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Preface 

Since her winning the Nobel Prize for Literature in 

1993, Toni Morrison has become a most celebrated, widely 

taught author. Her novels and essays have sparked 

illuminating discussions of the vexing and contradictory 

cultural conditions of late twentieth century America. Of 

course, it was not possible for readers and reviewers about 

thirty years ago, Nancy Peterson rightly observes, to think 

of Morrison's works in these terms (1993). The dramatic 

shift in the critical assessment of Morrison as author is 

registered in the di renee between the evaluation given 

to Sula the New York Times Book Revie~v in 1973 and the 

glowing tribute paid to Playing in the Dark in the same 

venue in 1992. Sara Blackburn said in 1973 that Morrison 

was "far too talented to remain only a marvelous recorder 

of the black side of provincial American life." 

Interestingly, in 1992, Wendy Steiner began by 

praising the very quality that Blackburn had condemned 

Morrison for: "The fact that she speaks as a black and 

(italics mine) a woman only enhances her ability to speak 

as an American, for the path to a common voice nowadays 

runs through the partisan." What becomes clear by 

juxtaposing these comments is that Morrison's rise to 

national and international recognition has been motivated 

not only by the magnificent body of work she has produced 
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but also by the rethinking of the relevance of race, class 

and gender to all areas of culture and aesthetics. 

An overview of the readings of Morrison's work over 

more than the last three decades demonstrates the shifts in 

the critical evaluation of black writing in general and of 

Morrison's in particular. The first scholarly article on 

the author did not appear until five years after the 

publication of The Bluest Eye (1970) and nearly two years 

after the publication of Sula (1973) But even in those 

studies, critics like Joan Bischoff compared Morrison to 

"great" canonical authors to suggest her books speak 

to more than "just" a black audience (1975). Bischoff even 

went on to invoke the problematic language of universalism 

to "promote" Morrison. In a 1983 interview to Nellie 

McKay, Morrison asked for the development of a criticism 

rooted in black culture to make profoundly intricate 

readings of her novels and those by other writers possible. 

It was Philip Royster and Odette Mart who first carefully 

laid the groundwork for a criticism that locates Morrison 

By 1980 specifically as an African American writer (1977). 

there was a further paradigm shift influencing the 

reception of Morrison's work as well as the work of all 

black women writers. While Barbara Smith in 1977 had to 

argue for the recognition of the category of black feminist 

criticism by demonstrating the inadequacy of criticism by 
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white reviewers and black male commentators, Deborah 

McDowell in 1980 was able to define the practice of black 

feminist criticism. As the decade unfolded, Morrison's 

works were discussed in book-length studies of African 

American literature. Of those mentionable are Mari Evans's 

Black Women Writers (1984), Barbara Christian's Black 

Feminist Criticism (1985), and Marjorie Pryse and Hortense 

Spiller 1 s Conjuring: Black women, Fiction and Literary 

Tradition (1985). It was not until 1985 that the very 

first book devoted entirely to Morrison Bessie W. Jones 

and Audrey L. Vinson's The World of Morrison: 

Explorations in tera Criticism, was published. From 

Jones and Vinson's book onward, scholarly work on Morrison 

has increased exponentially in terms of the sheer number of 

articles and books, as well as the variety of approaches 

taken. Trudier Harris's Fiction and Folklore: The Novels 

of Ton_i Morrison (1991) has placed Morrison in the line of 

black writers who have drawn on the folk tradition for 

their themes. Harris also points out how Morrison has 

transformed this folk tradition by using "reversal 

folklore" as a deliberate strategy. Barbara Rigney's The 

Voices of Toni Morrison (1991) focuses on the role of 

gender in her act of writing, conceptualized within various 

poststructuralist frames of reference. Doreatha D. 

Mbalia's Toni Morrison's Developing Class Consciousness 
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(1991) views Morrison from a universal Marxist frame, 

tracing her development of a strong class consciousness. 

The Dilemma of "Double-Consciousness" (1993) by Denise 

Henize discusses Morrison's doubly conscious negotiation of 

black and white ideas of beauty, family and society. 

Gurleen Grewal in Circles of Sorrow, Lines of Struggle 

(1998), has picked up the theme of "internal colonialism" 

in order to articulate the postcolonial concerns of 

Morrison's literary production. Another book published in 

the same year by K. Sumana The Novels of Toni Morr-ison: A 

Study .i.n Race, Gender and Class, is a of the 

interrelationship of race, gender and class in Morrison 1 s 

novels, but lacks theoretical depth. Morrison scholarship 

has taken new critical directions since the beginning of 

the present century. Nancy J. Peterson's Against Amnesia: 

Contemporary Women Writers and the Crisis of Historical 

Memory (2001) focuses on the works of Louis Erdrich, Toni 

Morrison, Joy Kagawa and Irena Klepfisz and shows how these 

writers have appropriated postmodern skepticism to access 

the past but restore in their counter histories what 

national history had distorted. Peterson has discussed 

Morrison's Beloved, Jazz and Paradise to show how the 

author has incorporated historical fragments to reverse the 

amnesia of black as well as of white culture in the US. 

Toni Morrison's "Beloved" and the Apotropaic Imagination 
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(2002) by Kathleen Marks examines Morrison's "masterpiece" 

on the basis of African American experience, of women's in 

particular, emphasizing the issues that are rather "pre-

sociological." Marks has done her study from the angle of 

"early Greek religion, Greek mythology and underworld 

images, psychology, the Bible, African American Criticism, 

anthropology, and poststructuralist thought,n as she 

herself has acknowledged (ix). Lucille P. Fultz's Toni 

Morrison: Playing with Difference (2003) is an in-depth 

study on Morrison's works as reflections of 

experiences of African Americans as both marginalized 

individuals in US in general and with their own community 

and shows how one "impacts" the other. Fultz has used the 

word playing" in all its multiplicity of meanings and thus 

offers, as she says, "a different way of reading and 

understanding Morrison's fictional texts as technical 

achievements and as models of storytelling" (8). 

From this brief survey it is clear that not much 

attention has been paid to how Morrison attempts to 

rewrite/ re (dis)cover the history of black Americans, 

especially of black women in North America. Though a few 

critics have focused around this issue, their studies 

remain limited to one or two of Morrison's novels as they 

are mostly essays. If Susan Willis's "Eruptions of Funk: 

Historicizing Toni Morrison" examines the author's 
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problematic relationship to an Afro-American cultural 

heritage stretched thin over distance and generations, 

Valerie Smith's "'Circling the Subject': History and 

Narrative in Beloved" discusses the problem of representing 

the "real experience" that the novel draws on. Another 

essay by K. c. Davis, "Postmodern Blackness: Toni 

Morrison's Beloved and the End of History" is a much more 

comprehensive study of Morrison's treatment of black 

history bn+-U- ~ then again restricted to Beloved alone. Hence 

a fresh, full-length study of Morrison's novels is still 

very much possible so far as her reconstruction/ rewriting 

of black women's history is concerned. 

Morrison makes use of the novel to foreground black 

suffering and struggle and to rewrite (black) "history as 

life lived" suggesting that the fictional account of the 

interior life of her people, especially of black women, 

might be more historically "real" than the actual 

documents, which are mostly written from the perspective of 

dominant culture ("Behind the Making of The Black Book" 

8 8) . The desire to uncover the historical reality of the 

African American past fuels Morrison's fictional project of 

"literary archeology." " you journey to a site to 

see," the author writes, "what remains were left behind and 

to reconstruct the world that these remains imply" ("The 

Site of Memory" 112). The authenticity of historical facts 
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remains controversial for postmodernist who 

do not believe in teleological metanarratives, and argue 

that contemporary culture has lost a sense of historical 

consciousness of cause and effect. In an interview, 

Fredrick Jameson summed up the thesis of his book, 

Postmodernism, or, the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism, 

with the remark that "time has become a perpetual present 

and thus spatial" in postmodern culture (qtd. in Stephanson 

46). Such a controversial stance has provoked numerous 

antagonists to speak out. Linda Hutcheon, for one, has 

suggested in her two studies of "historiographic 

metafiction" that much of the postmodern fiction is still 

strongly invested in history but more importantly in 

revising our sense of what history means and accomplishes 

qtd. in Davis, K. C. 75). Morrison's treatment of history 

bears some similarity to Hutcheon's postmodern 

"historiograpic metafiction," but her relationship to this 

discourse is affected by her aim to write "black-topic" 

text.s. In her desire to fill up a gap, neglected by 

historians, to record the everyday lives of the 

"disremembered and unaccounted for" (Beloved 274), Morrison 

demystifies master historical narratives because she wants 

to raise "real" African American history in its place. She 

sees herself as a creative historian who reconstructs while 

deconstructing "official history," by tapping the well of 
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African American "presence." Thus Toni Morrison's novels 

show a "'both-and' (Hilfer 91) dialectical, indeterminate 

character, a doubleness that Hutcheon would argue is itself 

a distinctly postmodern strategy" (qtd. in Davis, K. C. 

78) . Back in 1974, Morrison expressed her worries that a 

real history was being replaced by historicism; the same 

was echoed by Jameson years later when he regretted the 

textualizing of time as a mere representation, as a 

simulacrum. But acknowledging later that all history is 

imagined and that all knowledge of the past is derived from 

representation, Morrison offers a different theory of 

postmodern history than does Jameson. While working on The 

Black Book in the early seventies, Morrison seemed to have 

been occupied with the idea that the documents would bring 

forward the three-hundred years history of African 

Americans as "life lived" and therefore "real." But later 

she realizes that no totalizing truth can ever be reached. 

Unlike Jameson, Morrison thinks that "histo and 

"historicism" are one, and questions the assumption that 

there is a knowable reality behind the "inauthentic" 

simulation or representation. She makes us aware of the 

slippage between the signifier and signified but also calls 

our attention to the fact that the past is only available 

to us through textual traces like The Black Book. As an 

artist she has a great deal of faith in the power of new 
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representation to redefine our perception of reality. Her 

novels are a fictional reconstruction that might uncover 

"proceedings too terrible to relateu in order to "find and 

expose a truth about the interior life" of her people, 

black women in particular ("The Site" 110, 113) . 

