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'The Continent Within': Aesthetics and Perception in Ben Okri's The Famished Road 

"As I struggled to wash myself, Mum stayed outside the squalid 
bathroom, and told me all that had happened since the night of the 
riots. The way she told it filled me with wonder about her." 

- Ben Okri, The Famished Road (29) 

Storytelling, in Ben Okri's The Famished Road, wondrously captivates attention by 

syncretizing the fantastic and the real. It makes the fantastic and the spiritual irreducible in 

relation to the real, the mundane activities of its characters' lives. Mum's story, for example, 

recounts her encounter with "herbalists," "ghosts," and "spells", yet what fills Azaro, the main 

character, with wonder is Mum. Here, storytelling has dislocated wonder from what is 

'fantastic'. The fantastic, thus, becomes real, or rather, the fantastic is perceived as real. The 

triumph of the novel, however, is that neither the 'fantastic' nor the 'real' are subordinated; both 

contribute in equal measure to the relation of characters' truthful experiences. Stories, 

subsequently, proliferate in the novel's pages, and they operate to mediate perception. This 

recourse to perception through stories-myths and legends--contextualizes the novel's aesthetic 

project. 

Broadly, the novel's aesthetic project, since its publication in 1991 and when it won the 

Man Booker Prize of that year, has been defined by popular critics, from the Guardian to the 

Boston Globe, and scholars, particularly Brenda Cooper in Magical Realism in West African 

Fiction, as magical realist. It has been compared to Gabriel Garcia Marquez's One Hundred 

Years of Solitude and Salman Rushdie's Midnight's Children. Indeed, Okri's breed of 

liminality-the investment in the intersections of fantastic and real, metaphor and literal, politics 
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and art-in The Famished Road bears resemblance to Marquez's and Rushdie's work. But, the 

work of Kumkum Sangari in "The Politics of the Possible" addresses the problematics of the 

catch-all term of "magical realism" that subsumes literary variants of Latin American, South 

Asian, and African work. Sangari, first, qualifies magical realism as "non-mimetic narrative 

mode" and then advocates for a close examination of how it, as employed in the works of 

Marquez and Rushdie, is the product of a "double disjunction of a hybrid simultaneity and of the 

economic and ideological deformations of neocolonialism" (161). These works "inhabit a social 

and conceptual space in which the problems of ascertaining meaning assume a political 

dimension" (157). The use of the particular non-mimetic narrative modes are specific to context 

and purpose. To contextualize the aesthetics of Okri's work as magical realist recycles this 

conception without considering his particular situation and project. 

In positing an examination of Okri's aesthetic project, I take my cue from Sangari's work 

in qualifying 'magical realism' but also her assertion that the issue at hand is not 

"misreading ... any single writer," but rather, "concerns the way the writings of the 'Third 

World' ... are consumed in the West" (158); my intention is not to define the type of magical 

realism Okri engages. Rather, it is to engage the novel critically: to read for its specific aesthetic 

project and this project's significance. The work ofDeepika Bahri in Native Intelligence signals 

that the consumption, reception, and study of postcolonial literature is often subject to reductive 

reading practices where the "treatment of the possible cognitive and aesthetic value of the text 

are postponed" in favor of studies and readings based on social and political content (13), and in 

fact, "alertness to sociopolitical relevance is often transformed into a perception of the 

postcolonial literary book as a primarily documentary social text, with scant regard for its 
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aesthetic dimension" (11 ). However, the aesthetics of a work can have profound impacts for 

understanding and assessing the social and political context or content of a work. The 

intersection of aesthetics and the political, as being interwoven and not necessarily mutually 

exclusive, is a discourse Okri himself has commented and outlined in publications and 

interviews. I will quote at length two in particular: 

There's been too much attribution of power to the effect of colonialism on our 

consciousness. Too much has been given to it. We've looked too much in that direction 

and have forgotten our own aesthetic frames. Even though that was there and took place 

and invaded our social structure, it's quite possible that it didn't invade our spiritual and 

aesthetic and mythical internal structures, the way in which we perceive the world. 

Because if one were going to be investigative, one would say that a true invasion takes 

place not when a society has been taken over by another society in terms of its 

infrastructure, but in terms of its mind and its dreams and its myths, and its perception of 

reality. If the perception ofreality has not been fundamentally, internally altered, then the 

experience itself is just transitional. There are certain areas of the African consciousness 

which will remain inviolate. (Wilkinson 86) 

Okri' s assertion-"there' s been too much attribution of power to the effect of colonialism on our 

consciousness"-hinges on a kind of hope, one that not only depends on perception but relies on 

an artist's vision to illuminate the possibility of an aesthetic liberation through a culture's 

"internal structures": the spiritual and mythical. For Okri, art, and specifically literary art, 

withholds the possibility to subvert the attribution of power to the effect of colonialism on the 

African consciousness. One could imagine reading the antithesis of Okri' s first assertion-"too 
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much attribution of power to the effect of colonialism on our consciousness"-in the works of 

Frantz Fanon, that in fact there has been too little attribution of power to the effect of colonialism 

on our consciousness; and the narrative mode employed and the aesthetics invoked therein are 

always a consequent to the experience of colonialism. Nevertheless, perhaps it is possible to 

imagine a narrative mode through the mythic and the spiritual that, as Sangari argues, can be 

representative of the product of seeking a "transformative mode" able to respond to an "an 

emergent society's need for renewed self-description and radical assessment, [displacing] the 

established categories through which the West has construed other cultures either in its own 

image or as alterity, [questioning] the Western capitalist myth of modernization and progress, 

and [asserting] without nostalgia an indigenous pre-industrial realm of possibility'' (161). In 

seeking pre-industrial realms of possibilities and utilizing mythical and spiritual internal 

structures, Okri's literary aesthetic can subvert the power attributed to the effect of colonialism. 

Okri's literary art accomplishes this by its manipulation of the novel form-which can be read as 

infrastructure-and how it requires the reader to change how they read the novel-which is 

perception, making the inviolate areas of the African consciousness manifest. 

To make manifest inviolate areas requires showing the mythical. Okri has further 

commented on the displacing of myths of modernization and progress in favor of, what he has 

called above, cultural "aesthetic frames": 

An important part of my tradition is that we do not believe that the dead die .... We 

believe that when people die, they go to another realm .... And as I listened to people and 

read and encountered others, I found it wasn't just for me .. . It's a new wind that is 

spreading across the world ... It's a new yearning and a new discovery that is slowly 
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occupying the old tyranny of the mean description of reality. We are now becoming 

increasingly dissatisfied with the liner, scientific, imprisoned, tight, mean-spirited, and 

unsatisfactory description of reality and human beings. 

