
LITERARY DEVICES IN “THE FAMISHED ROAD” BY BEN OKRI 

The Famished Road by Ben Okri is a postmodern narrative which portrays some of the social 

and political issues surrounding Nigeria as a consequence of colonialism, from the angle of the 

Yoruba myth, “abiku”.  Okri uses a variety of literary devices to illustrate and emphasize these 

issues. The devices to be discussed are: Diction, Metaphor, Deus Ex Machina and Symbolism. 

Diction is the most important literary device used by Ben Okri in The Famished Road. His 

deliberate use of language passes an undiluted message without room for misconceptions. 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 (p. 1). Okri uses 

Nigerian English as a geographical compass to his subject matter. The underlying religion in 

Nigeria is Christianity; therefore, he uses the structural composition similar to the Bible’s 

account of creation to evoke an allusive effect, “In the beginning was the Word and the Word 

was with God and the Word was God” (John 1:1). In that land of beginnings spirits mingled with 

the unborn. We could assume numerous forms (p. 1). He uses the demonstrative “that” to 

differentiate the spirit world from the physical world and uses the inclusive pronoun “we” to 

reveal the identity of the narrator.  

Those of us who made such vows were known among the Living as abiku, spirit-children. Not all 

people recognised us. We were the ones who kept coming and going, unwilling to come to terms 

with life. We had the ability to will our deaths (p. 1). Okri uses a capital “L” in “living” to 

generalize the entire human race. There are several accounts surrounding the concept of spirit 

children, depending on the region and culture. The use of the Yoruba word “abiku” narrows it 

down to the Yoruba culture of Nigeria portrayed by the character Azaro, with which the story is 

told. The deliberate use of “Dad” and “Mum” as Azaro’s parents’ names generalizes the 

experiences of these characters, rather than limit them to a specific identity.  

Do you see all this?’ Dad said, waving his good arm to indicate the forest and the bushes. ‘Yes,’ 

I replied. ‘It is bush now, isn’t it?’ ‘Yes.’ ‘But sooner than you think there won’t be one tree 

standing. There will be no forest left at all. And there will be wretched houses all over the place. 

This is where the poor people will live (p. 22). Okri foretells the future of Nigeria with the 

character Dad. Majority of the citizens in Nigeria today are poor or living in poor conditions 

either physically or mentally and most times, both. 

 ‘IF YOU VOTE FOR US...’‘...we are finished,’ someone added. ‘...WE WILL FEED YOUR 

CHILDREN...’‘. . . lies.’‘...AND WE WILL BRING YOU GOOD ROADS...’‘. . . which the rain 

will turn into gutters!’‘...AND WE WILL BRING ELECTRICITY...’ ‘…so you can see better 

how to rob us!’‘...AND WE WILL BUILD SCHOOLS...’ (p. 93). Okri illustrates the corrupt 

democratic system of government in Nigeria. The politicians use words at face value to entice 

votes from the masses to fulfil their selfish desires of power. The words in the lowercase 



represent the voice of the masses often silenced by oppression and illustrate the realities of the 

masses emphasized by the politicians: this is an underlying issue existing in modern day Nigeria. 

The multidimensionality of The Famished Road is evident in the twin metaphors of its title. Okri 

uses the road as a metaphor of life. 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 (p. 1). Life is insatiable. The beginning of the hardships and issues in Nigeria 

started as a result of selfishness and quest for power. These hardships often become entrapments: 

I saw Dad swallowed by a hole in the road (p. 3), which transforms into an accepted reality. 

The road is also used as a metaphor of Nigeria’s corrupt government. All the roads multiplied, 

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

mouths, twisting themselves in 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 (p. 86). The abolished Military 

and the adapted Democratic rule of government has neither improved nor solved the underlying 

issues that propelled the country to Independence. Rather, it plunges Nigeria into a void of 

corruption, violence and identity loss.  

The road metaphorically represents death as well. I travelled on the wind of amnesia till we came 

to a mighty green road…this road has no end. It leads to the world of human beings and to the 

world of spirits. It leads to heaven and hell. It leads to worlds that we don’t even know about (p. 

242). Roads denote the end of a period and the start of another. Nigeria has to pass through the 

process of death before she can understand the value of life, the value of being an independent 

country. 

Another literary device used in the narrative is Deus Ex Machina. It refers to the circumstance 

where a “divine character” is introduced for the purpose of resolving conflicts and procuring an 

interesting outcome. That evening I heard that an old man who lived near us had been staring at a 

lizard, while drinking ogogoro in the afternoon heat, when a flaming-yellow angel flew past his 

face and blinded him. I did not believe that story (p. 200). The experience of the character, Old 

Man, is a testament of the supernatural’s influence on the human life. Unlike the old man, Azaro 

personifies deus ex machina, “As a child I could read people’s minds. I could foretell their 

futures. Accidents happened in places I had just left. One night I was standing in the street with 

Mum when a voice said: ‘Cross over.’ I tugged Mum across the street and a few moments later 

an articulated lorry plunged into the house we had been standing in front of and killed an entire 

family” (p. 5).  Nigeria, like Azaro, has the power to influence the lives of her citizens, to 

liberate from rapid decline but the voice of change advises softly, no one is listening. 