Based on the above problematic, my project will try to 

examine how Morrison--in her novels, interviews and essays-

-expresses agendas "that resound with the concerns of both 

critical camps--both postmodernist theorists and African 

American feminist critics seeking social agency" 

(Davis, K.C. 77). Black feminists have often dismissed 

postmodernists' questioning of foundationalism/ 

essentialism as being incompatible with their 

sociopol ical criticism (Fraser and Nicholson 20-21). 

Morrison herself has often acknowledged this rift. 

However, I have observed that her novels offer a hybrid 

cultural work, a dual process that might empower black 

women but that is still informed by poststructuralism's 

denaturalizing critique. Her narratives attempt to 

approximate "true history" while remaining aware of the 

limits of truth or of any historical metanarrative. Since 

my study examines Morrison as a creative historian, I will 

try to investigate her art as a counter discourse that 

questions any fixed referent and yet foregrounds an African 

American political commitment to the crucial importance of 
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deep cultural memory, of keeping the past alive in order to 

construct a better future (Davis, K.C. 75). Morrison's 

mediation between these two theoretical and political 

camps--between postmodernism and African American social 

protest--has enabled her to draw the best from both. The 

goal of her fiction has not been just to recover details of 

African American history, as she notes in "Memory, 

Creation, and Writing," but to choose which details are 

useful to create a past that can enable black women to have 

a "livable life" in the present and future (198). 
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thorough, insightful readings and re-readings of each 
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Chapter I 

Introduction 

"The Bench by the Road" Project of the Toni Morrison 

Society in 2006 on the occasion of the author's seventy-

fifth birthday is "a tribute to her recognition of the role 

of art in the life of the community" (Denard 3). The 

project is not only a great celebration and an 

acknowledgement of the ~extraordinary achievements" of 

Morrison but also a remarkable step to evoke a lost memory 

for African Americans Its mission seems to be an 

extension of Mar son's artistic vision, to borrow phrases 

from t:he graph," of paying homage to those "Sixty 

million and more," "Disremembered and unaccounted for" 

(Beloved 274) About the cultural function of the novel 

she sta·tes: 

There is no place that you or I can go, to think 

about or not think about, to summon the presence 

of or recollect the absences of slaves. 

There is no suitable memorial, or plaque, or 

wreathe or wall, or park, or skyscraper lobby. 

There is no 300-foot tower, there's no small 

bench by the road. There is not even a tree 

scored, an initial that I can visit or you can 

visit in Charleston or Savannah or New York or 

Providence or better still on the banks of the 
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Mississippi. And because such a place doesn't 

exist . . the book had to. (qtd. in Denard 3) 

Carolyn C. Denard, founder and board chair of the Toni 

Morrison Society, says that the goal of the project is to 

affirm that in the future such "places do exist." She 

further explains that the Society will install ten wrought 

iron benches over the next five years "with historical 

inscriptions at sites that have meaning in her fiction and 

in the lives of African Americans in the United States and 

a h.,..-,-,.--.riU 1-::J\ 
.1'../...L\,..JUU \ J) o Such product mission of the project seems 

to be effective activating the lost memory of African 

Americans whose cultural identity is almost at the ebb 

because of the mainstream culture. In the global network 

of the present era "active remembrance" (Huyssen 249) in 

the traditional forms of collective and interactive 

narratives is being replaced by instant deliveries of 

market-oriented sponsored programmes that hardly provide 

any scope of remembering and contemplating on the issues 

related to the history/ancestry of a nation. The problem 

that arises about the "origin" of a minority group remains 

unsolved as memories, individual or collective, are either 

buried in the cave of oblivion or repressed. So it is 

hoped that the project will be most fruitful in 

recollecting the African American ancestral past, remaking 

it and then reconstructing a history that can counter "the 
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construction of a history and a context for whites by 

positing history-lessness and context-lessness for blacks" 

(Morrison, Playing in the Dark 53). Morrison says 

enthusiastically that the project will bring her work "full 

circle" (qtd. in Denard 3). 

In her interviews, essays and many other non-fictional 

writings, Morrison has been eloquent about the art of her 

narrative, and what role she performs as an "African 

American and a woman writer" in a "genderized, sexualized 

and wholly racialized wo (Playing 4). A regular idea, 

noticeable in Toni Morrison's statements on African 

l'unerican fiction, is its inexplicable relationship to black 

culture. She believes that the loss of "classical, 

mythological, archetypal stories" and the appropriation of 

traditional black music by the dominant culture and its 

commercial force necessitate the development of a fictive 

discourse to fill up the contemporary cultural void. She 

argues for the signi cance of black fiction: 

For a long time, the art form that was healing 

for Black people was music. That music is no 

longer exclusively ours; we don't have exclusive 

rights to it. Other people sing it and play it; 

it is the mode of contemporary music everywhere. 

So another form has to take that place, and it 

seems to me that the novel is needed by African-
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Americans now in a way that it was not needed 

before--and it is following along the lines of 

the function of novels everywhere. . But new 

information has to get out, and there are several 

ways to do it. One is in the novel. I regard it 

as a way to accomplish certain very strong 

functions--one being the one I just described. 

("Rootedness" 340) 

The foregrounding of African American culture through 

the ion of the present and reinscription of the 

past is what Morrison wants to perform as a Black woman 

writer. She says that she writes for black people and she 

calls her work " llage literature." Her fiction is "for 

the llage, for the tribe," and it is through her novels 

that she wants to identify those things in the past that 

are useful and ought to give nourishment" (Interview 

with Le Clair 121). About the art of her narrative, 

Morrison says that she tries to incorporate into her 

fict the qualities of both printed and oral literature, 

which she thinks characterize Black art. Her novels 

register "discredited knowledge," in which she can, as she 

says, "blend the acceptance of the supernatural and a 

profound rootedness in the real world" in such a way that 

neither takes precedence over the other. "It is indicative 

of the cosmology," says Morrison, "the way in which Black 
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people looked at the world." She adds, "That kind of 

knowledge has a very strong place in my work" ("Rootedness" 

342) . For Morrison, artists are the "truest of historians" 

("Behind the Making of The Black Book 8 8) to keep the 

memory alive for the construction of a better future of her 

community. It is not by detailing the "historical facts" 

that she wants to perform her role of a creative historian, 

but by exploring the "interior" life of her people she 

likes to reveal a kind of "truth" about her people, 

particularly that of black women. According to the author, 

"the best art is political and you ought to be able to make 

it unquestionably pol ical and irrevocably beautiful at 

the same time" ("Rootedness" 345). 

The art of Morrison's fictional modelling of black 

life is "at once difficult and popular." On close 

scrutiny, these "densely lyrical narrative textures" (Gates 

and Appiah x-xi) bring out Morrison's insights into her 

poetics and politics. She desired a kind of criticism 

promp-ted the context of her 1 erature rather than the 

theories forced upon it, "based on criteria from other 

paradigms" ("Rootedness" 342). In "Memory, Creation and 

Writing," Morrison points out that the "discussion of black 

literature in critical terms is unfailingly sociology and 

almost never art criticism . (386) ." She seems to be 

much careful about not being evaluated merely as a writer 
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of race and gender, while at the same time she is aware 

that "[a] criticism that needs to insist that literature is 

not only "universal" but also "race free" risks 

lobotomizing that literature, and diminishes both the art 

and the artist" (Playing 12). A powerful catalyst for her 

work is what Howard Winant calls "the pervasive crisis of 

race" facing contemporary United States: "a crisis no less 

severe than those of the past" (qtd. in Grewal 2). The 

cultural and political meaning of race, its significance in 

shaping the social structure and its ambivalence seem to be 

blurring twentieth-first century US. Lucille P. Fultz 

notes, "Race was and continues to be a physical and mental 

space: places set aside on the nation's physical terrain 

and within the black psyche, a constant reminder to African 

Americans of their difference and otherness" (20; emphasis 

mine). In her fictional reconstruction of blackness 

Morrison has addressed these "differences" and "otherness" 

in such a manner that they are not only different from but 

also seem to be more "real" than their representation by 

dominant ideologies. As an African American writer, 

Morrison attempts to "convert a racist house into a race-

specific yet nonracist home" ("Home" 5). She has a great 

deal of faith in her power of imagination to make her 

fiction "true" to the life African-Americans live everyday. 

Pecola's tragedy calls our attention to such "differences" 
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that also project the "otherness"/"uniqueness" of black 

women's daily confrontation with a male-dominated racist 

society. 

The Bluest Eye (1970) explores what it is to be a 

little black girl in a white world. The author explains 

to Gloria Naylor, "It wasn't that easy being a little black 

girl in this country--it was rough. The psychological 

tricks you have to play in order to get through--and nobody 

said how it felt to be that. And you knew better. You 

knew inside better. You knew you were not the person they 

were loo at" (Inte ew with Gloria Naylor 199). The 

novel is a stinging critique of the hegemonic forces that 

lead a little black girl to desire a pair of blue eyes at 

cost of her sanity. Morrison's narrative strategy in 

this novel is to dismantle the hegemonic discourses that 

force a minority group to collude with their oppressor by 

internalizing an alien culture as "original." While doing 

so, Morrison is actually foregrounding the distinctiveness 

of black people, particularly, though not exclusively, of 

black women's power of withstanding the opposition by 

creating a space for them in the face of a racist culture. 

Fultz says, "Aunt Jimmy's deathbed becomes the site of 

memory and loss--a moment for recollection and release" 

(51) . The narrative voice registers the strength and 

perseverance of black women: 



8 

Then they were old. Their bodies honed their 

odor sour. Squatting in a cane field, 

had carried a world on their heads. 