We want more because we sense that there is more in us. We need ritual passages to 

separate different points of our experience. We need ritual, initiation, transcendence of 

consciousness. We need these things because without them, we don't know if we are 

growing or if we are static. We don't know when we've crossed certain silver lines in our 

consciousness, from childhood to adulthood, from pain to illumination. These are things 

that are always part of all societies. It's just we went ahead and forgot. And I think we are 

paying a terrible price for it, and it's only the psychiatrists who benefit. The thing is that 

it's time that we started healing the human spirit by giving back to its full, rich, hidden, 

dimensions. And this is all I am trying to do in my fiction-to restore the kingdom, as I 

said. (qtd. Ogunsanwo 40) 

If in the first quotation Okri exposes his investment to infrastructure and perception, here his 

investment turns to rhetoric. Olatubosun Ogunsanwo reads this quotation from Okri's as 

concerning "literary aesthetic of truth-telling" (40). Okri suggests that his rhetoric-fiction or 

stories and the way he employs language-attend to opposing a "mean description of reality." A 

mean description of reality would attend to the weight of colonial history and its oppression of 

the present; it would attend sincerely to the myths of modernization and progress. Truth-telling 

for Okri rejects the weight of colonialism (what Derek Walcott called the groan or sigh of 

history); truth-telling manifests as a multiplicity of fiction. The fiction in The Famished Road 

and of the famished road multiplies into a thousand stories. The stories, instead of authenticating 
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the effects of colonialism on consciousness, attest in their repetition and recurrence the various 

passages of (colonial) experience. This multiplicity of fiction conveys truthful experience as a 

consequence of its diversity; the stories related bear a surplus of meaning. It is, for Okri, a 

surplus of meaning that verges on the universal; the progression of 'my tradition' (presumably 

Igbo) to a 'we' "across the world" indicates that. I have, early on, placed Fan on in opposition to 

Okri, but it is a kind of false dichotomy; a better sentence would insinuate the spectrum invoked 

by "too" much and "too" little (there's been too much attribution of power to the effect of 

colonialism on our consciousness). If we consider both simultaneously as contributing perceptive 

insights about the subsuming "our" (here Negro and African) consciousness, then it becomes 

possible to realize how Okri's aesthetic project-his rerouting of perception through the 

manipulation of the novel form, the deployment of the mythical and its consequent proliferation 

of stories-might realize the political at large through a contemplation of personal-interior 

politics. Here at last, understanding the aesthetics of The Famished Road stands to gain for us 

more than how colonial economy and politics have invaded the Negro's psychopathology but, 

instead, to illuminate for us the 'inviolate': the intimate, individual lives, development, and 

beliefs of non-Western characters. 

By electing the t;tovel form and the English language, Okri engages a particularly Western 

literary tradition as the medium to envision a reawakening of African aesthetics and to make 

visible the inviolate areas of African consciousness. The use of the English novel form, as 

opposed to traditional mediums of storytelling and narrative conception, to realize the inviolate 

areas of African consciousness is counterintuitive. Paradoxically, it is perhaps most appropriate, 



Wainaina 7 

considering Okri's situation as an author and the post-colonial situation (the political, economic, 

and social realities) of the Nigeria he writes about in The Famished Road. 

Okri's cosmopolitan situation, his education and residence, provides the context for his 

engagement with the novel in English. Okri grew up in Lagos and moved to London to pursue 

his undergraduate education. At the time of The Famished Road's publication, Okri was a 

resident of London for more than a decade (Wilkinson 77). Okri 's metropolitan experience and 

its accompanying cosmopolitan orientation instantiates the production of a particularly literary 

hybrid expression: a novel that experiments with and attempts to realize the awakening of 

African aesthetic consciousness. Deepika Bahri, in her introduction to Native Intelligence, notes: 

''Neither the aggregate concept of 'postcolonial literature' nor the concept of 'aesthetic 

dimension' of literature ... should be considered self-explanatory" but rather as "a set of cultural 

products" belonging to a "loosely typifying ... genre [Timothy] Brennan describes as 

cosmopolitan writing with largely metropolitan context of reception" (Bahri 2). The effect is that 

works, such as Okri's The Famished Road, that "meet metropolitan standards, including awards, 

critical attention, and sales" explicitly operate within and through a colonial literary inheritance 

(2). What becomes significant is not the novel's counterintuitive conception, but rather the 

consequences of its conception: Okri employs the novel form as a medium by which to realize 

experiences of non-Western identity and the truthful relation of the postcolonial. Consequently, 

"criticism must continue to struggle to release substantive forms of novelty in the postcolonial 

text by reanimating the relation of form and content and that of aesthetics and politics in order to 

assess how this literatures is news, as Ezra Pound claims, that stays news" ( 4). The stakes of an 

aesthetic reclamation that portends to a reality that escapes the colonial situation demands an 
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analysis of the interaction between form and content. The aesthetic dimension, certainly, is 

construed by means of thematic and narrative content, but the medium (in this case the novel 

form) validates the means by which access is gained: "both language and form mediate 

representation" (16). In short, the form Okri uses to reclaim the "inviolate areas ofthe African 

consciousness" becomes significant as content as much as the cultural thematic and narrative 

content he imbues the novel with to perform reclamation. 

The novel form and the English language are adopted infrastructures of storytelling and 

narrative composition1
. In particular, Okri's subversion (the manipulation ofthe form for the 

purpose of awakening African aesthetic consciousness) demonstrates how imposed 

infrastructures do not necessarily violate the beliefs, philosophies and dreams of a culture; the 

subversion of the form adopts the novel and uses it as a tool to claim power and agency through 

representation. If the novel form can become a means of reclamation, the question persists 

whether language can assume the same role. Even if perceived as infrastructure, the adoption of 

the English language is complex because language, at its very basic, mediates both expression 

and audience. In fact, Okri, when asked whom he writes for, has responded that: "Everything 

you write, the way you write answers that question" because "to write in a language you have to 

be inhabited by it ... language is frames. You have feelings, moods - a way of life. A language 

1 It seems to me that the novel form, as it pertains to Okri, is an adopted infrastructure. This does not 
apply to the novel form at large in African letters. As F. Abiola Irele notes: "It is now customary to place 
the origins of the African novel within the colonial experience- to consider its emergence as a direct 
consequence of the encounter with Europe .... [However] the beginnings of the novel in Africa go back in 
fact to the formative period of Western literature itself, with works related to Africa constitution part of its 
early corpus of canonical texts .... two in particular have an immediate bearing on the practice of fiction in 
Africa: the Greek masterpiece, Aethiopica by the Hellenic writer Heliodorus, and The Golden Ass by the 
Latin author, Apuleius . . . .It is .. . possible to see The Golden Ass as the earliest example of . .. prose fiction. 
In this sense, it can also be regarded as a remarkable antecedent to some of the most significant works in 
modem African fiction" (2-3). 
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inhabits you" (Wilkinson 82). Two things emerge from Okri's response. First, the assertion that 

language is not a neutral carrier of meaning, but that rather, it is itself a type of palimpsest with a 

history that confronts and assaults signification. Language inhabits the individual and mediates 

expression as well as to whom the individual can express. Second, language, to an extent, 

determines "the way" one opts to write and arbitrates audience. F. Abiola Irele, in The African 

Imagination, contends with how language negotiates audience, and he arrives at the conclusion 

that the African writer who writes in an adopted European language engages primarily "the 

European audience" and "the African audience educated in European languages" (60); as for 

"the larger African population upon whose experience the writer's expression is presumably 

centered," they have "no linguistic means of access to this expression" (Irele 60). The reader of 

Okri' s five-hundred page novel in English, that contemplates African aesthetics in a non-mimetic 

style, will have to belong to the first two categories. The mediation performed by language in 

regards to audience persists as Irele describes. At the same time, the way Okri uses language, 

how he plays with sentence construction, attempts to override the infrastructure in order to 

represent the larger population who do not have linguistic access. 