Deus Ex Machina in the narrative also illustrates the strong traditional beliefs imbedded in the 

Nigerian culture. She was often in the backyard. She was often digging the earth, planting a 



secret, or taking one out. One day I hid and watched her and saw her plant round white stones on 

the earth (p. 51). The character Madame Koto represents the entrepreneurs in Nigeria. Like 

Madame Koto, most business owners offer fetish rituals to supernatural entities as guarantors of 

divine influence. The moth circled his head. He swore that under the terrible gaze of the goddess, 

and under the threat of death, he was honest about the money he had collected, and which he was 

now presenting (p. 14). Most Nigerian culture accepts the supernatural as the ultimate form of 

justice. Proclamations from these divinities are held sacred and executed irrespective of the 

consequences. The extreme dependence on these beliefs prevents Nigeria from any logical and 

substantial progress achieved through hard work.  

Ben Okri also uses Symbolism as a literary device in the narrative. In that land of beginnings 

spirits mingled with the unborn…Many of us were birds. We knew no boundaries. There was 

much feasting, playing, and sorrowing...We played much because we were free (p. 1). The land 

of the living is a symbol of pre-colonial Africa; vast, peaceful, beautiful and traditional: The 

spirits symbolize the African countries and the spirit companions, the African culture whom they 

had special affinity (p. 1), until they were born into the land of the living. 

Okri uses childbirth as a symbol of colonialism. There are many reasons why babies cry when 

they are born and one of them is the sudden separation from the world of pure dreams, where all 

things are made of enchantment, and where there is no suffering (p. 1). Many African countries 

passed through this birthing ritual and most of them “lingered in the world, seduced by the 

annunciation of wonderful events” (p. 2). Civilization was introduced to Africa through 

colonialism and conformity meant the rejection of one identity for the other. Many tribes in 

Western Africa on the Gulf of Guinea conformed to a new identity: Nigeria. 

The “abiku” character Azaro, symbolizes Nigeria with the land of the living as a symbol of post-

colonialism. When I was very young I had a clear memory of my life stretching to other lives. 

There were no distinctions. Sometimes I seemed to be living several lives at once (p. 3). There 

are over 250 ethnic groups and over 250 different languages with varieties of cultures in Nigeria. 

There is great burden that comes with classifying this huge amount of diverse people under one 

identity.  Nigeria has denounced most of her cultural roots in search of civilization; a quest that 

results in rejection, tribal hatred, poverty and violence. Our country is an abiku country. Like a 

spirit-child, it keeps coming and going. One day it will decide to remain. It will become strong (p. 

351). Nigeria’s issues would be solved when she accepts her status as an Independent country 

and stop subconsciously yearning for a pricey life of ease brought by the Western world. 

The character Dad is another symbol used in the narrative. They were going to cut my 

throat…they were going to kill your father because I won’t vote for them (p. 210). He 

symbolizes the life of a docile man in a post-modern Nigeria:  silenced, ridiculed, powerless and 

oppressed. Dad was still training, unaware of my presence. He seemed so solid on those 

nights.....He talked to the wind and his voice was powerful; it had weight, it was the voice of a 

new man (p. 259). Okri uses Dad’s alter ego Black Tyger the boxer to illustrate the mental and 



physical growth of a man determined for change. Black Tyger the boxer symbolizes resistance; 

the loud powerful voices of the masses.  

“Your fame is beginning to travel. But I will put an end to it” (p. 260). In every revolution, there 

is opposition. The character Yellow Jaguar symbolizes the obstacle of change in Nigeria. Okri 

illustrates through Black Tyger, the approach to tackling and defeating Nigeria’s social and 

political issues, “Then Dad, planting his feet solidly, let out a continuous animal cry, a wounded 

cry, and unleashed an onslaught of wild blows. He rained them down on the man. He released a 

veritable hurricane of combinations, of swinging punches, wild hooks, vicious crosses, crackling 

upper cuts. I saw the man rush backwards, I saw his head lower, his arms helpless. Dad didn’t 

stop his cry till he had beaten the man into the swamp” (p. 261): with firmness and brutality.  

In conclusion, “We must look at the world with new eyes. We must look at ourselves differently. 

We are freer than we think. We haven’t begun to live yet. The man whose light has come on in 

his head, in his dormant sun, can never be kept down or defeated. We can redream this world and 

make the dream real” (p. 363). Nigeria had a dream: to be liberated from external factors, to live 

without division, without oppression, without poverty, without hatred. This dream must be 

revived, restructured and executed. Change comes from within; therefore, the insecurities and 

mental bondage entrapping every citizen of Nigeria must be broken. The diverse ethnic groups 

should be embraced as strength not weakness; with Love, Unity, and Perseverance, Nigeria can 

and will be better. 
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