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This book will be very valuable to candidates preparing to take a KCSE English exam. Its approach to the novel, The River and the Source is novel and is in tandem with the changing examination landscape. Apart from offering the traditional approach to set texts where candidates are expected to exhibit in-depth mastery of the text, it also provides the candidate with the expected higher levels of analysis, namely: Application, Synthesis and Evaluation.  Through the well-thought out questions modeled along the emerging KCSE trends the candidate will find this guide a must-have piece in his or her preparation for examinations.

This guide must be used together with the text so that a close reading and interpretation is enhanced when the candidate remains in constant touch with the text. It is well-thought out and will definitely add value to teaching and learning of Literature.


-  Oliver Oloo, (MA Literature), Booker Academy, Kakamega County.



This is a well-thought out guide with a clear purpose – to equip the student with analytical skills which will definitely be useful in dealing with Margaret Ogola’s The River and the Source and with future readings in Literature.


-  Eunice Mumbi Muthusi, (MA Mass Com.), Starehe Boys Centre, Nairobi County.



Many guide books are superficial in the way they analyze issues expressed in a literary work. This guide book is different. It presents an incisive analysis of The River and the Source by Margaret Ogola. It will be a very useful resource to both students and teachers of Literature. 


-  Augustus Nyakundi, (MA English & Linguistics), Alliance High School, Kiambu County.



This study guide has been specifically prepared with the aim of improving the students performance in   K.C.S.E. Students will find it invaluable. It is a book that students cannot do without.


-  Elizabeth Elaki, Matsigulu School, Vihiga County.
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Follow us @: Midast14@gmail.com
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As an examiner and a teacher with many years’ experience at Nairobi’s Starehe Boys Centre, I have come to realize that a student’s problem in Literature often results from text interpretation and the approach to  questions; students do not necessarily fail because they haven’t been taught. For this reason, this guide lays emphasis on how to interpret texts through questions, how to interpret the questions in an exam situation, how to plan and present your answers and how to ensure you have done all that the question requires you to do. As an examiner, I have tried to guide you as to what examiners look for and how to tell you have presented what is required at every stage of your answer. I also believe in teaching students how to have fun with literature so that reading novels and answering questions is a pleasurable experience. We have done this with boys at Starehe Boys Centre for a long time. This guide therefore tries to teach you to do this when dealing with the plot and when analyzing characters and themes. It teaches you how to identify important facts in the plot, how to interpret those facts to make meaning and how to apply that meaning to come up with character traits, thematic concerns and aspects of style. This guide also shows you how to interpret question words so that you can tell what they require you to do. Lastly, this guide tells you the truth; that to be a good literature student, you need to think like others in the field. You can only do this by familiarizing yourself with literary terms and elements of style so that you can identify and interpret them well wherever they are used and you can use them with ease yourself. If there is anything for which you might need clarification or if you think of a way we can help people enjoy literature better, feel free to write us via midast14@gmail.com. I hope you enjoy using this guide and more. 
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All quotes in this guide are taken from the approved school edition by Focus Publishers.

Introduction
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Studying the Novel

There are a number of things that need to be understood before you read this guide. First, it needs to be said from the very beginning that any guide to a literary text is not a mathematical formula that should ensure that a student automatically passes the literature exam; rather, it should be seen as just that; a guide or a pointer to the important aspects that a student needs to think about, to look closely into so as to understand a literary text better. For this reason, the student will need to thoroughly read the literary text first – it is recommended that the student reads the text thrice, or as many times as it might take to be able to plot the narrative off-head, discuss characters and themes as well as be able to identify elements of style and briefly discuss their effectiveness – before looking at any guide. Many students simply flip through the text and then cram the guides treating them the way they treat shortened biology notes which they go through on the eve of the exam; in other words, they see the guide as a substitute for reading the text. Literature as a subject requires that the student gives his opinions of the text and supports them with good illustrations that demonstrate the student’s thorough understanding of the text. It is not possible to do this when the student puts so much trust on the guide. Indeed, the student should understand the text so well that it is possible to point out the flaws in the literary guide itself. Remember that what you find in the guide is just somebody else’s opinion. We only read guides because we expect that the writers are more experienced in literature than we are and therefore, they are likely to give us hints on issues which we may not be aware of or which we aren’t very sure about. These writers are however not flawless; they are not gods. 

This guide is written with the student in mind. If well followed, even a private candidate can read the novel, practice with questions and be ready for an exam even without having to consult a teacher. It is a guide to reading The River and the Source, not a guide to teaching it. However, any good teacher will find it handy in preparing candidates. If you are a teacher, it is recommended that you begin familiarizing your students with the novel as early as possible, probably as early as Form One if you can. Learn to have the students read the novel as a class reader and set comprehension questions on it to gauge the students’ familiarization with the text. This should leave the more onerous task of dealing with literary issues to Forms Three and Four. It also pays to have the students familiarize themselves with literary terms as early as possible. 

