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Abstract
The Booker Prize winner for Ben Okri's novel The Famished Road, the novel breaks away
from traditional narrative with its multi-layered and complex depiction of neo-colonial Nigeria.
This article explores the use of trans-realism, a concept Okri uses to talk of an African aesthetic
that is 'inside and outside realism', and the point that traditional realism is 'too limited a mode
to talk about reality'. The aesthetic model of the text is the riddle, which allows allusions to
paradox and contradiction, which reveals ontological and socio-political truth. Told through
the eyes of Azaro, a spirit-child or abiku, the novel's liminality constantly renegotiates the
differences between the phenomenal and the supernatural, making them into a single space,
where the spiritual is "more real than the world of the everyday". The central dichotomy of
Nigeria as an "abiku country" is the theme of Okri's criticism of the endless succession of
corruption, betrayal, and instability. In the end, trans-realism and paradox enable the text to
move beyond any political criticism and to describe the visionary creativity necessary for

liberation and change, which is encapsulated in the unresolved final mysteries of dream and

the “liberty of limitations™.
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1. Introduction

The Famished Road (1992), winner of the Booker Prize, is a novel by the highly acclaimed
Nigerian author, Ben Okri, who used the novel to showcase the monsterous socio-political
environment of the neo-colonial Nigeria. As a writer who is convinced that the novelist "cannot
avoid engagement in political and social issues", Okri criticises issues like corruption, violence,
dispossession, colonialism, neo-colonialism and identity crisis. His writing combines modern
day political issues and African oral myths, legends and fables, thus revitalizing the oral

tradition.
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The novel's realism demands a form of narration that is able to capture the complexity of the
African experience. The writing is sometimes described as Magical Realism, a style often
associated with African-American authors, particularly those from West Africa; but Okri and
a few critics disagree. Rather, Okri is a trans-realist writer, whose method he calls "writing
inside and outside realism". Realism is, for Okri, "too limited a mode to talk about reality" and,
in fact, "less than reality, much less". Okri's conception of "African" style is "a way of looking
at the world in more than three dimensions": it is "a style of looking at things that is riddled
with riddles and paradoxes. This way, the novel can exist in several different worlds at once

and treat the physical and supernatural worlds equally.

The paper proposes that the phenomenon of paradox is not only a stylistic device, but the
aesthetic and conceptual underpinning of The Famished Road, as rendered in trans-realism. A
binary code is a way the narrative is defined, a reality and an imaginary reality, realism and
supernatural, old and new, esoteric and mundane. Azaro, the central figure, a spirit-child or
“abiku” is an emblematic character of paradox and liminality, who regularly flits between
worlds. This paper will show how this aesthetic of contradiction, the riddle, enables Okri to
criticize the cyclicality of Nigerian postcolonial history, and at the same time to state the

importance of visionary dreaming as the means towards overcoming Nigeria's perpetual flux.
Trans-Realism, Aesthetics, and Ontological Paradox

The African aesthetic is fundamentally an aesthetic with its own worldview, and this is what
Okri has chosen, hence the term trans-realism. This aesthetic, he says, "is destined to be tied to
a vision of the world in more than three dimensions". This viewpoint is an "aesthetics of
possibilities, labyrinths, of riddles—we love riddles, of paradoxes". In this state, Okri makes
sure that the novel is based on a set of beliefs, myths, and rituals that are "inviolate" from the

influence of the colonists, and are fundamental to African consciousness.

Trans-realism is an anti-traditional realism. Speaking of the spirit world, Okri says "In a curious
way, the world of spirits is not metaphorical or imaginary; rather it is more real than the world
of the everyday. The novel operates at several levels of being: "not mutually exclusive". The
viewpoint shifts from one level to another in an "extreme fluidity" so that "things, plants,
animals, or people [are] never what they seem to be, or rather, what they are". Ontological

indeterminacy is one of the fundamental aspects of the trans-realist mode.
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This continual change and metamorphosis is echoed in the novel. The night forests, for
example, are the antithesis of this state in which "all forms are changeable, and all things
change their identities. This blending is constant, in which boundaries are rubbed out and the
two worlds (phenomenal reality, and the supernatural) make one. The complexity of this novel
means it does not have a single read, politically speaking, but rather a complex questioning of

possibilities.
The Abiku is the Central Liminal Paradox

The trans-realist narrative is grounded in the consciousness of Azaro, the narrator, who is a
child of the spirit or an abiku. An abiku is a motif in Yoruba mythology that "passes through
the endless cycle of death and birth. Azaro's life is one of liminality, living "in between" the
worlds of the living and the spirit world. He is characterized as one of the "strange ones, with

half of our beings always in the spirit world".

The very nature of the abiku embodies paradox, as he is an "unwilling adventurer into chaos
and sunlight, into the dreams of the living and the dead". He is the novel's heart and heart of its
heart, the "particular quality of that oscillating consciousness". While constantly drawn to the
spirit world, Azaro decided to persevere in the world of the Living because he wanted to make

happy "the bruised face of the woman who would become his mother".

The abiku's paradoxical nature is a metaphor to the nature of being in the world, Okri writes.
History itself has been an example of how "condition of the spirit child" is "partaken in" by
things of the world. There are many countries, civilizations, thoughts, half-discoveries,
revolutions, loves, art forms, experiments, and historical events and events of this kind and
with this condition, that do not know. Does he have to deal with these paradoxes — “the riddle
of living while one is living” and “the challenge of giving birth to one's true self” — and wonders
if he was created for them? This liminal identity is directly manifested in the trans-realist
blurring of boundaries. The supposedly "real" level of the world can collapse into the fantastic,

and the fantastic can attain a higher level of reality than the physical level of the world.