One of Okri ' s methods of subversion is play- the consistent creation and deconstruction 

of expectations with both language and form. If language poses the threat of violating the 

inviolate, Okri recovers language through syntactical constructions. In the Hudson Review, Tom 

Wilhemus aptly maintains that "For the first 250 umelentingly paratactic pages, simple sentences 

followed simple sentences, scene followed simple scene, nothing connected, nothing 

subordinated, and every experience seemed as important as every other" (24 7). The transparency 

of construction, simple sentences after simple sentences, formulates the parameters by which to 
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perceive and to signify. This in conjunction with Okri's syncretic style that fuses the traditional 

and biblical linguistically through riddles and anaphora respectively plays with the English 

language and how signification is implied. The intervention of language does not occur in 

isolation, but rather, it is supplemented by the inclusion of the mythical. Together, the play with 

language and the mythical reflect Sangari's "transformative mode" in which the invocation of 

indigenous pre-industrial realms of possibility is performed "without nostalgia" (Sangari 61). 

The mythical is not utilized simply for the purposes of creating a favade of authenticity; rather it 

is purposefully incorporated to invade the infrastructure of the English language. Irele, in the 

introduction to the Cambridge Companion to the African Novel, discusses further that the 

"recourse to ... myth ... translates not merely the need felt by the writers for a culturally grounded 

mode of African imagination ... but also for a governing metaphor which functions to give weight 

and comprehensiveness to the vision oflife" (Cambridge 3-4i, The play with language 

functions, through construction, syncretism, and tropes, to exemplify truth telling in the 

representation of the larger linguistically excluded population. 

Similarly, form is subjected to subversive play. The Famished Road generates 

characteristics and tropes of the bildungsroman novel and delights in undermining reader 

expectations. It places a child, Azaro, as its protagonist, detailing scenes that demonstrate his 

socialization and education within a familial and communal setting from his childhood. 

2 F. Abiola Irele notes that elsewhere the issue of language "takes us into the terrain where aesthetic questions make 
a direct connection with social considerations and, in postcolonial situation, with ideology and politics. It is in this 
context that N gugi 's interventions on the question of the language of African literature and the development of his 
work have assumed a referential value. That value cannot be isolated from the pronounced state of crisis into which 
African existence and consciousness have been plunged in . .. nor from the drastic reorientation of African discourse 
in relation to the question of tradition through which the impact of the postcolonial situation has been registered in 
African letters" (60). 
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Furthermore, the narrative is related as a first-person account, in a past tense reflective mode, 

from Azaro's perspective. At large, it vaguely locates the contextual situation of the nation, 

possibly during Nigeria's liberation from colonial hold as evidenced by the photographer's 

documentation of: "riots against our white rulers" (Okri 232). The novel outlines the hallmarks 

of a coming of age narrative: the processes of maturation, education, and individualization that a 

specific character undergoes as they learn to decipher their role and place in society. It also 

advances a linear progression, a chronological or linear account of life: from childhood to 

adulthood. The systematic disappointment of the bildungsroman's characteristics plays against 

and with the reader's expectations: it allows the text to condition the reader to exercise new 

reading practices. Thus, the novel's divisions into sections, books, and chapters are transformed 

into the punchline of the dominating cyclical structure. By the opening of the second book in 

section one, as the narrative revisits the same mundane scenes without clear indication of 

temporal advancement, the play with expectations being performed by the repetitive gesture 

becomes clear: the thematic content cycles back and back again to the same conflicts, the same 

myths and narratives, and the same (even simultaneous) time or moment in time as other books. 

Content then constructs emblematic representations of the novel's cyclical form on a macro-level 

as well as in microscopic operations of rhetorical devices; in fact, cyclical form and the 

subversion of novelistic expectations becomes concretized metaphors in the novel as the road, 

myths and storytelling. 

As a rhetorical device, a complex extended metaphor signifying a multiplicity of 

meaning, the road redefines its connotations from empire, progress, access to narrative, cycles, 

and destruction. Not only are the connotations of the road subverted, but the use of the road re-
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envisions the novel as a form. It subverts novelistic expectations thro~gh cyclical governing 

structures and a multitude of storytelling modes (especially in reference to traditional oral 

storytelling and Western storytelling modes). Although the subversion of Western imperial 

connotations occurs rhetorically, subversion does not eradicate these readings. At all times, the 

road is hybrid, and in its hybridity, it registers narrative tropes always already in transit in the 

Nigerian traditional folktales and Western canon. Consequently, the road operates as 

methodology of reading the novel at large. It organizes syncretic invocations of mythological and 

biblical language and figures. On the level of language, narrative employs axiomatic, anaphoric 

constructions, and infinite reproductions of the road as a mechanism that perpetuates storytelling. 

While on the level of figures, it deploys Azaro as not only "Lazarus" but also abiku. This 

organization-this process of reading-is always at the service of counseling us towards a 

relation of truthful experience, towards an alternative against the prevalent attribution of power 

to the effects of colonialism. 

Okri's "road," a complex extended metaphor, signifies a multiplicity of meanings and 

purposes. It turns connotations of empire, progress, access, and centralization on their heads into 

representations of narrative, cyclical motifs, destruction, and errant, unconsolidated power. 

Through the road, the novel constructs the contextual parameters for its characters and the 

reading practices for the reader. The road's impetus for organization begins the novel through a 

syncretic narration of man's origins. The novel opens with: "In the beginning there was a river. 

The river became a road and the road branched out into the whole world. And because the road 

was once a river it was always hungry" (1 ). On the level of language, the opening, laden phrase 

'in the beginning' alludes to Genesis and the creation of man. On registers of meaning, the 
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independent clause that follows-' there was a river'-re-envisions the narrative of creation. 

Together, both allusive language and reconstructive significance evoke relationships to time and 

stories; there is a sense that the novel will record a compendium of voices and narratives of great 

ethical and moral proportions whose principles, axiomatic and proverbial teachings will extend 

to direct the actions, behaviors, and significances of its characters' lives. The simple sentence 

constructions in this opening present a linear progression of cause and effect: the river became 

the road and the road branched. The simplicity of the opening sentences efface their profound 

implications in exchange for an unassuming favade of recounting a story. Furthermore, the 

progression of cause and effect undermine the circularity of the final adage: And because the 

road was once a river it was always hungry. The opening routes the road's qualifying 

characteristic, hunger, through a return to its origin, what it "once ... was," to explicate its 

extenuating and permanent, "always," in-transit status. In three short sentences, the novel 

traverses creation, the fall, and lands into an obscure present moment. The traversal, though 

marked by cause and effect, actually chronicles a divergence from linear progression. The 

intonation of "in the beginning" establishes the prelapsarian time while its predicate "there was a 

river" effaces the time established by appropriating the phrase for its own means. Thus the river, 

in place of God and in place of the world, becomes a road, in place of the creation of heaven and 

earth. In place of a fall, there is gradual becoming of road from river. Of its own accord, the river 

becomes a road; it evades the catalyst ofhuman folly and by extension the distinguishing of the 

great binary: good and evil. Thus in place of sin, hunger presides. This fmal gesture of a 

separation from sin liberates interpretation and meaning. That is meaning in a biblical text, has 

been historically, preempted; the practices of interpretation once examined and laid out point to a 
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general principle of being affirming the text as promoting the love of God and love of man 

(Augustine)3
. But meaning in the famished road assumes protean quality. 