Second, the student must learn that there is no short cut to thorough familiarization with literary terms. Literary terms are words which name or describe certain elements of literature. They include terms such as allusion, climax, flashback, imagery etc. The student needs to be familiar with them because literary critics will use them without explanation; they expect anyone, you included, who deals with literature to be familiar with them. Examiners also expect the student to not only be familiar with these terms but also to be able to use them with ease. This shows that the student is well read and whether you like it or not, your ease with these terms will definitely give the examiner an opinion of you – which will definitely affect his judgment as he deals with your paper the following December after you sit for it. It doesn’t hurt to put him at ease. For this reason, this guide gives a list of literary terms at the end. You are expected to be familiar with these terms as you deal with the novel. Go through them carefully and make sure you can not only tell what they mean, identify examples and illustrations of what they name from The River and the Source, but that you can also fairly well use them easily in your writing. This helps you to avoid simplistic writing which might show the examiner in which corner of the country your school is located and which might create bias in his/her judgment for it is almost impossible to avoid bias with literary judgment especially the essay. It doesn’t hurt to ensure that the examiner is with you. 

Thirdly, we will not pretend that this guide isn’t an aid to help you pass your exam. It is. As much as it might make you a better literature student, we honestly believe that the reason why many students glance at any guide is because they are desperate for anything that might make things easier in the literature exam room. With this, we are wholly with you. For this reason, this guide includes practical examples of the kind of questions you will encounter in your final exam. The guide takes the student through an easy interpretation of these questions giving you details of what the examiner requires you to see and how s/he expects you to respond. It gives you a practical way of planning your essay in such a way that you can actually mark the essay yourself and tell how many marks you might have garnered and how many you might have missed. The guide takes you through a practical paragraph-by-paragraph writing of your essay which should make literature essay writing stress free from now on. Ensure you follow these steps closely, try to interpret what is required at every step and do the same with essays of your own. It might be useful to try writing essays in other subjects in the same way; after all, the objective is to get you to succeed. You will also see that the guide takes you through interpretation of context question showing you how you are meant to interpret questions and how you should respond. It shows you how marks are awarded so that you can ensure you address the questions fully. Let us begin by considering the elements of the novel.

Novels are classified according to the type of narratives they tell. A novel could be purely fantastic aiming at simply thrilling the reader especially by giving an unreal story which temporarily takes the reader to a fantastic world of bliss. Writers such as James Hadley Chase and Robert Ludlum write this way. Such a novel can be called a thriller. Other novels focus on the world of romance. They present narratives where people, especially young people, fall in love in fantastic Romeo-and-Juliet ways. These are generally classified as romance. Other novels may tell shocking or horrifying stories, detective stories, stories that leave some questions unanswered or narratives based on science. These novels can be classified as horror, detective, mystery or science fiction respectively. Still, there are novels which are set on history and others which tell fictional narratives aimed at teaching. While the former are generally referred to as histories or historical novels, the latter, which are of wider concern to literature are referred to as literary novels. Examples of the latter include Charles Dickens’ A Tale of Two Cities, John Steinbeck’s The Pearl, Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart and Ngugi Wa Thiongo’s The River Between. They tell narratives of people like us and through them, we learn about issues that affect human beings, or rather, we learn authors’ opinions of them.

The River and the Source is a literary novel. Literary novels are built on situations or settings which are similar to everyday life. They present us with characters who behave more or less like us. Such novels manipulate characters and situations so as to leave no doubt what the message of the writer is; to teach morals by encouraging good behavior and discouraging bad behavior. We learn this through seeing how the characters are treated i.e. how they begin when we meet them, how they behave within the course of the narrative and how they find themselves when the narrative comes to a close. Through this, we learn what ideas the writer writes about and the writer’s opinion about these ideas. When a novel focuses more on the teaching of morals than on being a practical story, it is referred to as a moral tale. Moral tales will have characters who are absolutely good or absolutely bad.

Like the short story, the novel is a fictional narrative which is put together through certain aspects or elements. These include plot, character, theme, setting and point of view. All these are revealed through each individual writer’s manner or style. Any study of the novel must involve the examination of these elements with a view to understanding how the narrative is put together. This gives the reader a deliberate platform from which to judge the quality of work that the novelist comes up with. An examination of these aspects should give the reader the confidence to air his/her opinion on aspects of the particular novel dealt with. This is the point of literature; this should be your point in studying The River and the Source. 

Generally, plot refers to the general course of a narrative; the way events follow each other in a cause-and-effect way from the beginning to the end. It can be compared to an examination of how a tree grows from its base, thickens at the stem before breaking out into many branches; or how a river’s course, seen in reverse begins with the main river then breaks into its tributaries. The stem of the tree and the main river can be compared to the single line of the novel with one character (or family) when the narrative begins. As the story progresses, it thickens as we meet other characters with their own lives, their own problems which are separate from that of the main character, but whose inclusion in the narrative stems from the fact that their lives affect the main character in one way or another.  A good novel will focus on a single main plot; that is the story of one leading character. This plot breaks into sub-plots when we are introduced to the lives of other minor characters, just like the stem of the tree breaks into branches. In a good novel, these sub-plots only serve to highlight aspects of the main plot; it is the reason they are referred to as sub-plots. Our work should be to identify the main narrative from its beginning (its source) to its end, then labour to understands how the sub-plots build into the main plot – how they contribute to highlighting the main plot. Characters are the players, the actors in a novel. It is important to see them as people as well as tools used by the writer to fulfill a specific purpose. This is because as we read any literary novel, we must remember that any patterning of events, any painting of character is meant to fulfill a certain purpose for the novelist. Therefore characters must be seen in terms of who they are and what they are intended for. 

