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Abstract 

This paper examines the concept of magical realism in two 

contemporary African fictions – Ben Okri’s The Famished Road 

and ZakesMda’s Ways of Dying. Magical realism has thrived in 

fictive narratives of Latin American to express their worldview. 

Gabriel Marquez, Isabel Allende, Toni Morrison are strong 

disciples of this type of writing. Equally, Asia writers such as 

Salman Rushdie and a host of other Japanese writers have also 

achieved success with the combination of the real and unreal. Ben 

Okri The Famished Road  and ZakesMda’s Ways of Dying has 

fully domesticated the concept to African environment and use it 

to explore the post-colonial African society occasioned by violence, 

struggle for power, ethnicity and irresponsible leadership. Magical 

realism becomes a way for the African to come to reality with 

existence with no dividing line between the living and the dead. 

The paper concludes that the concept of magical realism provides 

an in-depth and penetrating insight into contemporary fiction in 
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Africa based on the history and peculiarity of the writer’s 

environment.      

 

Introduction 

Magical Realism as literary discourse in an arduous task for a scholar 

engaged in it. The reason becomes obvious when one considers the two 

antipodal words – magic and realism. Magic entails something beyond the 

ordinary, beyond that which can be perceived by the natural senses. 

Realism on the other hand shows scientific objectivity. In literature it 

directs its attention to faithful depiction of life based on the five senses. 

When the novel became highly developed, realism becomes its 

distinguishing feature. Realism as a broad literary movement in the 

twentieth century emphasizes the truthful portrayal of life the way it is. 

Emile Zola, who championed the realistic mode of drama, advocated that 

literary presentations should draw from real life incidents. According to 

the realistic writers, truth can only be verified objectively. 

The yoking of magic with realism violently connotes our assault on the 

realistic tenet, shaking the foundation which it stood. Consequently, the 

real and the imaginary, the conscious and the unconscious came to be 

associated with the real. In Europe, ant-realistic mode of literary 

representations was the aftermath of world wars, the first and the second, 

and the great depression. In other parts of the world, such as Africa, Asia 

and South African, magic realism is integral to the culture. Realism is 

deeply rooted in the magical exploration of the world.  

A study of the literary artifact coming from South America show that the 

popularity of this emergent post modern genre. Gabriel Garcia Marquez, 

Isabel Allende and host of other Latin American writers became apostles 

and literary bohemias of this style of representations. Equally Indian born 

Salman Rushdie, who writes from alien perspective, has adopted this 

narrative mode in the Midnight Children. Magical realism has also been 

applied to the works of Haraki Marakami and Banana Yashimoto in 

Japanese fictive works. African writer have also contributed to this 
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concept. They include: Ben Okri’s The Famished Road, Zakes Mda’s Ways of 

Dying and Amos Tutola’s The Palmwine Drinkard. Other writers exist in 

African, the analysis will be reduced to The Famished Road and Ways of 

Dying.  

 

Origins and Development 

The term magic realism was used by Franz Roh, fine art critic to describe 

trend in post-expressionistic Germany in 1925. Apart from the feeling of 

discrimination in post-war Germany after its defeat in the First World 

War, it was also fuelled by the suffering occasioned by the effect of the 

great depression in Europe. The expressionist rebelled against the 

scientific age for not doing enough to solve the basic problems of man. 

They opted for a society where humans will be in harmony with their 

environment, where humanitarian needs will replace material needs. The 

concept was closely expounded by Alejo Capentier who applied cultural 

theory to Latin American and Caribbean novels. Stephen Slemon observes 

that: 

In Latin America, the badge of magic realism has 

signified a kind of uniqueness or difference from 

mainstream culture-what in another context 

AlejoCapentier has called marvelous American reality 

– and this given the concept the stamp of cultural 

authority not theoretical soundness (9). 