The road simultaneously refracts and reflects meaning; it refracts when it registers the 

mythological and spiritual resonances (often via appropriation) and reflects when it accepts and 

acquiesces to established connotations and associations. Azaro's reflections within the novel 

about the road echo the description in the opening of a self-multiplying road. The road's 

multiplication opens paths that digressively lead to other self-multiplying paths. Journey into 

these varied paths becomes registered as stories within the narrative: 

The road was endless. One road led to a thousand others .... The road seemed to me then 

to have a cruel and infinite imagination. All the roads multiplied, reproducing 

themselves, subdividing themselves, turning in on themselves, like snakes, tails in their 

mouths, twisting themselves into labyrinths. The road was the worst hallucination of 

them all, leading towards home and then away from it, without end, with too many signs, 

and no directions. The road became my torment, my aimless pilgrimage, and I found 

myself merely walking to discover where all the roads lead to, where they end. (114) 

3 Augustine, in Book III of On Christian Doctrine, outlines the kind of interpretation required when signs 
are ambiguous: "And everything of this nature that is there narrated we are to take not only in its 
historical and literal, but also in its figurative and prophetical sense, and to interpret as bearing ultimately 
upon the end of love towards God or our neighbor, or both" (qtd. O'Donnell). James O'Donnell's cites an 
analysis from a nineteenth century scholar that explains how and why meaning in biblical text, as 
illustrated by Augustine, is preempted: "The author lays down rules by which we may decide whether an 
expression is literal or figurative; the general rule being, that whatever can be shown to be in its literal 
sense inconsistent either with purity of life or correctness of doctrine must be taken figuratively. He then 
goes on to lay down rules for the interpretation of expressions which have been proved to be figurative; 
the general principle being, that no interpretation can be true which does not promote the love of god and 
the love of man." (O'Donnell). 
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The road's self-multiplication into a thousand others recalls the self-generative narratives of A 

Thousand and One Nights, whose progression simultaneously lead to a conclusion and away 

from resolution; narratives whose function within the Sultan's perspective become the motive for 

delaying death for the purpose of discovering where the story goes. Furthermore, the 

manifestation of paradox, leading simultaneously towards and away from home, brings forth the 

interstices of the riddle. Thus the adjacent correlation between aimless and pilgrimage emerges; 

here pilgrimage, a journey with purpose and active devotion, is stripped of its function, and it 

becomes a means for its own end, to journey in order discover what the journey is about. Okri 

repurposes the road to reconstruct narrative purpose and language itself. Diction of "endless," "a 

thousand," and "infinite" account for motivic refrain ofthe road. While "multiplied" and 

"reproducing" reference the structural characteristics of the novel, the cyclical reproduction of 

the same scenes and dynamics of Azaro's society. 

Narrative progression in the novel stagnates; each section and book revisits similar 

interpersonal dynamics within Azaro's family, communal conflicts (debt, the photographer's 

exile, Madame Koto's power, political manifestations), encounters with the spirit world, and the 

countless iterations of physical and bodily functions (sleeping, eating, washing, smoking, 

drinking, fighting disease, fatigue, and breathing). Cyclical scenes of family life and communal 

conflict replace plot momentum in service of exposing the illusion of progress. Mum and Dad 

both work in empire-installed capitalistic economic marketplaces that promise progress through 

the amelioration of financial issues and increase in the quality of life. Yet the narrative reiterates 

the deteriorating communal and home space in tandem with the deterioration of Mum and Dad's 

bodies. The myth of progress and process of Westernization are further debunked through 
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rejection of figures like Madame Koto and the landlord; the community parallels their increasing 

wealth and importation of home amenities to corruption and perversion. 

The simultaneous deterioration of Mum's and Dad's bodies exposes the illusion of 

progress. Each morning Mum "went hawking her boxes of matches, candies, cigarettes and odds 

and ends down the road on a quite empty stomach. She looked much leaner and her blouse hung 

on her, "as if she had shrunk in her clothes", and she returns with "her basin of 

provisions ... wondering whether walking the streets of the world, day after boiling day, 

crooning ... 'till her voice was hoarse, was worth the little she earned .. .. She sighed and I knew in 

spite of everything she would carry on hawking" (81; 93). The fruitless work of hawking 

governs the daily cycles. The energy expended on hawking invests in the hope that the return 

will ameliorate the family's financial situation. However what comes to fruition, the little that 

she earns, emphasizes that the energy expended is wasted; Mum's body wastes away in the effort 

to provide for herself and her family. There is great irony and incongruity that Mum carries a 

basin of provisions to sell. The capitalistic economic market determines what she sells and 

exploits Mum's body through the premise that participation in the marketplace will ultimately 

compensate her work so that she can afford the provisions to preserve her body. Similarly for 

Dad, who "[works] hard carrying heavy loads at the garage and the marketplaces and [earns] 

very little money" (78). The motivation for this labor is hidden within the marketplace system; it 

is not clear who owns the garage, why the loads require transportation, and the end they service. 

What is clear is Dad returns home from the marketplace "in agony," his back always [hurting]" 

(78). Although Dad works tirelessly, "'working for food"' as mom intones (78), the family 

continues to straggle along on empty stomachs; furthermore, because "out of what he earned he 
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paid the creditors, who came to our room every evening to remind us that they were still alive. 

And out of what was left we could barely manage to pay rent and eat" (78), the little money that 

comes into home becomes diverted into keeping the house and holding the creditors at bay. This 

cycle is perpetuated always with the hope that things will get better. The vivid descriptions of the 

body and its subjugation expose the myth of progress. Dad under the "weight ofbags that could 

have been pillars of stone" weaves uncontrollably like an "insane animal" and crush him into the 

ground "his blood ... [mixing] with the rubbish of the earth" (149). Under the imperially installed 

system, man is reduced not only to an animal but to beastly insanity. 

The simultaneous deterioration of the home parallels the persistent corrosion of Mum's 

and Dad's bodies. First, the home is described to be just a "room" where the "floor was rough" 

and amenities "crude" (32). The room is inhabited by "columns of ants ... alongside the 

walls ... ant-mounds near the cupboard" (32) and "the rats" who return night after night to eat 

"their way through Mum's ... garri" (72). Furthermore, it is not a sound protection from the 

elements: as "the rain swept down ... more holes opened above us" (311). The progression from 

the empty room to its infestation and the disintegration of its structure signifies decline. The 

conditions for the family worsen over time in spite of the efforts and work put in by Azaro's 

parents. The same gesture that exposes the illusion of progress via the breaking down of the 

parents' bodies exposes the obstacles and corruption that frustrate the advancement of living 

conditions: "Dad complained to the landlord, but he merely threatened to increase the rent 

further if he fixed the roof' (311 ). The family is forced to acquiesce to the state of things. The 

landlord wields his power and position unjustly. Thus the home space is subject to intrusions of 

pests, erosion by natural forces and social manipulation that maintains its squalidness. 
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The deterioration of the parents' bodies and the home catalyze the final process of 

disillusionment with progress. The revelation of corrupt political practices exposes stagnation 

formulated and sustained by the ideals of progress in the community. The landlord's corrupt 

alliance to political parties illuminates the exploitative systems sustaining the illusion of 

progress; the Party of the Poor and the Party of the Rich, indistinguishable in policy, '"are as 

corrupt as everyone else"' and torment the community making "interminable announcements 

and promises ... of prosperity for all, good roads, electricity, and free education" (212; 390). The 

equation of two parties as indistinguishable in theory and practice strips both of authority and 

casts a wary and distrusting glance for the symbols of progress-roads, electricity, and 

education-rejecting clearly a Western political system and its measurements of progress. Sarah 

Fulford, in "Ben Okri, the Aesthetic, and the Problem with Theory," maintains that Okri's 

aesthetic contests "dominant politics" to "redefine how we think of the political so as to include 

the spiritual, ethical, and emotional force of experience" (235). Thus by the rejection of Western 

systems and modes of progress, Fulford critically maintains that the text and "Okri [undermine] 

the tacit idea of much post-colonial criticism, which is that colonialism has an all-pervasive 

impact on the colonized culture," challenging the "importance of colonialism within the 'African 

consciousness"' (234). The obstinate return to mundane daily cycles oflife recreate the physical, 

social, and political frustrations and obstacles. Because this reality is bleak and stripped of its 

attractive illusive power, the fantastic, hopeful, and the powerful becomes encoded in a culture's 

internal structures: the spiritual and the mythical. 

