situation by attempting to revert back to the past, while the daughter represents a new 

understanding of the world. Ultimately, it is possible to use Thiong’o’s work as a lens to analyze 

Munro’s story, thus determining if Munro is simply representing life, or trying to change it. 

Through analysis, it becomes clear that Munro is trying to change life by creating awareness of 

the negative effects of dwelling on the past, which she does by exploring economic hardship and 

the importance of community.  



Within Munro’s short story, the main factor that influences the plot revolves around the 

fact that the fluctuating economy that once showed promise, eventually turned against the father, 

causing the loss of his pelt business. Since moving and becoming a peddler, their standard of 

living was lessened, causing the father to look to the past as means of coping. By contrast, his 

daughter sees things from a different perspective, stating, “I try to see that plain before me, 

dinosaurs walking on it, but I am not even able to imagine the shore of the Lake when the 

Indians were there, before Tuppertown” (Munro 986). In other words, while the daughter focuses 

on the present and tries to see things as they are, the father finds comfort in remembering the 

past. However, as the story concludes, the father becomes distressed about his situation in life 

after an incident with a customer. To cope, he visits someone from his past, only to have to leave 

and face reality. As they head home, the daughter expresses, “like a landscape that has an 

enchantment on it, making it kindly, ordinary and familiar while you are looking at it, but 

changing it, once your back is turned” (Munro 995), thus emphasizing that time never stops or 

goes backwards, but continues to move forward, making it hindering to live in a past that cannot 

be changed. In a broader sense, Munro’s representation of life is actually a vessel for change, due 

to how she is able to make sense of social change through different points of view, during a time 

when people’s lives were being uprooted by a failing economy.  

By comparison to Munro’s story, Thiong’o’s drive to create change also stemmed from 

economic unrest within the system, due to the colonizers’ manipulation of the masses. For 

example, Thiong’o writes, “Africa actually enriches Europe: but Africa is made to believe that it 

needs Europe to rescue it from poverty” (871), implying that through the manipulation of their 

“mental universe,” (Munro 871) they were made to believe that the economy was in need of their 

help, by distorting the perspectives of the people. Generally speaking, literature has the power to 



elicit change by helping people understand reality, oftentimes by portraying different points of 

views and/ or various mediums. Through Thiong’o’s work, he is able to use his own experiences 

and perspective to explain that the commitment to change is necessary, while also emphasizing 

his own commitment to freeing Africa from the lasting effects of colonization. By using 

Thiong’o’s lens, it can be said that Munro is using short stories as a medium for change, which 

she accomplishes by using the different perspectives of the characters to emphasize the negative 

impacts on the average person after the failing of the economy, while also demonstrating that 

dwelling on the past does not yield any forward change. 

In regards to forward change, the mother within Munro’s story rejects progress by not 

only dwelling on the past like her husband, but still lives as though nothing has changed. Munro 

is able to emphasize this distinction by how the daughter is expected to dress up when going out 

with her mother, but not uphold the same distinctions when with her father. However, the 

negative effects of the mother’s behavior are seen when the daughter expresses, “We have not 

walked past two houses before I feel we have become objects of universal ridicule” (Munro 987), 

implying that their old standards of living do not match socially with their new community. The 

daughter continues by stating, “I loathe even my name when she says it in public, in a voice so 

high, proud, and ringing, deliberately different from the voice of any other mother” (Munro 987). 

Generally, the mother is severing any prospective bond between her family and their new 

community by dwelling on the past, flaunting wealth they no longer have. While it can be said 

that it is not always important to be like everyone else, the negative intent behind the mother’s 

behavior to even keep her children from interacting with the neighbors is preventing them from 

feeling a sense of belonging. Ultimately, Munro is attempting to create positive change by 



demonstrating how dwelling on the past inhibits finding fellowship within one’s community, 

thus making it hard to cope when life takes an unexpected turn for the worst.  

From “Decolonizing the Mind,” Thiong’o writes about how he grew up in a tight 

community of people that was like an extension of his immediate family. Within the community 

was a culture of shared ideas, passed on in the form of didactic stories about animals and nature 

regarding the reality around them. However, when he had to attend school, the colonizers had 

enforced their English language standards upon them, turning the people of the community 

against those who did not practice the new language. The tension created played a part in the 

colonizers goal to weaken the community’s bond, similar to how the mother in Munro’s story 

was intentionally flaunting her “lifestyle,” creating tension and preventing any connection with 

the community.  According to Thiong’o, “Language is thus inseparable from ourselves as a 

community of human beings with a specific form and character, a specific history, a specific 

relationship to the world” (871). Within a community, a chain of meaning is created by way of 

literature, in order to understand the world around them.  

While both authors coincidentally draw connections from the theme of community, 

Thiong’o’s lens can be used to draw the conclusions from Munro’s work. Specifically, Munro 

attempts to create change, not only demonstrating how embracing community can help one deal 

with the past, but also showing different generational perspectives within the community of the 

main family. For example, the father was looking towards the past for answers, rather than trying 

to create change from his current situation, whereas the daughter, who is from the next 

generation, is choosing to live in the present, thus making room for progress.  Thiong’o states, 

“indeed what all writers in world history have done for their languages by meeting the challenge 

of creating literature in them, which process later opens the languages… and all the other areas 



of human creative endeavours.” (872). Overall, by recognizing the challenges and problems at 

hand in society, writers can harness the mental universe of literature to create positive change for 

future generations, thus encouraging progress.  

Based on Thiong’o’s work, it becomes clear that literature should be used to create 

positive change in society, as well as encourage future generations to do the same. Using his 

theory as a lens to analyze Munro’s story reveals that she is using her fictional writing as a 

medium to portray the hardships of a broken economy and the importance of community through 

different points of view. By doing so, it emphasizes that dwelling on the past severs the 

connections between people and keeps them from moving forward. Ultimately, Thiong’o’s belief 

in the power of literature and the power that writers can yield if they are committed can be seen 

within Munro’s short story. 
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