. they 

. They 

were through with lust and lactation, beyond 

tears and terror. They alone could walk the 

roads of Mississippi, the lanes of Georgia, the 

fields of Alabama unmolested. . And the lives 

of these old black women were synthesized in 

their eyes-a puree of tragedy and humor, 

wickedness and serenity, truth and fantasy. 

Bluest Eye 110) 

(The 

While rew t the history of black women, Morrison 

destabilises the historical position of "knowledge," that 

determines certain criteria for defining the cultural 

disposition of a minority group according to its 

conveniences. Morrison says that for her, as for other 

writers, "imagining is not merely looking or looking at; 

nor is it taking oneself intact into the other. It is, for 

the se of the work, becoming." She is critical of 

certain discourses, widely accepted and "circulated as 

'knowledge'" (Playing 4) that determines "Truth." Morrison 

notes: "Such knowledge assumes that the characteristics of 

our national literature emanate from a particular 

'Americanness' that is separate from. . the overwhelming 

presence of black people in the United states" (Playing 5). 
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For the formation of such "knowledge" and for making a 

certain "rationale" for such formulation "an American brand 

of Africanism emerged." Speaking of "Africanism" in 

American literature, Morrison discusses how the 

construction of a certain "Africanist persona" has long 

been used as a surrogate for meditations on the nature of 

white social identity (Playing 6). By the time black 

characters enter the mainstream story their race has 

already become "metaphorical"--"a way of referring to and 

disguising forces, events, classes and expressions of 

s al and economic division far more threatening to 

the body politic than biological 'race' ever was" (Playing 

63). "In matters of race," Morrison continues, "silence 

and evasion have storically ruled literary discourse" 

(Playing 9). The ing project of the author seeks to 

focus on this "silence and evasion" in order to recognize, 

to borrow phrases from Foucault, "what effects of power 

circulate among scientific statements." According to 

Foucault, "the real political task in a society. . is t.o 

criticize the working of institutions which appear to be 

both neutral and independent; to criticize them in such a 

manner that the political violence which has always 

exercised itself obscurely through them will be unmasked, 

so that one can fight them" (qtd. in Rabinow 55, 6). 

Morrison, in her attempt to unmask the "metaphorical and 



10 

metaphysical uses of race" in daily discourse, depends on 

her new story that will provide a "differential knowledge." 

While rewriting the history of black women, she likes to 

uncover the effects of the "discursive regime" in order to 

show how the regimes of power and knowledge are at work in 

a society in the overall production of meanings. Her 

project is concerned with what Foucault would call the 

"insurrection of subjugated knowledges" (Foucault "Lecture" 

130) by paying attention to "local, discontinuous, 

disqualified, illegitimate knowledges against the claims of 

a unitary of theory which would filter, hierarchise 

and order them in the name of some true knowledge and some 

arbitrary idea of what constitutes a science and its 

objects" Lecture" 131-132). Thus Morrison wants to 

reveal in her fictional truth "the ruptural effects of 

conflict and struggle" that the functionalist or 

systematizing thought wants to mask (Foucault "Lecture" 

130) . The author takes care to explain that this in no way 

should be understood to imply that Africanism has lost its 

"ideological utility," but the fact is that the 

metaphorical/metaphysical necessity it has created over the 

years "offers in historical, political, and literary 

discourse a safe route into meditations on morality and 

ethics" without much reference to the lived condition of 

the black community (Morrison, Playing 64). 
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In her fictional reconstruction of the history of 

black women Morrison has interrogated the discursive 

constitution of black American subjectivity which is a 

constantly repeated process. In one article Morrison 

explained how popular culture in America is heavily 

engaged in "race talk" in order to create "negative 

appraisals of the native-born black population." American 

blacks are deliberately used for controlling immigrants, 

fighting for job or space. She says, "Current attention to 

immigration has reached levels of panic, not seen since the 

turn of the century. To whip up s panic, modern race 

talk must be revised downward into obscur y and nonsense 

if antiblack hostility is to remain the drug of choice, 

giving headlines their kick" ("On The Back of Blacks" 4) 

Thus power works within discourses (read: racial 

discourse) in which it constitutes and governs individual 

subjects not as a property and possession of a dominant 

class but as a strategy, and the effects of the domination 

associated with power arise from manoeuvres and tactics, 

and are felt within a "complex strategical situation" and 

"multiplicity of force relations" (Foucault, qtd. in Smart 

77). Morrison's project questions the subject position of 

black Americans, especially, though not exclusively, that 

of black women within discourses concerning race, gender 

and class. In her rewriting process she questions and yet 
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foregrounds the subjectivity of black women and thus 

destabilizes the traditional identity of her people in 

general and black women in particular. Thus the author in 

her rewriting project proposes a new, resistant discourse, 

a "reverse discourse." 

Morrison's novels foreground black suffering and 

struggle in order to rewrite black "history-as-life-lived" 

("Behind" 8 8) . She suggests that the fictional account of 

the interior lives of her people, particularly of black 

wornen, rnl storical "real" than the actual 

s, written from the perspective of the dominant 

culture. Her rewriting project is "re-doing the past" and 

"throwing it into relief" from its timeless suspension in 

such a manner that she is almost constantly the process 

of "rediscovering the past." Past is very important for 

Morrison because "it is living history," she tells Bessie 

W. Jones and Audrey Vinson (Interview with Jones and Vinson 

171). The source of this "living history" is her "own 

recollections" and her ~own insights about those 

recollections" that enable her to recreate/reclaim it in 

her fiction. As a creative historian, Morrison wants to 

~rip [the] veil drawn over" the chocked representation of a 

traditional slave narrative in order to explore the 

"interior" regions of her people, especially of black 

women, to reveal "a kind of truth" ("The Site" 110, 
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115) . For Morrison, the difference between fact and 

fiction is not as much crucial as the distinction between 

fact and truth because "facts can exist without human 

intelligence, but truth cannot" ("The Site" 113). 

Confident of her imaginative power as a writer, she likes 

to fill up the gaps of choked representation in slave 

narratives so that the "local/subjugated knowledges" may be 

accessed. Morrison notes that in order to get into the 

"interior" region of her people she has to depend largely 

on her own recol ions as well as on others But 

"memories and recollections," as she says, "won't give me 

total access to the unwritten interior life of these 

people. Only the act of the imagination can help me." The 

author explains how she would reconstruct the world of her 

people in her fiction: 

It's a kind of literary archaeology: on the basis 

of some information and a little bit of guesswork 

you journey to a site to see what remains were 

left behind and to reconstruct the world that 

these remains imply. What makes it fiction is 

the nature of the imaginative act: my reliance on 

the image--on the remains--in addition to 

recollection, to yield up a kind of truth. By 

'image,' of course, I don't mean 'symbol'; I 
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simply mean 'picture' and the feelings that 

accompany the picture. ("The Site" 112) 

Through such rewriting Morrison offers her black women 

a new kind of cultural positioning. They seem to be 

rewriting their history themselves, a (her)story which is 

not the history of passive forbearance, but one of 

dynamism in which they not only meet all challenges and 

build up resistance but also create their unique 

individuality within the "circles and circles of sorrow" 

(Sula 174). By telling and retelling their stories and by 

articulating those ~proceedings too terrible to relate" 

("The Site" 110), these black women come far away from 

their "defined" status and redefine themselves. It is not 

difficult to dismiss Pecola and Violet as troubling 

characters, but their situation deserves deeper 

understanding of it. Morrison's representation of black 

women in their suffering and struggle makes us read their 

condition, as Fultz observes, "within two life worlds: the 

real and the imaginative" (49). Morrison articulates the 

pain of the "broken voices" (qtd. in hooks 146) through 

their tales, sharing of memories, in such a manner that 

their pain within that brokenness can be heard. Thus her 

new history opens up a possibility of subverting the modes 

of dominance, which further serves to "illuminate and 

transform the present" (hooks 147). Henderson in her 
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essay, "Speaking in Tongues," asserts that black women 

writers encode "oppression as a discursive dilemma" and use 

"silence as an important element of this code" (24). 

Morrison has made an attempt to disrupt such "silence" so 

that her black women's voices do not sink down. Her 

characters create a space for themselves: they are able to 

redeem and reclaim the past, legacies of pain, suffering, 

and triumph in ways that transform present reality. 

Sethe's inscription of "Beloved" on her daughter's grave, 

at the cost of her "ten minutes," seems to shape the 

silence at the heart of the hist of slavery. The seven-

lettered word "Beloved" is the last proof not only of 

Sethe's motherly love but also of her spirit, which haunts 

the readers long after reading is over. 

Morrison's position as a creative historian may sound 

problematical to a group of postmodernists who question the 

authenticity of historical facts. John N. Duvall notes, 

"For Jameson, postmodern narrative is ahistorical, playing 

with pastiches and aesthetic forms and thus producing a 

degraded historicism while for Hutcheon postmodern novels 

remain historical by problematizing history through parody 

and thus retaining their potential to cultural critique" 

("Troping History" 1). Jameson views the contem~orary 

moment with its material production of pastiched images as 

devoid of history, which encourages a breakdown of the 
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temporality necessary to focus on the subject and "make it 

a space of praxis" (Postmodernism 27). Countering such 

controversial stance, Linda Hutcheon, in her two studies on 

"historiographic metafiction," has suggested that much of 

postmodern fiction is strongly invested in history in 

revising our sense of what history means and what it can 

accomplish (qtd. in Davis, K. C. 75). Morrison's rewriting 

project draws our attention to its problematic status since 

it addresses disputes on fictionality of history, 

authenticity of fictional/representational "truth," 

blurring of past and sent, grand historical 

metanarratives and the like. In both her ctional and 

nonfictional writings Morrison has put in opinions and 

agendas that seem to agree the concerns of both 

theoretical camps of postmodernism but her relationship to 

this discourse is affected by her position as a black woman 

writer, committed to write "black-topic texts" in order to 

pass on agency to her black readers ("Living" 11). Black 

femi sts have often dismissed postmodernism's questioning 

of foundationalism/essentialism as being incompatible with 

their socio political criticism (Fraser and Nicholson 20-

21) . Morrison herself acknowledges such rift; however, her 

novels seem to present a hybrid cultural work, a dual 

process that socialist feminist Donna Haraway calls for. 