Social and political power is inscribed through the mythical; myths, because they engage 

indirectly with a cultural oral tradition, illustrate how a proliferation of artistic expression 
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(especially through storytelling) can reinstate power into the hands of the colonized. At large, the 

engagement with the tradition of storytelling realizes political investment through distinctively 

African aesthetic frames. Fulford has noted that "Okri .. .imagines an uncolonized cultural space 

within the spirit of the people that can be both reached and confirmed by the aesthetic .... [he] 

draws on Y oruba culture [where] aesthetics and spirituality are inextricably linked and 

colonialism has the power to overwhelm neither" (234 ). Because myths in the novel register the 

oral tradition textually, the interstices of the oral-literary dyad are invoked. The aesthetic project 

of the novel deploys oral tradition within the text. Olakunle George, who has written on the oral

literary interface in African novels, maintains that orality then "operates, simultaneously, as a 

descriptor of communicative mode and sign of a continuing interaction between tradition and 

modernity" (17). The dual engagement of tradition and modernity is significant because it 

carefully counteracts the impetus to romanticize the past; it operates at large in similar capacity 

to the "trans formative mode" of language and the use of myth. In The African Imagination, 

Irele' s discussion of language and its mediation of audience warns: 

The appeal to tradition has grave ideological implications insofar as it makes for a 

conservative attitude; it predisposes the writer toward a romantic apprehension of the past 

and, in its promotion of reverence for tradition as an absolute value, necessarily impedes 

a radically critical appraisal of that past ... .In short, the point at issue is whether literature 

can represent an effective summons to action in the contemporary context, a fount for the 

forging of a new will and vision. (Irele 61) 

Okri's invocation of oral-literary interface engages a communicative mode to reclaim practices 

to reconstruct (or at least imagine) frames of perception and understanding that undermine 
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colonial legacy. Yet at the same time, this invocation is performed precisely because of a will to 

forge a new vision for the artists' creative imagination within the post-colonial. It does not occur 

at the peril of promoting "reverence for tradition as absolute value" without "critical appraisal of 

that past." The invocation of the oral tradition as an authenticating, communicative mode carries 

with it self-critiquing practices that forestall nostalgia within the narratives relayed, particularly 

through the juxtaposition ofthe narratives that further Madame Koto's and Dad's character 

development. 

Stories that circulate within the community about Madame Koto and Dad operate to 

confirm their respective status and power within the community. These narratives operate 

independent of their, Dad's and Madame Koto's, economic or political capacity. Before Madame 

Koto experiences economic success, her power and status within the community is owing to the 

narratives that circulate about her. When a customer refuses to pay his bill, Madame Koto 

confronts the man, and a crowd witnesses it; following the altercation, the crowd: 

went into her bar, to drink to her myth. Others went back to their different areas, taking 

with them the embellished stories of the most sensational drama they had witnessed for a 

long time. That evening was the beginning of her fame. Everyone talked about her in low 

voices. Her legend, which would sprout a thousand hallucinations, had been born in our 

midst- born of stories and rumours. (37) 

Madame Koto's social clout is a direct result ofthe stories, rumours that emerge from 

community. The communal imagination serves as collective resource to ascribe previously 

unprecedented power and affirmation on the individual, particularly a single woman running a 

bar. As Madame Koto's economic power and political affiliations grow, the spontaneous 
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generosity of the communal imagination withdraws social power. The myth of Madame Koto 

grows malignant: 

the rumours got so wild that it was hinted that her cult made sacrifices of human beings 

and that she ate children .... She became, in the collective eyes of the people, a fabulous 

and monstrous creation. It did not matter that some people insisted that it was her 

political enemies who put out all these stories. The stories distorted our perception of 

reality of her reality for ever. Slowly, they took her life over, made themselves real, and 

made her opaque in our eyes. (374) 

To claim that these stories operate independent of Madame Koto's growing economic success is 

to assert that the circulation of narratives is not influenced by the economic status of an 

individual; Madame Koto cannot control the stories that become associated with her status. 

These stories, of course, are influenced by the growing decadence and extravagance of Madame 

Koto's life. They retaliate against the progressive narrative that she manifests: she is the first to 

have electricity, the first to own a car, and to bring a gramophone, a disembodied voice, into the 

community. The violence of the collective imagination, stripping her of social power and 

excommunicating her into a realm of alterity, forcefully confirms the role of orality within the 

community. The text, by extension, reclaims this power and capacity of oral tradition to efface a 

life and make it opaque, to radically alter perception for the purposes of illuminating what 

remains inviolate from colonial occupation. 

Yet, the deployment of the oral-literary interface evades romanticizing the past through 

self-critiquing practices that expose its own errant power. The very mechanism used to reject 

Madame Koto's advancement achieved through her adoption of Western economic and political 
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systems operate to impede the desire for justice and change incarnated through Dad's 

transformation into a boxing champion and a man of the people. The communal eye that directs 

its gaze to ascribe power fails to recognize and perceive where power should be allocated; the 

collective eye becomes shortsighted. Dad wages a fight against this apathy: 

No one listened to him ... He criticised the people of the ghetto for not taking care of their 

environment, for their lazy attitude towards the world, for their almost inhuman delight in 

their own poverty . ... He abused the government, he denounced both political parties for 

poisoning the minds of the people. But he reserved his most furious assault for the people 

of the nation. He blamed them for not thinking for themselves, he lashed out at their 

sheep-like philosophy, their tribal mentality, their swallowing of lies, their tolerance for 

tyranny, their eternal silence in the face of suffering. ( 419-420) 

Dad's critique of the community resists the community's despotic wielding of narrative power. It 

pits a counter narrative of "sheep-like philosophy" and "tribal mentality" that perpetuates the 

very issues facing the community. Through his efforts, Dad reveals the unrealized potential of 

the community to leverage the oral landscape to circumscribe power. He recognizes how 

"silence" of the community on issues that pertain particularly to the way that life is organized 

precedes the intrusion of outside forces that break up and control the community. Dad's self

motivation to envision himself as a champion of the people prophetically precedes the political 

parties' "counter mythologies" and their drawing of"support from the spirits of the Western 

world" (495). Dad's declamation of the community foresees how silence, the abdication of 

exercising narratorial authority through the oral tradition, transforms into "powerless[ ness]" 

(495). This indictment against the community evades the impulse to romanticize tradition and the 
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past. Still, however, the overall effect is the same. Throughout, Okri maintains how this process 

of perception through storytelling and the practices performed within the community that confer 

and retract social power are always recoverable even when they seem lost or are rendered 

powerless by silence. Throughout the counterintuitive ways that Okri uses the oral within the 

textual, the suggestions remains that what is needed is a reawakening of preexisting aesthetic 

frames. 

A reawakening of perceptive frames manifests in the novel broadly as recurrence. 

Recurrence comes through in the novel as the road in its infinite reproductions and through 

Azaro, the hybrid abiku and Lazarus figure. The mutual deployment of the road and Azaro for 

various purposes is always in the service of manipulating the novel's infrastructure through 

content. Okri uses the novel form, the infrastructure of the novel, but injects it with content and 

modes of perceptions foreign to the novel form to exceed how colonial economy and politics 

have infiltrated "the Negro's psychopathology". 