Associated with magical realism is Alejo Capentier’s marvelous reality 

which become a way of describing the concept of reality in the literatures 

of Latin American and other parts of the worlds which does not conform 

to western critical canon. To him, the marvelous is the science and 

fundamental form of reality as perceived by indigenous people of Latin 

American. This concept of reality which is twisted and mingles the 

natural and the supernatural, the sacred and the profane, dream and 

fantasy was used by notable Latin American writers to carry the totality of 

the Latin American modern and post-modern experience.  
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Magic realism has been explicated by a number of writers based on their 

view and the writers being xrayed. Encyclopedia of World of Literature 

writes that: 

Magical realism like myth also provides an essentially 

synthetic or totalizing way of depicting reality and 

expressed man’s astonishment before the wonders of 

the real world and a vision of fantastic feature of 

reality.(4) 

In the world of Macondo, the fictive setting of One Hundred Years of 

Solitude, time is fluid and elastic. The present, the past and the future are 

intertwined in the life of a backward race condemned to solitude.  

In describing magical realism in Latin-American fiction, Eurique 

Anderson affirms that magical realism oscillates between the supernatural 

and strangeness and goes on to distinguish them. He says:  

In the first place, the narrator allows such a portent to 

break suddenly into the action which he is narrating. 

He rejoices in denouncing the principles of logic and 

simulating miracles which turn the laws of nature 

upside down … in strange stories, the narrator instead 

of presenting magic as if it were real presents reality as 

if it were magic: characters, things and events are all 

recognizable and reasonable, but the narrator 

proposes to provoke feelings of strangeness he regards 

what he sees and abstains from rational explanation 

(4). 

Apart from the supernatural elements found in Marquez’s One Hundred 

Years of Solitude, strangeness is a strong attribute of a good literary 

masterpiece, no matter the part of the world it is coming from. The ill 

treatment of workers in a banana company is enough justification to go on 

strike. Rather than engaging in a dialogue to resolve the conflict, the 
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government security operatives opens fire which leaves three thousand 

dead. 

Magical realism according to Erik Chamayal –Freixas; 

issues an alternate world view which one might call 

primitive-whether it is voodoo practitioners, 

Guatemelan Indian, or villager from the Mexican and 

Columbian hinterland. The emphasis in 

anthropological and regional, but what lies behind 

this suggestion is the suggestion of continental Latin 

America identity (588) 

Magical realism is a revolt against realistic concept which began with 

expressionists through surrealism of Andre Breton in Europe, but it was 

to find its home in Latin American contemporary fiction and which 

Chamayd –Freixas sees as “not a quest for literary label, but a plunge into 

innermost working of contemporary fiction” (588). 

In an interview with Toni Morrison, one of the ardent writers of magical 

realists, she says:  

I also want my work to capture the vast imagination of 

black people. That is, I want my books to reflect the 

very practical, shrewd, day to day functioning that 

black people must do, while at the same time they 

encompass some great supernatural elements. We 

know that it does not bother them one bit to 

something practical and have visions at the same time. 

So all the parts of living are on equal footing. Birds 

talk and butterflies beg, and it is not surprising or 

upsetting them. These make the world layer for them. 

(1). 

Magical realism is not peculiar to South American writers.  butto some 

Asian writers such as Salman Rushdie in the Midnight Children. The story 

is revolved around the Indian nation states which came into being in 1947. 

It reveals the various aspect of Indian cultural life presented from 
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multifaceted point of view. The story is unfolded by the narrator, Saleem 

Sinai but it is punctuated with many illiterate minor characters who are 

representative of oral tradition and this provides the fantasies and 

supernatural elements in the novel.  

Also Ida Meyer has applied the concept of magical realism to the works of 

HarukiMarakami and Banana Yashimoto. She writes that: 

The characters’ voices in Marakamo’s and Yashimoto’s 

works are uniformly ones of emotional isolation and 

fulfillment, issues that are contemporary, relevant in 

contemporary Japan due to traditional cultural 

structures and the collapse of the bubble economy. 

The characters’ isolation is caused by a perceived 

barrier between their private and public personae, 

with the magical events eventually acting as a 

bridging mechanism between those two spheres. (2).  

This statement shows that the concept of magical realism exist outside the 

mainstream literary circles of Europe and  has fared well in Latin 

America, Asia, Africa and other parts of the world. Nadeem Akhtar 

maintains that “the difference of opinions rises from social, cultural and 

political difference of Latin American from the rest of western world” (2). 