Morrison's novels, particularly Beloved, Jazz and Paradise, 
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add a fresh voice to the controversial issues of postmodern 

history and we should not forget that history has not been 

over for African Americans, who are still struggling to 

write their genealogies. K. C. Davis in her thought 

provoking essay "Postmodern Blackness" has noted, "A rigid 

demarcation between postmodern texts and African American 

texts merely perpetuates a false dichotomy of academic 

theory and social protest, ignoring that they emerged in 

response to a similar set of lived conditions" (77). 

As a novelist, Morrison to be loyal to the 

textual sentation of the past, yet she questions its 

authenticity because history is accessible through 

discourses (which are always shifting) and dominated by 

those who have control over textual production. Being 

aware that historical knowledge is available through 

representation, the author foregrounds her fictions to 

confront "historical truths" and establish her "fictional 

truth." She demystifies master historical narratives and 

at:tempts to raise a "true" history of her people by her 

fictional reconstruction. Morrison deconstructs "official 

history" while reconstructing her own by tapping the well 

of African American "presence." Past/ historical knowledge 

(for African Americans) is already encoded in discourse, 

inscribed in social and cultural practices. Foucault has 

also argued that it is irregularities that define discourse 

ZOJD 
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and its interdiscursive network in culture. Morrison's 

position as an "African American" and a "woman" writer as 

well as a "creative historian" makes the historical 

contexts important, out of which she writes and which have 

usually been ignored in traditional literary studies. Her 

fictional rewriting seems to share a Foucauldian urge to 

unmask the "pretended" continuities of African American 

discourse that have been taken for granted by the 

mainstream culture. And she does so first by using and 

then by abusing those very continuities her fictions. 

Mo son's narratives attempt "co approximate "true 11 hist. 

while remaining aware of the limit of "truth" of any 

historical metanarrative. Thus Morrison's novels bear, as 

Anthony Hilfer writes, a "both-and" (91) dialectical, 

indeterminate character, and it is this "doubleness" which, 

for Hutcheon is, distinctly postmodern (qt.d. in Davis, K. 

c. 78). Back in 1974, Morrison expressed concerns that 

would be echoed by Jameson, a concern that real history was 

being replaced by historicism--the textualizing of time as 

a mere representation, as a simulacrum. But later she 

acknowledges that all history is imagined and that all 

knowledge of the past is derived from representation. Her 

novels offer a different theory of "postmodern history" 

than does Jameson. Instead of being the playful tricks of 

pastiches or exhibiting historical "depthlessnessu 
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(Jameson, New Left Review 58), Morrison's novels rather aim 

to be "authentic" because they attempt to reconstruct a 

stable sense of self for her characters, particularly of 

black women. Race signifies more in her novels than 

Hutcheon locates as the politics of postmodernism in 

Morrison's novels. Hutcheon sees indeterminacies and 

deconstructive motif in Morrison as typically postmodern 

but she seems to ignore agency and the subversive political 

content in Morrison's as well as in other African American 

writers' novels (qtd. in Davis, K. C. 87). 

As an artist the author has full confidence in her 

power of 

reality. 

sentation to determine our perception of 

In her interview with Gloria Naylor, Morrison 

explains how she reclaimed the dead child of Margaret 

Garner, a fugitive slave woman about whom she read in a 

newspaper clipping. She says, "bit by bit I had been 

rescuing her from the grave of time and inattention. Her 

fingernails might be in the first book; face and legs, 

perhaps, the second time. Little by little bringing her 

back into living life. So that now she comes running when 

called . . she is here now, alive" (193). In her re-

representation of the history of black women Morrison 

situates a new and better "her-story" that would empower 

her people for forging anew their issues. Such a stance 

aligns itself not just with feminist/womanist discourses 



20 

but contributes largely to the African Americanist social 

protest. By collating materials for her new (her)stories 

from the traces of the past contained in folklores, 

narratives, myths, memories, official histories, 

photographs, slave narratives and the like, Morrison 

records everyday lives of the "disremembered and 

unaccounted for" (Beloved 274) and reshapes/reinterprets 

the past in a different manner so as to affect the 

contemporary world of "real." The readers of Beloved get 

confused in the scene where Paul D "discovers" the 

newspaper's representation of Sethe's face as being not her 

face: "This ain't her mouth. I know her mouth and this 

ain't it" (156). Also Morrison's choice of two epigraphs 

in this novel calls our attention to the 

reality/representation dialectic. This is how Morrison 

focuses on the vast gap between ~realityu and 

reproduction/representation. It is through her fictional 

account that she seeks to recreate the everyday lives of 

former slaves that may appear ~true" to life. Though 

Morrison attempts by her story telling to fill up the gaps 

of "proceedings too terrible to relate," the gaps can not 

be totally bridged. In Beloved both the author and Denver, 

Sethe's daughter, seem to weave a porous net by their story 

telling and let many unspeakable and mysterious bits of 

past escape. The author thinks that her representational 
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"truth" would bring healing for her people while she admits 

of the limitations of representation. Hutcheon finds this 

dual response to narration as postmodern: "Simultaneous 

desire for and suspicion of such representations are both 

part of the postmodern contradictory response to 

emplotment" (Politics 68). The art of Morrison's fictional 

reconstruction acts as a counter-discourse that questions 

any fixed referent and yet foregrounds an African American 

political commitment to the crucial importance of deep 

cultural memory and agency, of keeping the past alive in 

order to sion a better future for her people. The goal 

of her fictional "truth" is not just to recover details of 

African American history, as she notes in "Memory, Creation 

and ting," but to choose which details are useful to 

create a past that can enable black women to live a 

"livable life" in the present and future (198). 

In her project of "literary archaeology" (Morrison, 

"The Site" 120) Morrison gives the past a different reading 

to represent black American experience as it has emerged in 

terms of multileveled and differential struggle over 

meaning and subjectivity since slavery. On May 29, 1997 

Morrison, at a well-attended lecture in Rockefeller 

Chappell, expressed her concern for the "future of the 

past": "What future might the past have if the boundaries 

of humanist disciplines were challenged and penetrated?" 
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The significance of the question was made more emphatic by 

the following iconoclastic question: "Does our past have a 

future if moribund disciplines yearning for immortality 

have their way?" She suggests that it is the 

responsibility of fiction writers to undermine the 

persistence of racial difference within an imaginary space 

that gives not just expression but credibility to those 

experiences because race is almost an "unmitigated force." 

With the metaphor of a "lock and key" Morrison explains how 

she writes her fiction. It is "finding words that turn 

locks" and her fictional excursions into the realmless 

realm of difference are enormously "instructive and 

exciting" (qtd. in O'Neil 2). Henry Louis Gates jr. has 

also pointed out ~how attitudes towards racial differences 

generate and structure literary texts" and there is no 

denying the fact, as Gates further observes, that race lS 

both a "persistent" and "implicit" presence ("Writing" 

15). Morrison herself has acknowledged the inescapability 

of race as a category of l erary critique. She is aware 

of the fact that race is a powerful image, layered with 

many preconceptions and prejudices. In her fictional 

rewriting Morrison wants to offer a new and different 

interpretation of race discourse that brings out suppressed 

realms of social experience, "engages rather than 

suppresses difference," and which aims to focus on " 
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a more diverse conception of ethnicity" (Hall 29). In her 

desire to represent African Americans not as an invisible 

entity but as an active presence that shapes the choices, 

language and culture of America, Morrison, in her rewriting 

project has dismantled the appendages of racial discourse 

and posited a different cultural disposition for her 

racialized subjects. Tar Baby (1981), Morrison's fourth 

novel, exposes the struggle over the cultural definitions 

and identifications in a postmodern world, faced by Jadine, 

an educated, middle class black woman. The scene of the 

Christmas dinner that appears to be an occasion for "de

hierarchizing" (Fultz 43) race, class and gender 

demarcations is shattered by an explosion of accusations 

and revelations. With Son's suggestive remarks later in 

the novel, "white fol and black folks should not sit down 

and eat together. . They should work together 

sometimes, but they should not eat together or live 

together or sleep together."(210)--the author seems to 

uncover the fact that it will take more than an occasional 

dinner to overcome the age-long prejudices and 

preconceptions that racial discourses are overloaded with. 

For Morrison, "[r]acism cannot produce knowledge. It can 

only regard itself over and over again. It is an empty 

power" (qtd. in O'Neil 3). In reference to this point 

comes to mind the author's delineation of the birth 
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scene (Sethe's delivery of Denver) in Beloved (1997). The 

scene describes two women--one white and another black, who 

are of the same age and share the same fugitive status. At 

first they do not have any language to explain their 

situation other than the predictable, racist language. The 

white calls the other "nigger." Later the child is 

delivered with the help of Amy, the white fugitive. The 

scene ends with the image of these two women, completely 

alone in the wood, tearing rags off their bodies and 

winding them around the new born. 

sense of gratitude without a t 

There is an implied 

of sentimentality and 

placement of the white hand on the black body signals a 

revision of the existing cultural models. 

