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     Abstract:  The Famished Road renders in telling details the entire gamut of Nigeria’s history from colonialism, 

independence and the advent of military rule. Okri narrates the Nigerian nation through the use of myths and 

symbols. These symbols are the mighty green road, the Abiku, the old-man-child, Dad, the photographer, the sun, 

Madame Koto, Mum and the rats. As the mighty green road, the nation is constantly being built only to be destroyed 

at almost the point of completion. So there is no conclusion to the building of the road, and symbolically, the nation. 

The nation’s history is rendered as a predictable pattern of births and deaths. The rats symbolizing the oppressors are 

all the predators, be they the colonial masters or their incarnates who are the black masters. The sun is a symbol of 

this oppressiveness of the nation. But as the old – man – child, it has the capacity for beauty and fulfilment. The 

Madame Kotos are representative of the nouveaux-riche, the men and women of wealth and influence, who achieve 

their power at the cost of spiritual values. The rats are politicians, imperialists and rich people. Through Mum, Okri 

shows the distorting effect of poverty. Mum who was beautiful is now distorted by suffering to a grotesque ugliness. 

The photographer who is the sensitive artist, is harrassed by thugs. His studio is destroyed, and he goes into hiding 

for daring to expose the duplicity of the political class. The novel contains realistic descriptions of contemporary 

post-independent Nigerian life. 

I.GENERAL APPROACH 

In The Famished Road Okri brings into the realm of written literature Africa’s rich oral tradition, especially in his 

creative use of myths and symbols. Through this, he depicts the problems besetting the Nigerian nation form the pre 

– colonial period to the present. He takes a historical overview of Nigeria’s experiences, and interprets the patterns 

of the nation’s historical experiences by the use of myths and symbols. In this novel, Okri in one broad sweep takes 

the history of Nigeria from pre-colonial times (slave – trade), through independence to this era of coups and military 

governments. The myths and symbols to be discussed include the myth of the mighty green road, the symbols of the 

abiku and the old – man – child. The next symbols are representative of different classes of people in society. 

Therefore the symbolic role of Madame Koto, Dad, Mum, and the photographer will be discussed.  Okri’s TFR 

opens thus: “ In the beginning there was a river. The river became a road and the road branched out to the whole 

world. And because the road was once a river it was always hungry” (3).  

 Okri’s time – scheme, “in the beginning” is a mythical time. The tale sets off as an aetiological story which 

explains the natural phenomenon of the hungry road. But the road proceeds to become a symbol of the Nigerian 

nation. Using this road symbol as the title of the novel shows the great importance the author attaches to it. The 

narrator offers two possible explanations why the road remains famished. Firstly, the stomach of the king of the 

Roads was washed off by the rains into the road. This king stands for the archetypal predator who has such an 

insatiable appetite that he preys on everything and everyone for self – preservation. The road is famished because 

the rulers are monsters and oppressors. The road becomes a symbol of the Nigerian nation which has unjust 

predatory rulers. Secondly, the road is famished because, according to Dad, “we have no desire to change things” 

(451). The nation, symbolised by the road, is in a state of stagnation because the ruled have no desire to change 

things. Long periods of colonisation by African notables and the white colonisers have left the citizens with a slave 

mentality which shuns positive remedial action. The Mighty Green Road is a symbolic rendering of the nation’s 

recurrent cycle of rising and fallings, of hopes and betrayals.  

 The prophet of  “the people in Masks” (possibly the nationalists) had a dream of building a road that will 

lead to Heaven. His people can then interact with heavenly beings in order to learn their secrets and become a virile 

nation. He passes this dream to his people, who immediately commence on building the road. For two thousand 

years, the process of building has continued. Generation after generation has aimed at completing the construction. 

They world commence building a section of the road, but at nearly the point of completion, a crisis  erupts which 
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destroys the already built section. Another generation will come up with a better understanding of the original blue – 

print, and they are presumably wiser having learned from the mistakes of their predecessors. They persevere; “they 

have an infinity of hope and an eternity of struggles” (330). So the struggle to build continues from generation to 

generation without any achievement. Each generation starts, only to end up making more costly mistakes.  