Despite the fact that western literary critical canon has dominated the 

world due to colonialism, cross cultural contacts and acculturation, 

magical realism has accommodated literary expressions coming from 

Latin America, Asia and Africa.  

 

Magic Realism in Ben Okri’sThe Famished Road 

… And mother prayed, child 

 May you never walk 

 When the road wait, famished.  

(http://zunguzungu.wordpress.com) 

The title The Famished Road was taken from Wole Soyinka’s poem “Death 

in the Dawn” which reminisces the agonizing image of the journey made 

http://zunguzungu.wordpress.com/
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by humans from birth through maturity to death. The symbolic 

pilgrimage is fraught with dangers and obstacles and at end one plods 

towards a sorry end.  

The journey motif is taken up by Ben Okri in the Famished Road. The story 

is unfolded from the angle of an Abiku child who transcend the physical 

and the spiritual world. As an Abiku child, he is supposed to pass 

through the rite of birth, death and rebirth. As a child from the dual 

world, who enjoys absolute freedom in the spirit realm, but decides to 

stay out of the excruciating pain the mother has to undergo each time she 

loses a child at infancy. The duality of Azaro places him in position to 

give a penetrating insight into both the real and the spiritual world.  

With the publication of the Famished Road, Ben Okri has been able to 

domesticate the concept of magical realism to African soil using the pre-

colonial and post colonial period in Nigeria as a focal point. The novel is 

charged with ritual and mythic atmosphere and this gives the child-hero 

the narrative verve to frit between the natural and the supernatural world 

in order to telescope the image of abject poverty and political apathy in 

Nigeria. Ato Quayson is of the view that the work is “the most 

sophisticated expression of magic realism in Africa. (172). The concept is 

line with African cultural belief where is no demarcation between humans 

and spirits. Apart from African heritage he combines effectively the 

western realistic and the south American style of magic realism to produce 

a new type of narrative which highly picturesque, descriptive and 

compelling. Diler and Emir see the Famished Road as a statement on politics 

and history and writes that:  

In this distinct type of magical realism, which serves 

as the third eye in the novel, Okri observes the realities 

of neocolonial political struggle in Nigeria and stresses 

the socio-political injustice, corruption and 

dysfunctionality in his native post-colonial Nigeria. 

While exploring socio-political and historical realities, 
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he represents the history of his conception through the 

African consciousness (90-91). 

It is no doubt the novel is magically charged and littered with spirits, 

ghosts, ancestral beings, demons. These extra-terrestrial bodies or beings 

mingle freely and interacts with the living. This is more predominant in 

the policeman’s house where the ghost of the son hovers over the house 

coupled with ritualistic oath taking ceremony. Madam Koto’s bar becomes 

an extension of the road which branched out unto the other world. The bar 

which reeks of drunkenness and prostitution, become a fertile ground for 

mingling of the spirits in various forms with the living. Okpanachi and 

Bello write that: 

Consonant with African worldview, every space, time 

and object is the creation and manifestation of God. 

Madam Koto sacrifices at the crossroads, and the 

forest, the road, the way, the market and the path are 

media of Azaro’s transition (176). 

Despite the fact that the narrator, a spirit child, is relieving the story, other 

characters are presented in mythic terms. Dad symbolizes a just citizen, 

struggling to act out a living. Amidst debt, he engages all sort of menial job 

but it is barely enough to take care of his wife and only child. His dream of 

becoming a boxer was dashed. The poverty of the family is extended to the 

environment where most people live in abject poverty. Madam Koto, on 

the other hand possess aura which reverberates in her environment. 

Azaroconfirms many rumours and legends about her. She is seen as 

sending many men to their untimely grave and she is far older than she 

looks. Ben Obuselu says that: 

Madam Koto’s virtues are many. But she is so self-

obsessed, greedy and exploitative that she perverts 

and poisons every virtue. She is a mother figure but 

her motherhood only caters to the lusts of the body. In 

a harsh competition world, she is determined to make 

her way by living off other people’s voices (35). 
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The supernatural plane becomes a way for the narrator to escape from the 

rigours of living. Obobolo writes that: 

The themes of exile and alienation are also discernable 

in Okri’s text. Azaro, the spirit –child feels a sense of 

alienation in a world that is replete with unfathomable 

mysteries: a world that is full of riddles that neither 

the living nor the dead can understand (50).  