Frantz Fanon's work, particularly in Black Skin, White Masks, can serve as contextual 

basis to give an account of how recurrence in Okri furthers the subversive play in his work as a 

means of overriding the infiltration of"the Negro's psychopathology". Fanon outlines that his 

analysis of the Negro is psychological but that the "effective dis-alienation ofthe black man 

entails an immediate recognition ofthe social and economic realities" and therefore any solution 

must include a "total understanding ... [on] the objective level as on the subjective level" (11). 

Method and procedure proceed to illustrate how and why it is that "For the black man there is 

only one destination. And it is white" (1 0). The work pursues understanding the black psyche 

and the fact of blackness, a philosophical exegesis of a social experience. To think of Okri and 
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Fanon as antithetical to one another is to miss the point. Far better it is to envision, as Irele writes 

in The African Imagination, "leavening role of Frantz Fanon's work, which raises [a] new 

consciousness" about black identity upon which Okri's reflective work of the intimate cycles and 

recurrent cycles oflife, time and history flourish. Fanon's work exposes the areas of the Negro's 

identity and expression that have suffered as a result of the imperial encounter: Okri's work, 

which envisions inviolate areas of consciousness, succeeds Fanon's prescriptive work. 

The extension ofOkri's work into aesthetic reclamation begins with the Fanon's 

prescription that the destination for black man is white. This is principally illustrated through 

Dad's identity. Dad recounts to Azaro a dream he had in three stages: setting out and discovery, 

intermediate transformation, and reaching a destination. In the dream, Dad "[set] out to discover 

a new continent . ... As [he] went [he] started to dream the place into existence ... plains, forests, 

great open spaces, spiked plants, and then [he] dreamt up the people. They are not like us. They 

are white" ( 436). In the first place, Dad finds himself in a position of creative authority and 

imaginative manifestation. This existence then imagines an encounter with people "not like us" 

because "they are white." The distinction of us and "otherness" manifests along distinctions of 

race. It ciphers into the context of imaginative realization of the natural world's coming into 

being racial codes. It is an explicit reflection of the "[shattering of] psychological mechanism" 

that make clear "alterity for the black man is not the black but the white man" (Fanon 97). 

Furthermore, because there are "inner relationships between consciousness and the social 

context" (97), the clash of cultures dreamt by Dad registers an allegorical representation. 

Subsequently, in the dream Dad recounts the intermediary transformation he undergoes, in which 

racial codes manage co-existence: 
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"I found myself on a strange island. The people treated me roughly. They were also 

white. Unfriendly people. Unfriendly to me, at least ... I couldn't find my way out. I was 

trapped there on that small island. I found it difficult to live there. They were afraid of me 

because of my different colour. As for me, I began to lose weight. I had to shrink the 

continent within me to accommodate myself to the small island." (437) 

This intermediary transformation exhibits covert operations, being treated roughly and coming 

up against "unfriendliness," that undermine Dad. It is not that Dad, and by allegorical extension 

the ''Negro makes himself inferior. But ... that he is made inferior" (Fanon 149). In the dream, it 

is actualized through his physical body's reduction. And the metaphorical "continent within" 

him-where previously his imaginative continent retained capacity to realize things, to create 

and make things out of nothing-translated to accommodate the smallness of the island. 

Smallness defining the possibility of a social relation puts into operation a divisive perception of 

racial co-existence; smallness is the environment and the ideology that create an environment 

that obscures the continent within and subjugates exterior expression and reinforces inferiority. 

Dad's process of accommodation is a product of an environment that cultivates inferiority; the 

force of shrinking was not intrinsic and inherent prior to the encounter. The final section of the 

dream reveals and makes manifest literally and symbolically Fanon's idea that for the Negro 

final destination is white. After the intermediary transformation, Dad recounts: "'Time passed .. .I 

began to travel again. I travelled on a road till I got to a place where the road vanished into thin 

air. So I had to dream a road into existence. At the end of the road I saw a mirror. I looked into 

the mirror and nearly died of astonishment when I saw that I had turned white" (437). The road 

returns here as emblematic (as a signification) of progress. The place from which the dream 
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began-the becoming of the conti~ent-to the island, possibly Great Britain, and finally the 

establishment and movement of the road reifies progression: that there has been a linear 

development. The road facilitates direction and destination. At the end of his journey, Dad 

discovers his own transformation. His reflection in the mirror is white. The projected figure onto 

the mirror reflects whiteness. Dad's white reflection is a "hallucinatory whitening" (Fanon 1 00) 

that develops as a response to an antagonistic environment: 

I begin to suffer from not being a white man to the degree that the white man imposes 

discrimination on me, makes me a colonized native, robs me of all worth, all 

individuality, tells me that I am a parasite of the world, that I must bring myself as 

quickly as possible into step with the white world .... I will quite simply try to make 

myself white: that is, I will compel the white man to acknowledge that I am human. 

(Fanon 100) 

Through Dad's dream, the text works to register the complexity of a colonized, black identity. It 

draws upon racial codes that govern social relations, then it makes manifest a psychological 

response to the situation of the colonization through dream; the dream plays out the unconscious 

desire to be white, and at the same time, it performs processes and reconstructs an environment 

that facilitates becoming white. Again, the discourse that engages Fanon and Okri should put the 

two in conversation, rather than opposition. Dad's dream realizes the ways in which the 

colonization penetrates into psychology. And yet, the dream also registers recurrence within the 

structures colonization and the relationship between the colonized and the colonizer. Dad dreams 

a part of the road into existence: his practice and ability to create recurs within the new 

infrastructure. Certainly, the road does not change the destination or result of the journey. 
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Nevertheless, recurrence of the practice re-configures how the reader perceives Dad; it more 

forcefully asserts that inferiority is not intrinsic and the resultant reflection of whiteness a 

product of the environment Dad lived in. The re-introduction of Dad's imaginative manifestation 

(his ability to dream things into existence) asserts that the white reflection is merely transitional. 

In Okri's words, "a true invasion takes place not when a society has been taken over by another 

society in terms of its infrastructure, but in terms of its mind and its dreams and its myths, and its 

perception of reality. If the perception of reality has not been fundamentally, internally altered, 

then the experience itself is just transitional" (Wilkinson 86). Subsequently, this small instance 

of recurrence within a dream translates broadly into how recurrence can bring forth the aesthetic 

frames. Azaro, as a hybrid figure and as dual citizen of the spiritual and real world, signals 

seeing through these aesthetic frames. 

The abiku child, Azaro, perceives the world through "African" aesthetic frames. Brenda 

Cooper, in Magical Realism in West African Fiction, discusses how recurrence is emblematic of 

the abiku identity. Cooper writes, abiku children in the Y oruba tradition "torment their mothers 

by being spirits in the guise of babies, spirits who are repeatedly born, only to die and return to 

the spirit of the world" (Cooper 54). This persistent cycle of coming, being born, and going, 

dying, defines abiku experience. John C. Hawley, in "Ben Okri's Spirit-Child," engages with 

hybridity and dual citizenship ofthe abiku child; abiku children "[testify] to a belief in the 

permeability of the membrane separating the spirit world form 'our' world" (30). Through 

Azaro, recurrence is made into a permanent character, and ambiguity is made stable: Azaro 

totters between the real and spiritual, perceiving both simultaneously. Since the novel is narrated 

through Azaro's first-person experience, the text is rendered liminal and ambiguous in its 
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relation of reality (hence the magical realism designation); the co-existence of Azaro's persistent 

ambiguous being and permanent representation of recurrence permeates into the text as 

"elusive .. .insubstantiality" and paradox. The simultaneity of perceptive possibility, the reality of 

ceaseless reproduction, the tension created by paradox, and repetition constitute the novel's 

aesthetic. 