Theme is the main idea that the novelist aims at discussing. Usually, themes are universal ideas of interest to man. They often revolve around controversial issues or subjects, that is, ideas about living for which it is possible to have a debate. These may include people’s relations – poor versus rich, men versus women, children versus adults – religion – existence of God, destiny of man, which is the true religion – marriage, culture and many others. Our study of a particular literary novel must aim at revealing or understanding the author’s opinion or point with regard to a certain subject. It must be noted here that theme is different from subject. Subject refers to that issue which the author sets out to discuss – religion, marriage, children etc. Theme refers to the author’s opinion about that subject. Therefore, while it is possible to pin down a subject to a single word, theme can only be put into a statement, e.g. while writing about culture, a writer may set out to show that throwing away one’s culture is like uprooting a tree and expecting it to continue growing. In this case, culture is the subject while the writer’s opinion shown here in italics is the theme. In The River and the Source, Margaret Ogola writes about family. One of the things she shows about family is that it is important for a family to stick together. In this case, family is her subject while the italicized statement, which is one of the things she tells us about family, is one of her themes.  As can be seen here, in a novel with the breath of The River and the Source, many things will be discussed about one subject. Your work as a student is to identify the subject(s), then in statements, show the various things said about that subject. After this, go through the novel to identify as many illustrations as you can find to support yourself. 

Style is the author’s manipulation of literary aspects so as to put across the point more forcefully. Symbolism, for example, is a literary aspect. How the novelist uses it in the novel, to show for example, that man’s circumstances are similar the world over, is the style. A fuller examination of these three aspects will be considered later. Setting refers to the spatio-temporal placement of a narrative, in other words, where the story happens in terms of place and time; rural versus urban, village versus hamlet, traditional versus modern time etc. It is important to regard the space within which the action in the plot occurs as well as the time within which the characters live. This is because ideas are often constrained by their historical and contextual circumstances, that is, the historical time within which they occur as well as the place where they happen. A character will behave in a certain way because he finds himself within the context of slavery, colonialism, post-independence poverty etc. A character who finds himself within the context of a Russian winter will behave differently from one who finds himself in the African savannah or the Atacama Desert. Lastly, point of view is crucial in deciphering how the novelist views characters and themes. Indeed, we learn what the novelist thinks of certain ideas by regarding how they treat the characters who they put in certain circumstances. For instance, how Margret Ogola treats characters and their children when they find themselves in circumstances of divorce may help us understand her opinion on children in a post-divorce situation.

Reading the Text

The study of literature is often wrongly approached. Many guides will teach you to see the novel according to the life of the author. They will, for example, begin by giving you a biography of the author which will lead you to predict what the aims of the author in the novel might be. For instance, once you learn that Margaret Ogola was excessively concerned with children, you will begin looking for evidence of this in The River and the Source – it might even lead you to see the novel as dealing with the place of children and nothing more, after all, all its leading women were once children, and there is also the case of the abandoned Alicia and the young Courtney! See what I mean? As much as the life of a person may help us tell their opinions on various issues, it is discouraged to think this way. For one, this tends to stunt your thinking so that eventually, even the ideas you present cannot in any way be independent. Second, many literary critics argue for the treatment of a literary text as a separate piece from its writer. Indeed, you do not have to agree with the author; you do not have to have known Margaret Ogola to be able to appreciate The River and the Source. A student of literature is encouraged to only regard the life of the author when your admiration of the literary piece drives you to want to know the author better, not because you want to predict them. The same treatment should be given to para-textual features of the novel such as drawings and pictures because literature is the word; see the narrative through the written word and appreciate it as such. Therefore, if you should find a biography of the novelist in this guide, remember it isn’t here for this purpose; try to read it only as a last resort, only when your admiration of Margaret Ogola leads you to and not before.

It is advisable too to read the narrative in a way that allows you to see it in its entirety. First, try not to see it in bits until you can clearly see the narrative from its beginning to the end, and the parts – and chapters – as sub-plots forming one complete whole. Once this is achieved, note down the main ideas which are obvious to you as discussed above; draw five columns on a foolscap and note these ideas down. It should take as many columns and foolscaps as the ideas that come to mind. As you read through the chapters, record specific illustrations that support each of the ideas you’ve noted in the columns. This should help you to see which ideas are stronger than the others (depending on the strength of illustrations) as well as tell which illustrations are stronger than which. The same procedure should be repeated for the characters. As you read, you can also collate aspects of style which you come across chapter by chapter and jot down their nature, where they are found and how they change the perspective of the narrative at every stage. This kind of task is best done in groups of four or five. 
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