Therefore the world of the spirits is free and unencumbered by the agonies 

and desperation of human existence and Azaro did hesitate to show his 

disapproval of being born. He refers to it as “the rigous of existence, the 

unfulfilled longings, the enshrine injustices of the world, the labyrinths of 

love… (3The Famished Road). Yet, it is a road which he must travel in 

order to unravel the secret behind living. Life on earth is reminiscent of 

pains, suffering and finally one plods towards a sorry end. The discussion 

between Azaro and his spirit companionship throw more light: 

‘What are doing here?’ one then would ask  

‘Living’, I would reply 

‘Living for what?’ 

‘I don’t know’ 

‘Why don’t you know? Haven’t you seen what lies 

ahead of you? 

‘No’ 

Then they showed me images which I couldn’t 

understand. They showed me a prison, a woman 

covered with golden boils, a long road, pitiless 

sunlight, a flood, an earthquake, death (7 The Famished 

Road).  

These images shows that in the world of the living, the majority the people 

are in chains and this is orchestrated very powerful few in power who 

represent the prison officials. Anca-loana Marier sees the character of 

Madam Kota as a metaphor of colonial domination. She writes that: 
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The stage of her transformation from an ordinary 

woman of the compound into the rich business 

woman who serves the interests of the party of the 

Rich and thus her own interest corresponds to the 

three stages of colonialism in Nigeria: Madam Koto’s 

initial coquetry with power, politics and the party of 

the Rich stands for the establishment of the British rule 

in Nigeria in the 1980s: the colonial period itself is 

represented by madam Koto’s rapid physical and 

spiritual growth… eventually death at the end of the 

trilogy marks the end of colonialism and the birth of 

new era that of the independence of the African state 

(192). 

At a symbolic level, the Abiku child masquerades as the nation, Nigeria, 

who has just been born. The nation will travel through long and tortuous 

road because the foundation was faulty. Power becomes a commodity 

which is sold to the highest bidder amidst violence occasioned by 

thuggery, killing, maiming and wanton destruction of properties. It will 

not be long before the violence reach a crescendo. In an apocalyptic vision, 

Ade, a spirit friend of Azaro says:  

There will be changes. Coups. Soldiers everywhere. 

Ugliness. Blindness. And then when people least 

expect it a great transformation is going to take place 

in the world.. A wonderful change is coming from far 

away and people will realize the great meaning of 

struggle and hope. There will be peace. Then the 

people will forget. Then it will start again, getting 

worse, getting better. (478 The Famished Road). 

Power becomes a destabilizing factor in our search for responsible 

leadership. Emmanuella Asaduwrite that:  

In the Famished Road, Okri portrays the corrupting 

influence of wealth and power by describing the 
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advancement of madam Koto. Although she advances 

in wealth, riches and influence, these are followed by 

an inner spiritual decay and moral decadence… 

Madam Koto depicts the lives of those in the corridors 

of power who amass excessive wealth at the expense 

of the starving majority (144). 

In the final analysis, The Famished Road is literary masterpiece that adopt 

the concept of magical realism to expose in-depth the contemporary social, 

political and economic problem in Nigerian society. Using the journey 

motif, Ben Okri portrays the spirit-child ultimate pilgrimage through life 

amidst suffering, hunger and political upheavals. Reality is charged with 

mythical aura that there is no dividing line between the real and the 

supernatural. This is in line with the cyclic nature of life which comprised 

of birth, death and rebirth. Nigeria, Africa and the entire world is in dire 

need of rebirth if any meaningful change is to take place. The Famished has 

a strong universal appeal. The opening lines of the novel leaves much food 

for thought: 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 The Famished Road). 