In choosing to live, Azaro, an abiku child, is a living paradox; he makes recurrence 

permanent. Furthermore, Azaro' s paradoxical existence breeds liminality: "somewhere in the 

interspace between the spirit world and the Living, I chose to stay'' (5). Although his reflection 

intimates choosing life as eradicating the "interspace" between the spirit and the Living, a new 

interspace develops in Life. This interspace communes with the spiritual world construing the 

permeability of the membrane between the spirit and the real. Azaro can access "a clear memory 

of[his] life stretching to other lives ... [without] distinctions. Sometimes [seemingly] to be living 

several lives at once. One lifetime [flowing] into the others and all of them .. .into [his] 

childhood" (7). The multiplicity of lives within a single life suggests a kind of universality rooted 

within the particular experience of this Azaro; the way in which the 'other' lives bleed into 

Azaro's childhood suggests continuous flow, and it resembles the flow ofthe river in the land 

origins. This uninhibited recollection and fusion of memories recalls his origins. This 

recollection of beginnings takes the shape of myths and practice of storytelling: "Mum told me 

stories of aquamarine beginnings ... .I listened to the old songs which Dad rendered ... .I listened 

to the hard images of joy ... to the songs of work and harvest and the secrets of heroes" and all the 

while the "wind of recurrence blew gently over the earth" (Okri 93). Here the narrative frame is 

recurrence. Repetition disassociates otherness and renders intimacy to the narrative that 
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communicates salience; as recurrence frames myth and storytelling, it ascribes cultural value by 

its repetition and bearing the weight of tradition. This evades linear progression. 

Macroscopically, it combats superficial divisions of the novel, subjecting form at large to 

repetition. The subjugation of form is intrinsically encoded within Azaro: repetition is the logic 

of Azaro' s life as it is the logic of the novel at large. 

Thus, Azaro functions as a perceptive medium through which the reader learns to read. 

The aesthetic gestures, deploying a paradoxical figure, textually reproduce how to feel and 

understand the world: 

History itself fully demonstrates how things of the world partake of the condition of the 

spirit-child. There are many who are of this condition and do not know it. There are many 

nations, civilisations, ideas, half-discoveries, revolutions, loves, art forms, experiments, 

and historical events that are of this condition and do not know it. There are many people 

too. They do not all have the marks of their recurrence. Often they seem normal. Often 

they are perceived as new. Often they are serene with the familiarity of death's 

embrace .... They are part-time dwellers ... They all yearn to make themselves a beautiful 

sacrifice, a difficult sacrifice, to bring transformation, and to die shedding light within 

this life, setting the matter ready for their true beginnings to cry into being, scorched by 

the strange ecstasy ofthe will ascending to say yes to destiny and illumination. ( 487) 

The assertion that history partakes of the spirit child's condition assaults a linear reading of 

history. It debunks progress. Because things inevitably recur, it re-conceptualizes significance: 

truth manifests as paradox, as a simultaneous possibility of different (not necessarily opposing) 

valences of reality. Thus, things "die ... setting the matter ready for their true beginnings"; deaths 
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become births and what is old is perceived as new. Repetition cultivates a yearning to "bring 

transformation". The paradoxical relationship between repetition and transformation eludes 

social structures. This is a perceptive mode that motivates undermining set, confirmed structures. 

Azaro retains within himself a multiplicity of realities that illustrate to him his own motivations 

and free him to choose; he, unlike his father, when "confronted by the dilemma, turn white or 

disappear," is able to "take cognizance of a possibility of existence .... his motivations [having] 

been brought into consciousness ... put him in a position to choose action ... with respect to the 

real source of the conflict-that is the social structures" (Fan on 1 00). Repetition brings 

familiarity and intimacy to meaning: truth is not abstracted from reality or from the individual. 

Rather, truth comes from the continent within: agency and choice are redirected from the power 

of the colonial situation to the individual by means of aesthetic frames. These frames negotiate 

the living and the dead; the familiarity of"death's embrace" excludes alterity from state ofbeing 

dead, so the living and the spiritual can commune. 

Azaro's experience of the road in his dream modifies the reading of the road. Not only 

does the road operate in compelling narrative into manifestation or creating contextual 

parameters to guide the reader, its practice of refracting and reflecting meaning becomes a 

process of signification upon the reader. Henry Louis Gates' signifying monkey, as developed in 

"The 'Blackness of Blackness,"' is a useful theoretical framework to read the road. Although, 

Gates' work is intended to read practice of signification situated in African American culture and 

literature, its transference to reading the road is not entirely ungrounded. Gates describes the 

signifying monkey as a trickster figure closely tied to and emerging from the Yoruba mythology 

ofEsu: 
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Esu [is] a messenger of the gods ... who interprets the will of god to people ... who carries 

the desires of people to the gods .. . Esu always limps because of his legs of different 

lengths: one is anchored in the realm of the gods, and the other rests in his human world. 

The closest Western relative of Esu .. . is Hermes; and just as Hermes' role as interpreter 

lent his name readily to 'hermeneutics,' ... the metaphor for the study of the process of 

interpretation, so too can the figure of Esu stand as a metaphor for the act of 

interpretation itself. .. As Hermes is to hermeneutics, Esu is to Esu tufunaalo (bringing out 

the interstices of the riddle). (989) 

In effect, the road functions as kind of signifying monkey, "ever punning, ever troping ... ever 

embodying the ambiguities oflanguage" (988). The road pulls Azaro into its folds time and time 

again. Always troping and in advance of Azaro's perception, it transforms and changes evading 

clear signification: the nature of the signifying moment is that in the same moment it confirms 

meaning it subverts it; meaning and interpretation are unstable in the hands of the signifying 

monkey. The same instance that the road is understood as progress it becomes elusive and 

returns to its river origins. The instance it is understood as a river, it become constructed and the 

cumulative of successive generations. Early in the novel, Azaro confesses: "the road became my 

torment, my aimless pilgrimage ... .I found myself merely walking to discover where all the roads 

lead to, where they end" (Okri 114). Certainly, it is a confession that highlights journey as a 

means to its own ends. At the same time, the road acts upon Azaro, directing him towards 

endless narratives. Elsewhere, the road becomes the method by which Azaro is educated: 

beginning with, "my feet began to itch again, and I resumed wandering of the roads of the 

world" (143), and concluding "I was unhappy. My wandering has at last betrayed me, because 
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for the first time in my life I had seen one of the secret sources of my father's misery" (149). 

Azaro's dissatisfaction results from his disillusionment regarding the road's signification. 

Whereas, previously, it created discovery and narrative possibility, here wandering on the road 

changes and functions to educate through exposure: signification is linear and direct. But the 

road's function as the signifying monkey is best illustrated through Azaro's experience of it in 

the spirit world. First, it leads to everywhere, "'to the world of human being and to the world of 

spirits ... to heaven and hell ... to worlds we don't even know about"' (326). All at once, the road 

is conductive to multiple directions, journeys, destinations, and impossibly to both known and 

unknown realities. The road then 

began to move. It behaved like a river, and it flowed against the direction of our journey. 

Travelling suddenly became very difficult. My feet hurt, I was excruciatingly hungry, and 

with each step I felt like giving up. I had thought the journey to the other world would be 

an effortless one. 