An instructive parallel to such complex issues of 

race, Morrison maintains, "is the centuries-long, 

hysterical blindness to feminist discourse and the way in 

which women and women's issues were read (or unread)" 

(Playing 14) . But the author's feminism partakes of the 

black cultural resistance to white feminism. .She refers to 

the conflictual power relationship between white and 

coloured women in several of her works. "Black women have 

nothing to fall back on", she notes, "not maleness, not 

whiteness, not ladyhood, not anything" ("What the Black 

Woman Thinks about Women's Lib?" 14) The histories of 

black and white women are different, and therefore they 
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have different agendas. While a feminist point of view is 

clearly evident in Morrison's work, it is always contextual 

and relational, articulated with her utmost concern for 

class and community. With Sula (1998) we enter into a 

fictional world deliberately inverted to reveal a complex 

reality that positions black women beyond the boundaries of 

conventional social standards. Though concerned with the 

history of a segregated community, the novel mourns ·the 

cultural death, "the social death of the female self" 

(Grewal 43). While chronicling the history of the Bottom, 

Sula reveals the bitter truth that if collective 

marginalization brings about a group's cohesiveness, it 

also makes the group critical of radical deviation from its 

norms, especial 

of the society. 

when such deviation is made by the women 

Sula's refusal to play a stereotype 

creates the portrait of a young woman suffering and 

fighting for the right to choose her own life: "I don't 

want to make somebody else. I want to make myself" (92) 

Sula, "a woman of force," cannot create turmoil in the 

community's self-complacent outlook on life (Morrison, 

Interview with Betty Jean Parker 63). The early and 

unexpected death of Sula uncovers the reality that women's 

causes, especially black women's, remain under the veil not 

only because of the oppression by white males but also 

because of the cultural politics of black males. The 
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tension between Sula's autonomy and the restrictive 

community is expressive of "the counterpressure exerted by 

black nationalist ideology on a feminist articulation of 

black femininity" (Gates jr., 20). While critiquing the 

historic erasure of feminist concerns by the politics of 

nationalism, the novel does not, however, replicate the 

errors of nationalism by advocating the priority of 

feminism over other concerns. The feminist concern in Sula 

includes the collective concerns, the dissipated desires 

and aspirations both at individual and collective levels. 

On this issue Morrison refers to Cade Bambara in her 

essay, "City Limits, Village Value," when she talks about 

anti-urbanism in black fiction: "A devotion to self 

assertion can be a devotion to discovering stinctive ways 

of expressing community values, social purpose, mutual 

regard or . . affirming a collective experience"(38). In 

Sula's "unusualness"/ "experimental life" Morrison has 

depicted an idea of constructive evil that is needed when a 

sense of slocation takes place in a community. It is 

because of her radical departure from the law of the Bottom 

community that Sula is identified as a total evil. Her 

outcast role seems to have generated a moral standard for 

other people in the community. Perceived as an evil, she 

serves to make other people appear relatively good. 

Teapot's mamma, once an "indifferent mother," suddenly 
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becomes a devoted mother when she can blame Sula for 

hurting her son (Sula 113). Being a personification of 

evil, Sula relieves others of the burden of their evil. 

The narrative voice says, "Their conviction of Sula's evil 

changed them in accountable yet mysterious ways. . They 

began to cherish their husbands and wives, protect their 

children, repair their homes and in general band together 

against the devil in their midst" (117-118). Her death 

brings a "restless irritability" among the people of Bottom 

who expected that a brighter day would dawn now that Sula 

was dead. But there was something wrong: "A falling away 

a dislocation was taking place" (153). For most of their 

lives these people failed to realize that what was there 

was not really their own, but could have been theirs if 

they had been there. It was Sula who had occupied these 

"absences" (McKee 40) and maintained cohesiveness for the 

community of Bottom. Morrison, in her fictional 

representation, has subverted the conception of a 

rebellious ro in order to create a new black female 

subjectivity that would stimulate a static community into 

its renewal. 

For Morrison, as for other contemporary African 

American women writers including Alice Walker, Toni Cade 

Bambara, and Gloria Naylor, to name a few, gender is not 

separate from racial identity. Both race and gender inform 
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Morrison's novels; for the author, being both black and 

female, seems to have a sort of privileged access to some 

special knowledge of that particular world, the 

world/cosmos of black people. She writes what her 

imagination provokes her to do--drawing on the culture of 

black people and on the sensibility of black women. But 

she does not write women's literature with an absolute 

focus on gender. However, the feminist discourse in her 

novels is always relational and contextual. She celebrates 

"otherness" but also resists the evaluation of her art as 

belonging to t category of "artistic tribalism" and "the 

cult of otherness" (qtd. in Rigney 2). In her interview 

with Rosemarie K. Lester, Morrison notes: 

I am valuable as a writer because I am a woman; 

because women, it seems to me, have some special 

knowledge about certain things. [It comes from] 

the ways in which they view the world, and from 

women's imagination. Once it is unruly and let 

loose, it can bring things to the surface that 

men--trained to be men in a certain way--have 

difficulty getting access to, although I can 

think immediately of several exceptions to that. 

I don't dislike the writing of women who write 

for women and about women exclusively, because 

some of it is quite powerful and quite beautiful. 
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I just don't do it myself because it is a 

narrowing. It's like putting blinders on. When 

I write I want to feel as though all things are 

available to me. (54) 

The black women in Morrison's work demand a special 

critical attention. Morrison, in her fictional 

reconstruction of black women's history, depends largely on 

the projection of their everyday lives that they confront 

both inward and outward. "Her use of nonrealist modes of 

characterization" (Dubey 2) seems to unsettle the model of 

black feminist criticism. She has foregrounded black 

women's suffering in order to show how they challenge and 

create their uniqueness through their interracial, 

raracial and inte rsonal relationships and 

confrontations. But such projection not only focuses on 

their predicament but exposes problems faced everyday both 

by black men and women in their daily encounters. 

Morrison's characters do not have an identity distinct from 

the community. Rigney points out that in Morrison's 

fictions "there can be no isolated ego striving to define 

itself as separate from community, no matter how tragic or 

futile the operations of that community might be. 

Individual characters are inevitably formed by social 

constructions of both race and gender, and they are 

inseparable from those origins" (38). Shadrack identified 
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his selfhood in blackness when he saw himself in toilet 

water (Sula 13). Even Sula's search for self identity 

eventually turns out to be a force required for the 

purification of the whole community. For Morrison, 

community itself is a force, a power to be reckoned with. 

Terry Otten says: "In all Morrison's novels alienation from 

conmtunity, or the 'village,' invariably leads to dire 

consequences, and the reassertion of communi t.y is necess 

for the recovery of order or wholeness" (93). Unlike Alice 

Walker's ideological disposition, "committed to [the] 

survival and wholeness of [the] entire people, male and 

female" (xi), which "oscillates between her identity as a 

'Black feminist' or 'woman-of-color' and a generalized 

feminist position in which race is subordinated" (Evans 

13), Morrison's aesthetic seeks betterment of the community 

through the creation of her experimental black women. This 

is an investment in agency, in African American social 

protest for the well being of her people; and for the 

novelist, "the best art is political and you ought to be 

able to make it unquestionably political and irrevocably 

beautiful at the same timen("Rootedness" 345). The 

identity of her characters, instead of being whole and 

unified, is rather "multiple, shared, a form of membership 

ln community" (Rigney 38). Morrison's characters are 

manifested with physical marks (Sula's birthmark, Eva's 
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missing leg, Pauline's crippled foot, Pilate's navel-less 

body, Son's rastafarian dreadlocks, choke-cherry tree scars 

on Sethe's own back) which are greater clues to a culture 

and a history than to individual identity. The 

distinctiveness of their physical and psychological traits 

metaphorically seems to make them recognizable in the race 

specific yet "race free" society of America. 

In her fiction Morrison has explored the possibility 

of creating healthy and sustainable man-woman relationship 

which further envisions a better future for the whole 

cornmuni ty. Morrison points out in her interview to Anne 

Koenen, "Cant hostility to men is bothersome to me. 

Not that they are not deserving of criticism and contempt, 

but I don't want a freedom that depends largely on somebody 

else being on his knees" (73). Sula and Ajax might have 

developed a healthy man-woman relationship if Sula had not 

reduced herself to a stereotype for the time being, 

standing before "the mirror finger-tracing the laugh lines 

around her mouth and trying to decide whether she was good

looking or not" (Sula 131). Ajax is a strong personality 

in the sense that he can make his own life himself. He 

does not treat Sula as an extension of himself and he is 

not terrorized by her oddness. Rather he feels interested 

by her unusualness. Sula's "unusualness" is attractive to 

Ajax and he treats her "as a whole person" (Morrision, 
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Interview with Stepto 18). In the intercourse scene of 

Sula and Ajax, Morrison pictures Sula on top of him (Ajax) 

"like a Georgia pine on its knees" (Sula 129). Ajax feels 

himself much secured instead of feeling subordinated to 

her. Modifying in her own way the heterosexual norms, 

Morrison seems to celebrate Ajax's personality as a rebel 

against the traditional notion of manhood. Pilate's 

"unusualness" both in her physical appearance (her lack of 

a naval) and lifestyle (she runs a wine house) may make her 

appear eccentric common parameters, ·through her 

anomalies Mo:cr.·ison attempts a sion of conventional 

moral y as well as a restoration of cultural treasures 

which are fast diminishing under the pressure of cultural 

commodifica-tion. As late is able to examine herself and 

her world, "What do I need to know to stay alive? What is 

true in the world?"(Song of Solomon 148), she can dig out 

the hidden treasure of African _Americans by decoding the 

language of blues and the stories of flying Africans. 

