Welcome Remarks: Song of Lawino at 50 and the Launch of Omulanga gwa Lawino, 18th March 2016.
The Vice Chancellor, The DVC AA; the keynote speaker, Prof Simon Gikandi; discussants, Prof. Molara Ogundipe-Leslie and Prof. Dominica Dipio, panellists and performers; cultural leaders; the family of  Okot p’Bitek; The Ag. Director of the University Hospital, Principals and Deans of various colleges and schools here present; departmental chairs; officials and representatives from the various partner institutions, distinguished guests from foreign missions; invited guests in your various capacities; members of the press, symposium delegates; ladies and gentlemen.
On behalf of the Department of Literature and Makerere Institute of Social Research (MISR) in conjunction with the office of DVC (AA), the College of Humanities and Social Sciences, Department of African Languages and the Department of Performing Arts and Film, Fountain Publishers, FEMRITE, African Writers Trust and Ethiopian Airlines, and the family of Okot p’ Bitek who sent us a representative on the organising committee, I would like to welcome you to this one day symposium marking phenomenal work from a great mind who made African literature  particularly poetry the ordinary business of you and me. I would like to use lines from the American playwright John Drinkwater frequently quoted by the late Prof. Ali Mazrui:
When the high heart we magnify

And sure vision celebrate 

And worship greatness passing by

Ourselves are great.

According to Drinkwater and Mazrui, all of us gathered here to commemorate Okot p’ Bitek and his exceptional talent are great and I am exceedingly heartened to see that they are youthful great minds in our midst, we build for the future.
Okot p’Bitek’s Song of Lawino is ageless and speaks across nations and years. I would like to think that this is the case because Okot p’ Bitek aptly fits the definition given by the accomplished Irish poet Seamus Heaney “The poet is on the side of undeceiving the world.”  Okot p’ Bitek looked at the world with perceptive eyes and told about the world in a language that was revealing , insightful and could enthrall the most ordinary of us. Our Prof: Timothy Wangusa in teaching us Song of Lawino in my first year here as an undergraduate said that great writers always write memorable beginnings, and I think this is particularly true as far as Song of Lawino is concerned.  The rhythms of Lawino’s exploration of the idea of rejection bringing to the table the question of identity at the beginning of the poem cannot leave my mind so many years away from Wangusa’s class. I can close my eyes and recite again: 
Husband now you despise

Now you treat me with spite

And say I have inherited

The stupidity of my aunt

Son of the chief

Now you compare torubbish 
In the rubbish pit

And say you no longer want me

Because I am like things

Left behind in a deserted homestead…

and now still as part of our celebration today, I as a speaker of Luganda can hear here this rendered into familiar rhythms by Prof. Abasi Kiyimba in his translationof Song of Lawino into Omulanga gwa Lawino : 
Mwami wange

Lwaki Onjolonga?

Lwaki ompewulawewula?
Buli kwekyusa n’onvuma n’nnangira

Nsikidde obusiru bwa sengange,…

On a personal note, I would like to say how honoured I feel to share in the launch of Omulanga gwa Lawino since the book is partly dedicated my late mother Mrs Joyce Nabaliisa Kiguli whose friendship with Prof. Kiyimba had turned into kinship. Prof. Kiyimba is also my teacher of language since first year. Prof. Kiyimba is indisposed and may not fully take part in this day but his presence is unmistakably here in many ways.
I can only say to you all welcome to this symposium where you are going to hear excellent academic ruminations on this great poem and witness star performers doing their thing leaving you seated at the edge of your chairs.

I would also like to say again that the support of our Vice Chancellor for our literary events will earn him a praise poem one of these days. We thank your office particularly Ms. Doreen Tazairwe and Ms Robinah Nabakooza for all the encouragement, guidance and support in organising this event. May all the credit go to Makerere University and all the shortcomings to us on the organising committee. We are so grateful that you , Mr Vice Chancellor sir, are here to pronounce by your presence that Song of Lawino is the thing.

As I have always said that the DVC (AA) is right at the heart of our family and we may say he knows how thankful we are for his contribution but I still want to publicly state that the help from your office has been tremendous and we would not have been able to put together this event in any shape without it. 

The Principal of the college of Humanities and Social Sciences, Prof Edward Kirumira, what can we say to you? You have been constantly guiding this process. I want to also acknowledge the invaluable help, literally from behind the curtain, of the College Communication Office.  In the same vein, our gratitude is extended to the Dean of the School of Languages, Literature and Communication and his office.
I want particularly pay homage to our keynote speaker, Prof Simon Gikandi for giving time to African literature for effortlessly always giving platform to thinking through our own literary cannon. We cannot thank you enough for making sure that we keep the ideas of our writers going. I also welcome and thank our discussants particularly Prof. Molara Ogundipe for making sure you came for this event all the way from Nigeria. Prof. Taban lo Liyong from South Sudan and all our guests from beyond Makerere. I cannot mention all of us by name but you are so welcome. We build for the future.