'Are we travelling this road to the end?" 

'Yes,' the spirit said ... 

'But you said the road has no end.' 

'That's true,' said the spirit. 

'How can it be true?' 

'From a certain point of view the universe seems to be composed of paradoxes. But 

everything resolves. That is the function of contradiction.' 
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'I don't understand."' (326-327) 

The personification of the road and subsequent comparison to a river plays with registers of 

metaphor; the likeness of the personified road mimics a river generating a countercurrent to 

Azaro's narrative-journey. Azaro's expectation that journeying in the other world is as 

"effortless" comes up against the road's punning and undermining forces . It creates tension 

between Azaro's preconceived notions and his reality, motivating the expression of paradox in 

Azaro's exchange with the spirit guide: the road has no end and yet they are travelling to its end 

as well as from a certain view of the universe everything contradicts and resolves. As Azaro 

journeys within the text and encounters paradox, the reader too, as they read the questions and 

answers dialogue, runs into paradox. On the one hand, the question and answer format aligns the 

reader with Azaro' s position of not knowing, so the contradiction of the characters journeying to 

an end on a road without end perplexes the reader as much as it does Azaro. On the other hand, 

the spirit's response that from a certain perspective of the universe all things are contradictory 

describes the reader's predicament. And in the same line of universal contradiction, it exposes 

and resolves the contradictions established because the "function of contradiction" is resolution. 

The varying levels of tension between expectation and actual signification concretize the road's 

archon position of manipulating language which in tum prompts Azaro's engagement. And 

because the novel has naturalized the reader to see and read as Azaro experiences and perceives 

the road, covertly manipulates the reader to relate truth within the text and truth beyond the text's 

realm especially regarding operations of understanding: the aesthetic. 

Truthful relation manifests as a multiplicity of stories both within the text and beyond the 

text. Within the text, the reader is bound to the mechanics of abiku perception through Azaro. At 
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the same time, the novel confirms that the abiku 's ability to perceive taps into an already 

culturally engrained aesthetic experience of comprehension. Towards the end of the novel, in 

particular, Madame Koto and Dad function as figures by which the novel exposes the potency of 

narratives and the community's interpretative and creative agency that can confirm and confer 

power on or withhold power from individuals. The community renders Madame Koto opaque 

halfway through the novel; this does not impede Madame Koto from amassing economic power. 

As Azaro narrates: 

Madame Koto grew more powerful. ... She incarnated all her legends into her new spirit, 

joined with her myths. She became all the things we whispered she was and she became 

more ... . Slowly, while the people of the area grew weaker, more accepting, more afraid, she 

grew stronger . . .. Silence made it easier for us to be more powerless .... And those of us who 

were poor ... and who didn't see the power of our own hunger ... found that our dreams 

became locked out of the freedom of the air. ... while Madame Koto ... extended her powers 

over the ghetto .... Our fantasies fed her. (495-96) 

Madame Koto's exploitative economic power, representing the remnants of the colonial narrative 

of progress, is nullified against the community's narrative authority. The strength of Madame 

Koto's powers emerge from the legends and myths of the stories the community tells of her 

corruption. It does not emerge from her participation in economic progress and amassing of 

wealth; power within the community is inscribed through the mythical. It is the community's 

fear and silence, its abdication of employing its interpretive lens and ability to narrate counter

narratives, that permits Madame Koto's extension of power. The community's fantasy of her 

colossal power feeds and creates her. In all of these, Madame Koto has not succeeded in 
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violating, in assuming uninhibited control, over the community. The novel explicitly makes the 

case of the reclamation of agency through storytelling and through deploying interpretive modes 

that expose the potent illusion of progress. 

The nullification of Madame Koto 's power transforms into an exercise of envisioning the 

possibilities of narrative development. In the very moment that Madame Koto's spirit seems to 

overwhelm the community, "new forces were being born .... Leopards and lions of the spirit 

world, dragons of justice, winged tigers of truth, fierce animals of the divine ... in the midst of 

inexorable hurricanes ... [to] restore balances and feed on the chimeras and vile intentions ofthe 

open air" (496). On the one hand narrative development, conjures up forces of justice, to right 

the exploitative economics ofMadame Koto and those of the illusion of imperial progress. On 

the other hand, it registers the spirit world as existing in parallel time to the real, lived 

experiences of the communal world and as responding in equal measure to the real. Thus, the 

internal cultural structures-the agency of the mythical and the spiritual-are reinstated towards 

the novel's conclusion, recalling the aesthetic project, the rerouting of perception. Dad's 

awakening follows the nullification of Madame Koto's progressive trajectory to realize the 

reawakening of perceptive frames through recurrence. Already the novel has exposed the weight 

of colonial history through a mean description of Dad's linear experience of the road and of 

narrative through his white reflection; the end of the novel encounters Dad waking "powerfully" 

and declaring: 

'Our road must be open. A road that is open is never hungry .... A single thought of ours 

could change the universe .... The whole of human history is an undiscovered continent deep 

within our souls .... The world that we see and the world that is there are two different 
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things .... Death has taught me the religion of living - I am converted- I am blinded - I am 

beginning to see ... Many people reside inside us ... many past lives, many future lives.' ( 497-

499) 

The transformation in Dad's capacity to perceive is the novel's experiment of regaining African 

aesthetics in miniature. Dad's awakening broadens the recurrence of abiku to all characters. 

Recurrence, broadly, subverts the novel infrastructure with cyclical organization and evades 

ascribing too much attribution to the effect of colonialism through the abiku 's hybrid perception 

and the road's infinite signifying reproduction. Dad's sense of recurrence, his memory of "past" 

and "future" lives, contends that the sense of hybrid discernment is not exclusive to abiku. 

Rather, the abiku 's ability to perceive taps into an already culturally engrained aesthetic 

experience of understanding. Further, it is a mode of perception that when it encounters the 

infinite reproductions of the road registers paradoxes: where "death" teaches one how to "live" 

and being blind is the beginning of vision. Most importantly, the awakening of aesthetic frames 

allows for the "undiscovered continent within". It allows for his identity to remain unmediated 

and unrestricted. The covert operations of racial and ideological codes that make the Negro 

inferior do not confront Dad; they do not threaten his existence, not because they are eradicated, 

but precisely because the novel attempts to envision the effects of reclaiming aesthetic frames. 

The importance ofOkri's aesthetic project in The Famished Road is indexed by its 

exploration of the certain inviolate areas of African consciousness. The novel's final gesture, 

Dad's awakening, modifies the reading of the road. The famished road becomes the open road; 

this modification, as it attends to truths regarding aesthetic reclamation beyond the text itself not 

explored in the foregoing pages, leaves much to be desired. For one, the open road, by 
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allegorical extension, begins to contemplate the Nigerian nation as abiku. Which in tum, subjects 

it to recurrence, cycles ofbirths and rebirths, and implicates its people as capable of perceiving 

the nation's road, its narrative, formation and signification within a global context. In addition, 

the open road extends beyond the text to incorporate the novel itself; the novel begins to function 

as a kind of road that operates upon its readers, subjecting them to an abiku perspective. The 

novel and the stories related therein become protean in quality and meaning, adjudicating that the 

interpretative community withholds power. The open road augments the implications of reading 

for and of attending to the aesthetic projects of postcolonial literature. Explored from this 

perspective, the aesthetics of this literature can recover the agency and persistence of African 

perception-the inviolate areas ofbeliefs, dreams, and vision-from the cultural continent 

within. 
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