 Okri undertakes to explain this symbolic role of the road – “The road is their soul, the soul of their history” 

(329). The original dream of making Nigeria a great nation is there, and each succeeding generation knows it:  

They know all the earlier mistakes. They may not know that they know, but they do. They know the early plans, the 

original intentions, the earliest dreams…… They tend to become a little wiser, but don’t go very far. It is possible 

that they …… make bigger, better mistakes (330).  

This myth of the Mighty Green Road is so important to Okri that he uses it as the title of the novel. The nation is a 

road, and it is famished because through a process of transformation, it turns from “what it used to be, a stream of 

primeval mud, a river” (286) to a road. In this satire against society, Okri describes the ineptitude of the predatory 

rulers who exploit the masses, leaving them famished. He is no less angry with the masses who complacently refuse 

to do anything about their exploitation. So long as the rulers display their insatiable appetite for wealth, and so long 

as the masses are complacent, the original dream of making Nigeria a land of unity (in spite of tribe and tongue), 

where there will be equitable distribution of resources will never be achieved.  

 The second major organising symbol in TFR is the symbol of the nation as Abiku. The novel is the fable of 

Azaro, who is at once man and spirit who decides to remain in his fifth visitation to the earth. Azaro’s story 

combines two strains. The first strain takes up Azaro’s story of his experiences while here on earth. The second 

strain shows Azaro’s experiences as a symbolic representation of the nation’s historical experiences. Ade, one of 

Azaro’s spirit – child companions first observes that  “Our country is an Abiku country. Like the spirit – child, it 

keeps coming and going. One day it will decide to remain. It will become strong” (478). In his journeys in 

dreamland, “Dad found that all nations are children; it shocked him that ours too was an Abiku nation, a spirit child 

nation, one that keeps being reborn and after each birth come blood and betrayals” (494). Azaro’s Abiku condition 

symbolises the nation. Earlier in the novel, we notice that the Abiku children did not look forward to being born. 

The contrasts between the world of the unborn and the world of the living is too sharp for them to adjust. Azaro 

admits that 

There was not one amongst us who looked forward to being born. We disliked the rigours of existence, the 

unfulfilled longings, the enshrined injustices of the world, the labyrinths of love, the ignorance of parrents, the fact 

of dying, and the amazing indifference of the living in the midst of the simple beauties of the universe. We feared 

the heartlessness of human beings ….(3).     

In contrasts to this world is the eternal world of origins where there is feasting and playing. There is freedom, justice 

and affluence in the other world. There is order in the spirit world, whereas there is disorder in the world of the 

living. Azaro himself says that “Being born was a shock from which I never recovered” (7). But having been born, 

he fights with death. As a corollary, the Nigerian nation never chose to be a nation. The status of nationhood was 

somewhat imposed on the divergent tribes. But having become a nation, it has resisted any attempt at secession. 

 The nation is like the child. As a natural child, it has the capacity for growth and development. But due to 

the recurrence of the nation’s historical experiences it does not grow. It does not improve.  

 Like Azaro’s meaningless wanderings, and like the construction of the green road which is never 

completed, the nation is moving, but there is no real advancement. Independence does not bring the desired social 

change. The white colonial master was replaced by the black acquisitive master. A white colonial official dies (end 

of colonialism), only to reincarnate as a Yoruba man. Azaro sees through the disguise: “He was the white man. His 

face and his nose and everything was exactly the same except now he was a Yourba man with fine marks on his 

face” (483). The blacks quickly acquired the positions vacated by the white rulers, and continued the exploitation, 

deprivation and oppression of the people. The only thing that changed is the colour of the ruler, but the character 

remains the same. This novel, TFR, shows a rich blending of the oral tradition of the folktale in the novel form.  