Morrison is equally mindful of ·the dilemmas many 

aspirant blacks are facing in their striving for success 

and recognition. As Grewal has pointed out, "In Sula, the 

community was reproved for failing to appreciate a feminist 

position; in Tar Baby, Jadine is reproved for repudiating 

the counternationalist project of cultural resistance" 

( 8 8) • In the figure of Jadine, Morrison has shown the 
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predicament of an educated and privileged black woman, who, 

in order to avail herself of the benefits of capitalist 

economy, abandons her blackness and comodifies it in the 

fashion market of New York and Paris. The novel is not so 

much about the problem of a black woman in search for her 

self authenticity as it is about the contemporary problems 

of African American identity in the relation to the 

dominant culture and its institutions. The author is no 

less concerned with the deteriorating relationship between 

black man and woman in presen·t day America. For her the 

conflict of genders is "a cultural illnessu (Interview with 

McKay 147). The Kenyan writer /critic Ngugi wa Thiong'o 

noted in Decolonising the Mind, 

The effect of the cultural bomb is to annihilate 

a people's belief in their names, in their 

languages, in their environment . . and 

ultimately ln themselves. It makes them see 

their past as one wasteland of non-achievement 

and it makes them want to distance themselves 

from that wasteland . . makes them want to 

identify with that which is furthest removed from 

themselves; for instance, with other people's 

languages rather than their own. ( 3) • 

Morrison's depiction of the relationships in the plantation 

household of Valerian streets significantly tells of the 
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ways imperialism wields its weapon, "the cultural bomb," to 

construct a self-alienating materialist world-view, which 

in turn creates class and gender conflicts between black 

men and black women. By way of adapting to white culture 

Jadine comes far away from her own people. "Tar Baby. 

presents the bitter fruits of assimilation: an ignorance of 

black history, an alienated and alienating sense of 

individualism, and the breakdown of any notion of 

responsibility," writes Grewal. "Education does not allow 

a politics of return to the people," Grewal continues, 

"producing instead an educated alienation from the working 

class 90) . son s b ter criticism of both Jadine 

and Son in their role of "rescuing" each other hardly 

escapes the attent of a sensitive reader: 

Each was pulling the other away from the maw of 

hell. . Each knew the world as it was meant 

or ought to be. One had a past, the other a 

future and each one bore the culture to save the 

race in his hands. Mama-spoiled black man, will 

you mature with me? Culture bearing black woman, 

whose culture are you bearing? (2 69) 

Neither Son nor Jadine realizes that it is possible for 

them to be successful economically as well as remain 

faithful to their rich cultural heritage. In the 

introductory essay to Racing Justice, En-gendering Power, 
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Morrison notes, "the problem of internalizing the master's 

tongue is the problem of the rescued. Unlike the problems 

of survivors, who may be lucky, fated etc., the rescued 

have the problem of debt. If the rescuer gives you back 

your life, he shares in that life" (xxv) . The benevolent 

rescuer (Valerian) does not only succeed in eroding the 

self identity of the rescued (Jadine) but also makes her an 

active agent to entrap those who are left unrescued. 

Jadine's euro-centric education, instead of being used for 

the cause of her people, is used rather as a means of 

integrating herself into an alien culture. Though Son does 

not. want to succumb to white hegemonic ideals of commodity 

consumption, his romantic idealization of black womanhood 

cannot escape the authorial contempt. Through Jadine and 

Son Morrison wants to make her readers aware that 

neither the self-alienating cultural view of Jadine nor 

Son's provincial, nostalgic and romantic sensibilities can 

be adequate for "real" African American experience. 

Considering the complexity of the contemporary world, 

Morrison thinks that it is neither proper to "stay right 

where we are" nor "pretend that there was no past;" for 

her, "[t]he ideal situation is to take from the past and 

apply it to the future, which does not mean improving the 

past or tomorrow. 

with Ruas 112). 

It means selecting from it" (Interview 
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Because Morrison began writing in the sixties, she was 

greatly affected by the turbulence that characterized the 

decade. She felt uneasy about the losing of roots, caused-

-for example--by the mass migration of black people. 

Referring to the attitude of blacks in the late fifties and 

early sixties Morrison says, " in the legitimate and 

necessary drive for better jobs and housing, we abandoned 

the past and a lot of truth and sustenance that went with 

it . . In trying to cure the cancer of slavery and 

were destroyed. ." ("Rediscover Black History" 14). 

In her fictional reconstruction Morrison wants to retrieve 

those healthy cells of the past that would contribute to 

the cultural heritage of African Americans. In order to 

resist blind imitation of an alienated culture one must 

acquire the knowledge of black cosmology through a 

benevolent ancestor, as the author says, because "they are 

sort of timeless people whose relationships to the 

characters are benevolent, instructive, and protective and 

they provide a certain kind of wisdom" ("Rootednessn 343). 

She also says, " if we don't keep in touch with the 

ancestor that we are, in fact, lost . nice things don't 

always happen to the totally self-reliant if there is no 

conscious historical connectionn (344). Pilate is such an 

ancestor who initiates Milkman into the search for "roots"-
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his own, his family's, and his community's too. Song of 

Solomon reassesses the ancestral legacy from Pilate's 

perspective, a daughter's perspective--so to say, though 

the protagonist of the novel is a male. Milkman's tutelage 

under his aunt Pilate does not only turn him toward the 

past to help him redefine his values but also teaches him 

to reread/reinterpret the world and understand the true 

meaning of blackness. 

In her new representation of black woman Morrison has 

destabilized the norms of womanhood. In the interview with 

r s Ruas, Morrison says: 

The contemporary woman is eager; her femininity 

becomes sexuality rather than femininity, because 

that is perceived as weak. The characte sties 

they encourage in themselves are more male 

characteristics, not because she has a 

fundamental identity crisis, but because she 

wants to be totally free . . vJhich includes 

self-sufficiency and adventurousness. . The 

impetus of the culture is to be feminized, and 

what one substitutes for femininity is sexuality. 

(105) 

Jadine's character is a site for reconsidering the 

conception of liberal womanhood in black culture. In the 

name of equality of sex she is actually celebrating her 



38 

outward image of a fashion model; she detests the 

traditional female world and so rejects her blackness in 

the name of sexual parity. The woman in yellow dress, 

women hanging from trees or the women in Eloe appear to her 

"essentially" feminine and therefore restrictive for her 

self-exploration as an educated woman. But for the author, 

they are the epitome of "real" and "complete individuals" 

who have not become something for somebody else because 

they are already what they are. These ancestral figures 

represent group consciousness, history and they are the 

"transmitters of culture and the inventors of language" 

Rigney 45) whose relationship to the characters are 

"benevolent, instructive and protective [and who] 

p de a certa kind of wisdom" (qtd. in McKay, 

"Introduction" 2). Morrison has never discouraged Jadine's 

education or her adventurous spirit, nor has she condemned 

Sula's experiments with life; but they must be "both safe 

harbor and ship," as Morrison says in her interview with 

Claudia Tate (161). Morrison seems to have imagined an 

"ideal" black woman's picture in the amalgamation of 

whatever is unique in the characters of both Sula and Nel. 

An "ideal black woman" for the author must be committed to 

both her domestic and communal responsibilities (like Nel) 

and to her own drive to make her "own" space (like Sula) 

In her interview with Denard, Morrison says, "There's a 
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certain type of Black female adventurer that has nothing to 

do with going to war--or the big male type adventures. In 

order to function at the front lines you have to break 

rules, cross boundaries." But she must fulfil the 

expectations of the small community to which she belongs . 

Morrison adds, ". . an ideal person--would have put those 

two expectations together, but I don't know who those 

people are. I don't know people who can be a success in 

the fashion world in Paris and come back and be comfortable 

in their small community. I m sure they exist" ("Blacks, 

Modernism, and the American South" 5). The character of 

Pilate seems to be an image of "true" black womanhood. She 

knows how to nurture and sustain things. She is the symbol 

of both freedom and rootedness ("origin" of blackness), who 

serves as a spiritual guide for Milkman. It is Pilate who 

teaches him the art of flying and finding/knowing names. 

In his journey from ignorance/stupidity to epiphany Milkman 

discovers the original names of his ancestors that are 

buried beneath their family name, "Dead,n as recorded in 

the white agents' register book. By going through the 

regenerative process of self-discovery, Milkman now learns 

how he can commit himself to the needs of his community. 

Pilate, his aunt, exemplifies the combination of both self

recreation and responsibility, which Milkman realizes at 

her death: "without ever leaving the ground, she could fly" 
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(Song of Solomon 336). Though Milkman initially starts his 

journey to find out gold, buried with the white man his 

father had killed, later this journey is transformed into a 

spiritual quest for his ancestral past. This is how he 

learns the lesson of resistance which consists in not 

succumbing helplessly to "rootless consciousness" (Jung 

157) . It is Pilate who guides him all along, and "Milkman 

followed in her tracks" (Song of Solomon 258). 

Morrison wants to accomplish certain functions through 

her novels. There must be "something in it that 

enlightens; something it that opens the door and points 

the way. Something in it that suggests what the confl s 

are, what the problems are. But it need not solve those 

problems because it is not a case study, it is not a 

recipe" (Morrison, "Rootedness" 341). She has, for 

example, portrayed the friendship between Sula and Nel in 

such a manner that it offers quite a different outlook on 

female bonding--a kind of sharing and identification in the 

face of all "differences." In her interview with McKay 

Morrison says: " . friendship between women is not a 

suitable topic for a book . . But I have made women the 

focal point of books in order to find out what women's 

friendships are really all about" (154). The friendship 

between Sula and Nel was formed on the basis of a common 

self, a construction of identity in relationship. The 
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stability of that relationship is at stake when Sula slept 

with Jude. The author, by inverting the notion of fidelity 

in friendship through Sula's betrayal, shows "how violent 

violence is" (Morrison, Interview with Nellie McKay 146) 

and how things crumble if people do ~ot share theirs and 

remain loyal to each others' possession. Sula had realized 

long before Nel came to know that "a lover was not a 

comrade and could never be--for a woman" (Sula 121). The 

novel ends with Nel's belated recognition, "We was girls 

together" (174). 

Morrison is a writer with a firm grasp of the lived 

dynamics of class expe , a subject that has received 

less critical attention from feminist scholars than the 

issue of gender. Her novels may be read as anti-Bildung 

project that subverts the dominant middle class ideology. 