 

Magical Realism in ZakesMda’sWay of Dying  

Apart Ben Okri, ZakesMda, a South African writer, has adopted the 

concept of magic realism to capture the excessive wave of violence in 

South Africa at the beginning of post apartheid era. The action is 

concentrated on two diametrically opposite characters that are victims of 

violence. The black who assumed the position of the white overlords 

continued the oppression and subjugation of their fellow blacks. Totoki is a 

traveling mourner who provides the services of consoling the bereaved 

families. In the process, he runs into Noria, a childhood acquaintance 

while mourning for the son, Vutha, who is also a victim of violence. They, 

however, begin a relationship to assist each other and begin the role of 

nation building in post Apartheid South Africa.  
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Mda’s concept of magical realism is rooted in African folkloric method of 

story telling that is characteristics of South African chants. The present, the 

past the future are clearly delineated. According to Ohioswallow.com, a 

website : 

…the sense of place so central to Mda’s fiction is both 

the accurate observation of topographical details on 

the authors part and the repository of remembered 

experience of those who inhabit these places. It has 

therefore a real and imagined dimension. In this and 

evolving sense of place feed both strategies of 

focalization already touched and the discursive 

blending reflected in a given narratives structure. 

(xxv). 

Therefore, magic realism in African became a tool in the hand of writers to 

deconstruct  the dangers of colonialism and it attendant effect. Noria loses 

her first child and re-conceives him after having intercourses with men in 

her dream. Vutha having come to life a second time, is killed on the 

accusation of being a sell out to their organization. The figurines 

mentioned in the novel that is created by Jwara in moments of possession 

under the inspiration of enchanting songs. To Sue-Ann Foster, “The 

figurine signify Mda’s suggestion that Black Africans reconnect with the 

mystical heritage of the African past from which they have been severed 

because of long history of volume” (39)  

It should be noted that the magic potency of this figurines of imaginative 

animals is intertwined with the lives of Totoki and Noria. Toloki is the son 

of Jwara and wants a clean break with the past which the creation of his 

father entails. This is made worse by the fact that the father has abandoned 

him at a tender age. He runs away from village to become a professional 

mourner. The figurines are the artistic creation of Jwaraunder the 

enchanting song of Noria. As she grows up, she becomes a prostitute and 

her relationship with men produces two children which she loses to rising 

wave of violence during the interregnum between the time when Mandela 



Icheke Journal of the Faculty of Humanities                                                                               www.ichekejournal.com 
 

Magical Realism in Ben Okri’s The Famishedroad and Zakes Mda’s Ways Of Dying           163 

is released from prison to when multi-racial election will be held to usher a 

new government. Violence separates them and violence brings them back. 

In the cause of rebuilding Noria’s shack that was burnt down.Toloki uses 

pictures and part of Home and Garden magazine to decorate the walls of 

the house and reminisces an imaginative walk with Noira throughout the 

garden. This is illuminated by the extract below: 

This is a lively entrance that graces their private 

garden. Four pillars hoist on overhead trellis laced 

with Belle of Portugal roses. A bed of delphiniums, 

snap dragons, cosmos, and hollyhocks rolls to the foot 

of the arbour. Noria and Toloki take a brief rest in the 

wooded gazebo, blanked by foliage and featuring a 

swing. Noira like to sit on the swing and Toloki enjoys 

pushing it for her. (WD 112-113). 

In describing his style of writing, ZakesMda says in an interview says that: 

I draw from the same source as the creators of magical 

realism hence the “magic” I say ‘magic’ in quotes, you 

see because the world from which my fiction draws 

hasn’t got a line of demarcation between the 

supernatural on one hand what you would call 

objective reality on the other hand. The two merge and 

live side by side. Those who live in that world can’t 

separate the two. In fact, that’s how they live their 

lives. What in the western world you call magic in 

part of their day to day lives, you see, and it is part of 

the real world. It is a part of their realism.  

Magical realism becomes a way of sublimating the stock realities of daily 

existence in South Africa.  

