Remarks Made at the Song of Lawino@50 Symposium at Makerere University        Main Hall
Friday, 18 March 2016

(By Prof. Aaron Mushengyezi, Dean of the School of Languages, Literature and Communication)

1. Welcome to Song of Lawino@50 Symposium, a celebration of this masterpiece of art in the genre of the long poem, by Uganda's most celebrated poet, essayist and philosopher -- Okotp'Bitek. We celebrate this day with the family that gave us this legendary scholar. We also congratulate Prof.AbasiKiyimba for translating this Ugandan masterpiece into Luganda with the title, OmulangaGwaLawino.

2. If Lawino, the heroine of "Song of Lawino", were with us today, she would be reflecting on the critical issues that perturbed her in the 1960s and wondering whether we have given them the attention they deserve over the generations that have gone by. Would Lawino, the spokesperson of Okotp'Bitek, be pleased with us today for heeding her call to reform? 

3. Song of Lawino challenges us to celebrate our African languages and cultures, and not to be like Ocol (one of the major characters) who is a totally brainwashed African. The book urges us not "to uproot the pumpkin in the old homestead." Obviously, celebrating our African heritage and identify does not mean rejecting anything foreign; in this age of globalisation, we must be ready to give and take. The tragedy for us is that we are always more eager to take than give. Like Ocol, we embrace a culture of "hybridity" and "apemanship" which scholars such as Simon Gikandi have written passionately about in post-colonial discourse. I am glad that we at Makerere University have done our part in promoting and teaching our African languages, literatures and cultures and our academics have produced a lot of scholarship in the languages and oral cultures of our people. 

4. Apart from that, Okotp'Bitek in "Song of Lawino" challenges us to promote Pan-Africanism, unity and integration of our peoples in Africa, and not to promote divisions based on sectarian lines. Our political leaders have certainly taken strides in the integration of our East African people and the entire continent. But there has also been a lot of lip service paid to the efforts to unify and integrate our people. The ethnic, religious and linguistic divisions that bedevilled our communities in the 1960s, and which Okotp'Bitek wrote so vehemently against, sadly persist.

5. I would like to conclude by thanking the Department of Literature and the organising committee for a job well done. I thank the teachers and students in secondary schools for coming to participate in this event. I also thank the sponsors who have supported us to make this day possible.

6. May this celebration of Song of Lawino@50 and Okotp'Bitek's life and writing, continue to inspire us to raise the literary flame even higher in Uganda and beyond.