 In keeping with the folktale tradition, Okri’s TFR has two seetings. The first is the objective environment 

of the urban slum. The second is in an amorphous universe. In this second setting, the hero with maximum ease can 
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be conveyed into several geographical regions beyond the limitations of the earth. The first setting is the physical 

urban ghetto where Azaro is living his insignificant life with his poor parents. With this type of setting, the author’s 

creative imagination has ample room to exhibit the marvellous and the sensational. The narrator has ample scope to 

include whatever elements of his individual and collective experience that he thinks relevant to his story. Okri 

therefore unites the conventions of formal realism with the marvellous real of the folktale in order to give us a wider 

realism by which his society is criticised.  

 Okri begins his narrative (folktale) by contrasting the land of origins with the frenetic haste and absurdity 

of life on earth. The land of origins is the archetypal garden of Eden. The author prepares us for the fabulous, the 

mysterious and the supernatural through the use of the spirit – child narrator. He is a Lazarus who has experienced 

both life and death and can therefore record and interpret experience. Azaro’s omniscient stance enables him to 

explicate to the reader the motives of the other characters and their spirit states. He can penetrate the consciousness 

and subconsciousness of the other characters. He can listen to other people’s thoughts: “I lay down and listened to 

Dad thinking ………. and after a while I was inside his head, travelling to the beginnings. I went with him to the 

village. I saw his father. I saw Dad’s dreams running away from him” (441)  

 In the closing chapter of the novel, Azaro again enters Dad’s dreams and records them for us. He can see 

through Madame Koto who is carrying three spirit – children in her womb. There is no limitation of space with him. 

He is a mystic eye. He sees through disguises. He possesses a third eye which enables him to penetrate the realms of 

the spirit. He comprehends the language of nature. Trees, animals, flowers all communicate with him. He is like the 

epic hero of the traditional folktale who has immense spiritual powers. He receives messages from a turtle and a cat. 

As a seer, he can surmount the  present. In his dreams, hallucinations and mirages, he catches a glimpse of the 

“future present.” By moving into the realm of magic realism, the fantastic realism of the folktale, Okri is making an 

important statement of life in Nigeria. Appearance and reality, life and dream are non – differentiated in this Abiku 

nation. Living in Nigeria is dreamlike, illogical and unreasonable. This fantastic element, this dream vision, this 

dislocation of the plausible order of things, is a befitting tribute to the strange disorder of things in the nation. Okri 

uses Azaro who is a child and cannot understand the evils of the world. Even though Azaro’s status as a child would 

suggest that he is an innocent eye (satirical device), Okri does not intend him to be only an innocent eye because of 

his double position as spirit and child. Azaro as a spirit – child possesses a God – like omniscience. Unlike other 

men, “all of whom are born blind, few of whom ever learn to see” (3), Azaro sees. He is a visionary. His strange 

capacity to see through people makes them to misunderstand him. Consequently, like Omovo in The Landscapes 

within, he is described as stupid, mad and insolent His omniscience brings him a lot of trouble. In his capacity for 

seeing things which the ordinary people are incapable of, Azaro is comparable with the sensitive intellectual in 

society. He is like the artist who sees more than he should, whose sensibilities are above the ordinary in a socieity 

dominated by spirtual sterility and inhumanity.  

 The rich and the powerful are knaves who are exploiting the poor. They encourage the impassable gulf 

between the rich and poor. The nation is a land “suffocating with plenitude while the majority starved” (345). 

 It is a place where “some people have too much and their dogs eat better food than the majority of the poor. 

The rich and the powerful do all the eating for the poor. The bodies of the rich are comparable to “some sort of 

abyss” (366). This grotesque description is used to heighten ridicule. The rich are like the archetypal king of the 

Roads who preys on everything for self – preservation. They are rats which chew away people’s lives, but are never 

satisfied. While the Madame Kotos whose enormous physical frame represents the grotesque obesity of excess 

wealth, steadily grow even fatter, Mum, who in her penury cannot buy a candle grows steadily leaner. Mum’s 

poverty renders life an unending chain of suffering and anguish which is never to be completed. Mum’s social and 

economic environment build up her psychological mood of torture. Suffering is not only a physical experience. It 

has spiritual implications. Mum’s forehead wrinkles under the weight of her hard life. Azaro’s keen eyes observe a 

link between Mum’s life and their bare clothes hung on a line.  