Walter Rodney defuses the myth that racism is the initial 

cause of the enslavement of African people, thereby 

effectively repudiating the argument that racism explains 

the oppression even today. Eric Williams also points out 

that slavery had everything to do with "the cheapness of 

labor," and racial differences only made it easier to 

justify/rationalize slavery. As race should not be 

underplayed as a factor in the exploitation of African 

Americans, it should not be overemphasized to conceal or 

distort class conflict. "Diversity" is now being used as a 
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strong cultural weapon of power tycoons to lessen racial 

and ethnic conflict. In an article, "Diversity May Not Be 

the Answer," published first in Los Angels Time, Gregory 

Rodriguez has made a thoughtful analysis of political 

scientist Robert Putnam's observations that "Diversity is 

turning us into a nation of turtles, hunkered down with our 

heads in our shells." While doing so, Rodriguez quotes 

Putnam at length: 

. residents of diverse communities 'tend to 

withdraw from le life, to distrust r 

neighbors, regardless of the color of their skin, 

to withdraw even from close friends, to expect 

the worst from their community and its leaders, 

to volunteer less, give less to charity and work 

on con~unity projects less often, to register to 

vote less' and to spend more time sitting in 

front of the television." (Kathmandu Post 24 Aug 

2007) 

So it is not just by celebrating and promoting "diversity" 

that it is possible to sell the idea that America is a race 

free, class free society. Morrison, in her interview with 

Bonnie Angelo, remarked, " . black people have always 

been used as a buffer in this country between powers to 

prevent class war, to prevent other kinds of real 

conflagrations" (255). By mid-twentieth century a sizable 
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working class and a small middle class of blacks had 

emerged, and these new classes began to seek their class 

interests, finally bringing about civil rights reforms. 

But the benefits won over remained confined only to those 

two classes of the black community and did not come down to 

the underclass. Ironically, this in turn helped the 

dominant upper class whites highlight the idea that race 

was no longer a cause for inequality but lack of marketable 

skills. In fact race and class are inextricably linked in 

a st-capitalist power structure that also has its 

impac-t on the issue of gender. Gender is a product of 

human thought and culture, a social construction that makes 

biological males and females internalize a pattern of human 

behaviour. The Bluest Eye best explores ·the collusion of 

race, class and gender. Unaware of the combined forces 

which mystify feminine beauty and make black women its 

prey, Pauline becomes a consenting victim of the existing 

power culture by surrendering the best of herself, her home 

and her children. In Song of Solomon Macon Dead is the 

representative of the upper middleclass blacks with his 

sole object of owning things and gaining in material 

prosperity. His obsession with money and status affects 

his relationship with his wife and daughters. His creed is 

juxtaposed with Pilate's lack of ownership of anything or 

anyone except her own "name," enriched by the wealth of her 
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familial history as well as that of her people. The power 

and wonder in the story of flying Africans that the novel 

emphasizes is undercut by the question Sweet puts to 

Milkman, "Who'd he leave behind?" (332). Grewal notes that 

the question is "a reminder of the burdens black women had 

to endure alone because men, preoccupied with their own 

escape, could not or would not shoulder them" (68). 

For Morrison, as for many other black writers, race, 

class and gender make up the "triple jeopardy" that the 

black woman finds herself caught in. In her novels she 

exposes the damage that the racist-sexist-classist 

oppression, both inside and outside of the ethnic group, 

has done to black women. Following the War coupled with 

the Great Depression, many black men could not find jobs on 

racial grounds and the black women had to take the role of 

"bread-winner" for their families. Black men took it as an 

insult to their pride, which corroded their bond with their 

women and eventually resulted in sexual exploitation. 

Black men not only saw their women as wanton creatures but 

also accepted the converse white male myth around the black 

woman as an Amazonic superwoman--strong, uncomplaining, and 

all-accepting. The situation is still more complex. 

Phyllis Palmer points out in her article, "White Women/ 

Black Women: The Dualism of Female Identity and Experience 

in the United States," that white feminists were no less 
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attracted to the myth. The strong black female figure 

corresponds neatly with the image of the "black mammy," 

disguising the fact, as Barbara Smith argues, that "the 

black women have been recipients of the lowest pay, the 

worst poverty, the least access to child care and the most 

frequent victims of all kinds of violence, including 

battering, rape and involuntary sterilization." They were 

seen as an enemy not only by their men but also by white 

women for "robbing" them of their men. Smith says, "An 

abil to cope under the worse conditions is not 

liberation, although our spiritual capacities have often 

made it look like a life" ("Some Home Truths" 13-14). But, 

for Morrison, political feminism cannot be the answer to 

the wret condition of black women; a different strategy 

must be adopted for healing their wounds. The qualities 

that Morrison rediscovers in black women through her 

reconstruction of their history are traditional beauty, 

strength, resistance and integrity--the unique cultural 

values that black women have developed in spite of and 

often because of their oppression. 

Linda Myers notes that in the twenty-first century's 

"digitized," "globalized," and "time compressed" world, 

with its "political thrust" to make people share in its 

economy and power, Morrison likes to retrieve the 

nourishing and sustaining qualities of black art and 
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culture (par 1) She has also explained to Thomas LeClair 

that her novels 

should clarify the roles that have become 

obscured; they ought to identify those things in 

the past that are useful and those things that 

are not; and they ought to give nourishment. 

. There is a confrontation between old values of 

the tribe and new urban values. It's confusing. 

There has to be a mode to do what the music did 

for blacks, what we used to be able to do with 

each other in private and in that civilization 

that existed underneath the white civilization. 

(121) 

In order to resist the transformation of black values 

started by the mass migration, Morrison likes to affirm 

their cultural heritage and customs with their rich sources 

in blues, lores, mythologies and folktales. In their blind 

imitation of the dominant culture middle class blacks have 

drifted away from the blues tradition. The author has 

interpreted such nfreedom" as cultural deprivation. The 

"spiritually sustaining world" of Pilate's home (Grewal 6), 

which is filled up with the resources of black culture and 

enriched with the blues tradition, is a site of resistance 

to middle class bourgeois values embodied in the figure of 

Macon. Macon cannot ignore the hypnotizing effect of the 
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blues Pilate sings with her daughter and granddaughter; he 

stands hidden outside of her sister's home because the 

"melody that Pilate was leading pulled him like a 

carpet tack under the influence of a magnet"(Song 29). Tar 

Baby, in its fictional interpretation, demytholizes the 

western version of the plantation story of the Tar Baby and 

redeploys it in revealing black women's strength and power 

to come out of the internalized pattern of violence, 

commodification and bondage. For Morrison, "the tar baby 

came to mean the ack woman who can hold things together" 

(In ew LeClair 122). 

The gravest danger in today's world is, as Morrison 

says, "the dissolution of public and private memory, the 

substitution of a faux memory for a more nuanced one." 

Repeating a phrase from her 1998 lecture, Morrison told the 

audience during her second public lecture, 

We live 'in the age of spectacle' in which the 

reigning images promise to mediate between us and · 

the spectacle, but they have forfeited that 

promise. We're not engaged, we're distanced when 

confronted with rapid visions of catastrophe. 

Rather than concretize the nation's identity they 

damage, alter, distort time, language, the moral 

imagination and access to knowledge. (Cornell 

Chronicle) 
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For the author, the "true" identity of her people can be 

recreated by re-inscribing the African American past 

through fictional rewriting. The master narrative of the 

history of slavery avoids it as much as it can by deleting 

certain records and highlighting others according to its 

conveniences. The "produced" meanings of the 

historical/cultural artefacts shaping the identity of those 

people, fail to focus on their "selves," because the way 

the master narrative "naturalizes" them as components of 

their grand design writes them off as "subjects" with their 

claim to "themselves." Morrison s rewriting project aims 

to reclaim the ownership of the selves of her people by 

focussing on their interior lives as they live(d) everyday, 

thus denaturalizing the master narratives with its 

deterministic closure. In Beloved, Morrison takes stock of 

the slave past and offers a new story/her story of a slave 

mother, that deconstructs the stereotype of the black woman 

as a submissive and subservient breeder of slaves and 

reconstructs her image as a bold and violent, and, at the 

same time, a loving and caring mother, who is not 

subjugated by the dominant power when the security of her 

children is in question. The fictional world in Beloved 

(the source of the text is an actual event concerning the 

life of a slave woman named Margaret Garner that Morrison 

came to know of while editing The Black Book) speaks of the 
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"unspeakable" stories of a slave mother. In this novel 

Morrison, by her power of imagination, creates "a public 

space of trauma" (qtd. in Grewal, 14) in which the 

traumatised past of beleaguered people is charted through 

an amalgamation of multiple voices for healing the wounds 

of her race and thus offering a "kind of truth" (Morrison, 

"The Site" 115) . 

Beloved deals with the place of history, the 

authenticity of historical truth or the fictionality of 

history and memory, in postmodern culture. Walter Clemmon 

rightly evaluated the maste ece Newsweek: 

l ered, piecemeal revelation of the past is one of 

the technical wonders of Morrison's narrative. We 

gradually understand that this isn't story telling but the 

intricate exploration of trauma. 

masterpiece on our hands here. 

. I think we have a 

(David 123-24) ." 

Remembrance of slavery, for Morrison, is "national amnesia" 

(Interview with Bonnie Angelo 257); people, black or white, 

hardly want to remember it. It is her rewriting project 

that Morrison likes to make the horror of slavery "real" by 

letting her characters confront their hideous past, but in 

such a manner that memory does not overpower imagination in 

a destructive way. Sethe wants to avoid confronting the 

past: "she worked hard to remember as close to nothing as 

was safe. Unfortunately her brain was devious" (Beloved 6) 
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and it would not allow her to forget though "every mention 

of her past life hurt. Everything in it was painful or 

lost . . the hurt was always there--like a tender place 

in the corner of her mouth that the bit left" (58). Thus 

it becomes very difficult for ex-slaves to remember the 

horrible past; instead they want to forget it for the 

purpose of survival. Historically a beleaguered people 

cannot look backwards; they must keep going to meet the 

demands of the present. But the past, in spite of being 

repressed intentionally, can never be effaced totally as 

remains latent and occasional comes up to take its hold 

on the present. In relation to the people who undergo 

trauma, Cathy Caruth observes, "it is not only the moment 

of the event, but of the passing out of it that is 

traumatic; the survival itself, in other words, can be a 

crisis" (Trauma 9). In the novel it takes Sethe eighteen 

years to counter her buried part, and when she finally does 

she is devoured by it. The ghost child Beloved is Sethe's 

repressed past and now she "made demands" (Beloved 240). 