Ways of Dying is a novel of binary opposites –life and death. Gabriel 

Rudolv writes that: 

…what is interesting about these dichotomies is that 

they are not as clear as one might think. At first glance 



Icheke Journal of the Faculty of Humanities                                                                               www.ichekejournal.com 
 

Magical Realism in Ben Okri’s The Famishedroad and Zakes Mda’s Ways Of Dying           164 

they seem very clear since if you are dead, you cannot 

be alive. But life and death is something we deal with 

on a daily basis. A general idea which I have and 

which the novel suggests is that a fear of death 

influences your life (6). 

The aura of death pervades the entire society and the living has come to 

terms with this concept and Toloki decides to provide professional services 

in order to bring victims to terms with this fever gripping the entire 

society, “Death lives with us everyday. Indeed our ways of dying are our 

ways of living. Or should I say our ways of living are our way of dying 

(WD 98). At the beginning of the novel, one is confronted with this concept 

of binary opposites –the wedding ceremony and the funeral procession. 

This is resplendent of the fact that life is about to begin and life has just 

been extinguish. It also depicts the diversities in the society such as the 

whites and the blacks, the poor and the rich. Even Noria and Toloki are 

opposites. Noira, despite the fact she has lost two children to violence is so 

much interested in what goes on, especially the political environment that 

is currently charged with the quest for power in a transitional period and 

she is willing to provide succour for the poor and under privileged. By so 

doing, the society can recover from it pains and forget ahead. 

Toloki, on the other hand, according to Julia EnglundOrn, is a cultural 

stereotype character drawn from the Xhosa performance tradition of 

Imbongi, a praise poet, known for starring emotion and possessing subtle 

commentary on current affair” (8). Toloki is a priest figure that lead the 

people through the ritual of coming to terms with reality. Despite the 

prevailing violence which make his job lucrative, “the mortuary busting at 

its seams’ (WD 145), Toloki is detached from the society. Death becomes a 

celebration through which the dead transits to another life. Therefore, the 

living community must join in the celebration.  

Despite the obvious differences that exist in Toloki and Noira, they must 

come together to change the face of the society. The figurines becomes a 

symbol of unification, the need to accept the hard fact of the past and the 
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present in order to shape a brighter future. Nefolovho returns the figurines 

to Toloki’s house, claiming that he had seen Jwara in his dream Julia. 

EnglundOrn observes that:  

These figurines comes to signify three different ways 

of representation of community identity. One of them 

will become a statute in Toloki and Noira’s home, to 

remind of the past life they had. To sell them as a 

piece of modern art, give them cultural value that will 

spread and live on and the money will go to the 

children. The third option to build a shack for them a 

sort of museum of sorts. … The figurines tell of a place 

and time which they were made… 

At another vein, the figurines represent the present violence ravaging the 

south Africa society. Like a bug infested rag it permeates the entire society. 

The bringing to an end of racial policy did not abate it; rather it shifted 

ground and changed characters. The blackman is peached against his 

brother, then children and women who are the defenceless, become 

victims.  

Magical realism in the Ways of Dying is used to ridicule the tensions, the 

emotional trauma associated with the death of loved one. It becomes for 

Mda imaginative flight from the horrors and tensions of violence in South 

Africa with a view to bringing the partners to a round table talk in order to 

enthrone Justice and equity. 

 

Conclusion  

Ben Okri and Zakes Mda present African society from mythical point of 

view where the living interacts with the spirits and the natural mingles 

with the supernatural, to reflect on contemporary issues plaguing post 

colonial Africa. Ben Okri’s The Famished Road depicts leadership problem in 

Nigeria political landscape immediately after independence occasioned by 

greed, corruption and excruciating poverty. The bad leadership ushers the 
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military to power and not long, Nigeria is plunged in civil warfare that 

lasted for three years. 

Zakes Mda capture in totality the violence ravaging South African society 

during the interregnum between the time Mandela is released from prison 

to the time multi-racial election will be held. Therefore magical realism 

becomes an effective way of down playing the magnitude of the problem 

that has reached a crescendo. The only solace is to seek refuge in the spirit 

realm where man is free from all encumbrances that is associated with 

living in Africa. Magical realism is a potent method used by these writers 

to show the ills of African society.          
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