When she finished (patching holes on Dad’s torusers) she sighed. She put the clothes on the line in the room. The 

line was weighted down with a profusion of threadbare towels, old shirts, trousers, wrappers, and sundry rags. It 

looked ready to snap at any moment (280).  

The line which is overweighed and ready to snap is like Mum’s life which is near the point of despair.  
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 The System encourages the suppression and oppression of the masses. When the sacked road construction 

workers go on protest march, an antiriot squad sets up on them and begins whipping them.  

The thugs whipped themselves into future eras. They whipped themselves into future military passions…. under the 

fevers of their new ascendancy, the certainty of their long future rule, and their inevitable transformation into men of 

power. The thugs made the air crackle with their contempt for those of us in the outer darkness, whose faces all 

seemed like one, and who threatened the party with nothing but chaos (451).  

Amidst such violence, class relations between the rich and the poor are unhealthy. Whereas the rich have the 

weapons with which to intimidate the poor, and therefore are certain of their “long future rule”, the poor are groping 

in the dark. The tension generated is so high that it threatens to crack, engendering violence and chaos. The masses 

who create wealth are alienated from this wealth by a restrictive political system. Femi Osofisan, similarly examines 

this issue of class relations in Morountodun. He portrays.  

the exploitative social structure, the pruriency and arrogance of the privileged class, its kleptocracy and general 

philistinism, the obscene abuse of the rural and urban masses, their courage, hope, betrayal, and determination to 

rise above the limitations of their society (Imo Eshiet 27)  

 The arrogance of the rich, their wealth, their thugs, their certainty of remaining perpetually in power, 

pitched with the desperate hunger of the poor can only breed chaos. The cyclical pattern of the rich eating up and 

swallowing the poor is well established.  Okri uses the grotesque in describing the men of wealth and power. 

These people are shown in a distorted and exaggerated manner. Azaro describes the group that attempted to kidnap 

him in Madame Koto’s bar:  

There was an albino, but he was tall and had a head like a tuber of yam. The man who was bulbous in one eye was 

white and black in the other. The two men who were sinister in dark glasses now had white hair and curious lip 

deformations. The youth who had no teeth was now a woman (133)  

The weird appearance of these people shows their wicked nature. As Azaro looks on, he notices transformation in 

their number:  

The woman with no teeth became two. The midgets (two before) became four. The two men with dark glasses and 

white hair became three. The man with a bulbous eye acuired a double, and the double had a bulbous eye on the 

other side of his face (134).  

Just as more people are being pauperised through the harsh socio – economic and political climate of Nigeria, some 

others do manage to acquire the highly revered wealth and join the privileged class of the oppressors. The corrupt 

politician is getting more disciples just as the ranks of the poor are swelling.  

In another scene, Azaro is watching the politicians and the prostitutes dancing in Madame Koto’s bar. He observes 

that though they appear human, they are in fact animals in disguise; “Part – time human beings dancing to the music 

of ascendant power, those who would wreck our hopes for two generations” (461). There is a preponderance of 

animal metaphor in this novel. Madame Koto’s eyes are compared with a lion’s. Politicians are compared with rats. 

The old – man child has the passionate weight of the lion. And in the passage given above, human beings are shown 

to be animals in disguise. Showing a human being as a beast means the person is bereft of any human sentiment. 

Okri has shown through the symbol of the old – man – child that appearance is deceitful. By using Azaro who is a 

spirit – child, he exposes to us the real nature of the characters. The human being is an enigma, a riddle, which only 

Azaro who has experienced life and death, can solve.     
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