This explicit statement by Okri says that the African aesthetic "welcomes the riddles—of
paradoxes". The formal architecture and philosophical richness of the text is based on the
riddle, and this riddle is their "aesthetic model". Throughout the novel, questions of
interpretation and epistemology are continually asked. Azaro speaks of his "hunger for

knowledge" which is never satisfied, because "I was answered by paradoxes".
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This is later balanced with the argument that "There are many riddles of the dead that only the
living can answer. Reflecting the ambiguities of the world, Azaro says: "Anything can happen,
one way or the other, there are many riddles among us, and no one living, and no one dead, can

answer them.

The novel also features the importance of the unfinished and unsettled. A child has a dialogue
with a spirit, which tells him that contradictions will be resolved in the future, and that this will
be "the function of contradiction". But, Azaro questions whether the spirit understands this and
the spirit responds with “No”. This exchange is another contradiction: it is not possible to
"resolvable" the understanding of the ultimate. Transrealism is defined by the "unresolved (the

mystery, the enigma)" and "incompletion (nothing is ever finished)".
Paradoxical Cycles of Politics and History

The abiku is a liminal state for Okri not merely for introspection, but as a literal metaphor for
the traumatic and cyclical history of Nigeria. This motif is deliberately selected by the author
to show the past, present and future of the country. The national predicament is clear to the
companion of Azaro, Ade: “Our country is an abiku country. Like the spirit-child, it keeps
coming and going. One day it will decide to stay, and it will be strong” (478). Dad also
considers Nigeria to be an abiku nation, "one that keeps being reborn and after each birth comes
blood and betrayal" (494). This is a condition that indicates the country has regular political

and economic turbulence, that is it is in a constant state of flux between progress and regression.

The political system itself is based on a binary paradoxical opposition between the "Party of
the Rich" and the "Party of the Poor". The story mocks the idiots and promises of the neo-
colonial nation. The intrusions by both thugs (left and right) with the same empty promises to
the people of the compound helps set a pattern of repetition and recurrence that slows the text

and surrounds it in circularity. Doing the same thing again does not effect real changes.

The political corruption is given a corporeal form in the novel, reflecting the semi-permeable
nature of the novel's trans-realism.The novel's trans-realism makes the political corruption
corporeal and thus renders it difficult to distinguish between the secular and the evil. Greed
and avarice of the merchants and creditors is symbolised by the image of the rats, which are

described as "cowards thieves and rogues" (Okri 97).

The political and spiritual paradox of the character of the bar owner, Madame Koto, is of

paramount importance, and a key feature of magical realism (or trans-realism) allows them.
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From the outset Koto is perceived as a witch and her bar is a liminal space, often inhabited by
spirits and ghosts. As she gains wealth and allies herself with the corrupt "Party of the Rich",

her bar transforms into a place for political meetings.

Koto's social position is paradoxically the same despite her material success; a testament to
Okri's cyclical approach to culture. She continues to be an outcast, shunned by the people who
back the Party of the Poor. The change of spiritual to political clientele is merely an example
of "new groups and secular ideas having taken root. This political corruption has an actual
impact on her body: she becomes "a little ugly", and develops a "patch of rough darkened skin
on her face". This physical suffering implies that "greed and corruption become physical
ailment in Okri's world", and "act as spirits do. Azaro realizes that she is "surrounded by an

intangible aura of power, a field of fear.

When Madame Koto falls pregnant with three ‘strange children', this political corruption is
directly connected to the abiku motif. These triplets are referred to as the "worst of the spirit-
children. Literal and metaphoric, this pregnancy is a "metaphor for how corruption is brought
into a country. In this sequence, Okri shows how to mix the real and the magical to illuminate
the fact that the "aesthetics of a culture change, while the "underlying issues remain constant".
Instability and political corruption in Koto tends toward the image of abiku — circular, universal

and repetitive — rather than actual change.

Despite the emphasis on cycles and repetition, there is always the hope for transformation, a
hope born of mental and imaginative effort, a hope that is paradoxical. Exhausted and
marginalized, Dad, Azaro's father, tries to rise above the cyclicality of history. Dad, who thinks
the country is an abiku country, too, says "One day it will decide to remain" (478). He attempts

to make a difference by dreaming and by being a visionary.

Azaro joins his father in these visions and dreams, running away, into "the great realms and
spaces, the landscapes of genius, the worlds before birth, the worlds of pure dreams and signs.
Just as in the last sentence of the novel, "But a dream can be the highest point of a life" (574),
there is a final ambiguity that remains at the end of this sentence. This is a closing statement
which implies that the redemptive energy is not political but "purely visionary, imaginative
quality" leaving the possibility of completion "hanging". This emphasis on the power of the
dream is based on the belief that creative energy and art "will help to reach truth at an

ontological level, akin to dream-work.
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Conclusion

The Famished Road is successful as a postcolonial work just because it is trans-realist and uses
the paradoxical riddle as its aesthetic model. Through the "inside and outside realism" of his
narrative, Okri includes the African view of the world which takes in "more than three
dimensions" and embraces the inherent instability of life. The text's complicated organization
continually circles the cycles of birth and death suggested by the abiku, reflecting the political
situation of the "abiku country" Nigeria. The juxtaposition of opposites, the mingling of
familiar with strange, and the constant real and supernatural play, challenge a society beset by
repetition in history, as embodied in such figures as Madame Koto. The novel is an aesthetic
of incompletion, the unclosed riddle, which looks forward. Transcendence of ‘blood and
betrayal' lies in the realm of imagination, where the ‘challenge of giving birth to one's true self'
and ‘liberty of limitations' provide vision of redemption via creativity and mental

transformation.
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