Beloved's "eating up" Sethe's life and becoming "swelled 

up" seems to suggest metaphorically that the sources of 

information on slavery and its painful experiences lie 

buried and must be dug out in order to be represented in a 

new manner. In her new manner of dealing with the history 

of her people Morrison sticks neither solely to a 
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teleological historical remembering, nor to a postmodernist 

forgetting of the past, but to both. The author thinks 

that both processes are necessary for paving a better way 

to the future. The ambiguity in the repetition of "It was 

not a story to pass on" (274) at the end of Beloved seems 

to endorse both remembering and forgetting, since "passing 

on" bears two meanings: sharing the tale with the future 

generations and walking on and forgetting the story. For 

the author, the past must be processed and sometimes be 

forgotten in order to function in the present and then to 

"pass on" (proceed) to the future. The ending of the 

novel, asK. C. Davis observes, is similar to Hutcheon's 

historiographic matafiction. According to Hutcheon, "the 

past is not something to be escaped, avoided, or 

controlled. . The past is something with which we must 

come to terms and such a confrontation involves an 

acknowledgment of limitation as well as of power (Politics 

58) • Sethe's deliberate way of creating a "timeless 

present" (Beloved 184) in order to "get to the no-time 

waiting for her" (191) can never be a solution for the 

demands/complaints of a repressed past. Though she thinks 

that she has created an idyllic "no time" present in 124, 

the timeless present must be broken; otherwise she will be 

strangled as she had almost been in the Clearing Scene, and 

her history, namely the history of all black women, will be 
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erased from the cultural memory of African Americans, of 

America-so to say. 

Sethe's "timeless present" in her home from which she 

likes to escape is echoed in Jameson's discussion of 

postmodernism. In an interview he summed up the thesis of 

his book, Postmodernism, or, the Cul tu.ral Logic of Late 

Capitalism, with the remark "time has become a perpetual 

present and thus spatial" in postmodern culture" (qtd. in 

Stephans on 4 6) . Jameson regrets the postmodern "spatial 

time and argues that deprives people of a "true" sense 

of history, of the cause-effect relationship, of "deep 

phenomenological experience" (Postmodernism 134). 

Morrison's concern for "authentic" history seems to have 

spurred her for collecting materials for a "trueu history 

of African Americans. K. C. Davis notes that Morrison, in 

her essay "The Site of Memory," has used "the metaphor of 

archeological site to refer to memories of the past, as if 

they were a place that one could visit to mine for bits of 

history" ("'Postmodern Blackness'" 89). Rather than 

aspiring for historical accuracy or exhibiting "historical 

depthlessness," Morrison's works can be read as a "true" 

record of cultural memories of the ancestral past to which 

we can have access bnly through other texts and 

imagination. By rejecting a modernist diachronic view of 

history, Morrison's "history" embraces the idea of a more 
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synchronic, spatial experience of time in order to 

reconstruct the temporal experiences of her people who were 

often denied a future and therefore relegated to oblivion. 

Sethe is "boxed in" time because she cannot construct an 

ordered/teleological sequence in her life. 

Beloved lends a new direction to the postmodern debate 

on history. Morrison's investment in history is for 

learning from the lesson of the past but not to be 

paralyzed by it, for forging an (other) alternative histo 

out of it, by reaping the benefits of both synchronic and 

diachronic senses of t in order to enlarge our 

understanding of black women s history. While king 

backwards and sharing their tales with each other, the 

characters never r time in a linear manner. A 

journey back from the free present to the slave past, the 

novel reverses the progressive movement of the slave 

narrative and thus creates a space which, according to 

Lawrence Kirmayer, provides ~a consensual reality and 

collective memory through which the fragments of personal 

memory can be assembled, reconstructed, and displayed with 

a tacit assumption of validity" (qtd. in Grewal 14). 

Unlike Fredric Jameson's criticism of "time" being "a 

perpetual present" and therefore "spatial" in postmodern 

culture, Morrison's Beloved claims to represent an 

"authentic" account of the history of a slave mother by 
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using time to explore the interiority of experience. The 

narrative represents disjointed stories, psyches and 

memories that must be interwoven to make a single story for 

an individual as well as to effect collective healing. 

Morrison's theoretical conception of temporality is best 

expressed in Beloved through the figure of the "wheel," a 

• l 
Clrc~e that moves on and on but never reaches out to the 

centre and the "rememory" process always remains 

unfinished. Like Sethe's wedding dress that is made by 

stitching together scraps of clothes, Morrison wants to 

te the history of slave women by joining the fragments 

of memories shared by her people. But it is not a total 

reclamation of the past of her people that Morrison aims 

at; she rather experiments with the new ways of 

representing the history of black people, particularly 

that of the black women. For this purpose, she 

denaturalises the master historical narrative so that she 

can raise hers alongside a competing version of African 

American history. As a creative historian, she 

reconstructs by deconstructing the grand narratives. In 

her 1988 interview Morrison said, "One of the things that's 

important to me is the powerful imaginative way in which we 

deconstructed and reconstructed reality in order to get 

through" (Interview with Marsha Darling 252). It is for 

the purpose of weaving "an interior life of people that 
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have been reduced to some great lump called slave" (253) 

that Morrison writes her new story that changes our 

perception of historical reality. 

The "unspeakability" of slavery that has made her 

people voiceless and thus "absent" in the enlightenment 

tradition, is a challenge for Morrison, who in her new 

representation wants to make them powerful by giving them 

back their own voice. Sethe's raw act of defiance runs 

counter to the policy of the dominant power that interferes 

with a mother's choice. Morrison has lent speech to the 

chless to express the harrowing pain and sh of 

black women because the emotional pain of a slave mother 

cannot find any articulation in the master's language or in 

constrained slave narratives. Beloved investigates the 

cost of Sethe's resistance. Her infanticide is registered 

as a heroic act of resistance that Morrison defines in an 

interview as a "desperate strategy" (qtd. in White). 

Morrison has reconstituted the history of black women 

by letting them tell their own tales their own manner, 

making their claims identifiable and by creating a bond 

between "black sisters" in order to confront collectively 

the trauma occasional remembering brings to them. The 

concept of sisterhood in Morrison's writing, as in other 

black women's, takes a different turn from the white 

women's conception of sisterhood. Her fiction is 
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determined by two modes of domination: racism which is for 

her an issue of (re)defining the colour of her people in a 

society, run by white power; and patriarchal oppression, 

through which black men exercise power to control black 

women. The projections of her women characters help us 

evaluate the quality of human relationships under the 

constraints of historical processes and social relations. 

Her emphasis on the interiority of her women and her 

acknowledgement of their desires point to a strategy of 

countering racist, sexist and classist America, of 

foregrounding their unique cultural values. 

Black sisterhood for the is healing up each 

other's wounds by sharing their tales and by passing on the 

rich cultural heritage of African Americans. Jazz lays 

bare the woes of black women, caused by the traumatic 

effects of geographical and emotional dislocation. 

Dorcas's death brought both Violet and Alice closer to each 

other. As Alice stitches up the torn linen of Violet's 

coat, she listens to Violet minutely and seems to repair 

her own tattered self. The narrative voice says, "By this 

time the women had become so easy with each other talk 

wasn't always necessary" (Jazz 112). Thanks to her growing 

sense of sisterhood, Violet finds out her "me" inside; 

Alice is no longer scared of Violet, whom she categorises 

as one of the women "with knives" (Jazz 85) Joe is no 
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longer stuck in the tracks and trails of "faint hoof marks" 

(130); Felice is not anybody's "alibi or hammer or toy" 

(222). By the end of the novel the wounded triad of Joe-

Violet-Dorcas is replaced by the healing triad of Joe

Violet-Felice. Thus Morrison's rewriting project, by 

giving voice to the voiceless, seems to demonstrate agency 

for African American social protest. Her representation of 

the history of black women thus empowers the "powerless" 

who recall the "disremembered and unaccounted for" 

(Beloved 274) and "sixty million and more" (v) who died as 

captives in the Middle Passage and who have never been 

present~ed the canon of American history. ke the ghost 

child called Beloved, the tragic stories of slavery cannot 

be forgotten. Beloved is the buried frustration of the 

black people who are racially, sexually and economically 

marginalized. Morrison has created her stories to make 

them a "present presence" rather than an "absent presence" 

due to people's amnesia. In the ending of Beloved the 

narrative suggestion, "This is not a story to pass on" 

(274), implies not forgetting the past, however unbearable 

it might be. A people's trauma can be exorcised through 

remembering and hearing, which does not mean plain 

forgetting. Like Beloved, Jazz is also inspired by a real 

document Morrison had read in Camille Billop's manuscript, 

The Harlem Book of the Dead. Morrison is no less faithful 
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to the traces of the past but she resists any unitary or 

determined meaning that a grand narrative of history aims 

at. In her Paris Review interview Morrison said: "It is 

important not to have a totalizing view. In American 

literature we (African Americans) have been so totalized--

as though there is only version. We are not one 

indistinguishable block of people who always behave the 

same way" (Interview with Elissa Schappell 117). The 

danger of the master narrative is its grand resolution, in 

which the outcome has been preconceived and the individual 

players do not have any role unless they contribute to its 

predetermined reso ion. An attempt to expose the wounds 

inflicted on black women as well as to "right" their 

history, the narrative voice in Jazz creates a space for 

agency so that the "Wilds" would not remain speechless any 

longer. The novel ends with this readerly/writerly desire: 

"Say make me, remake me. You are free to do it and I am 

free to let you because look, look. Look where your hands 

are. Now" (229) . The speaking voice is an appeal to the 

readers to lay hands on the past so that a new 

interpretation can be accomplished by the joint venture of 

the reader and the writer. 

In this manner Morrison has celebrated the traditional 

beauty, strength, resistance and integrity that black women 

possess or have developed in spite of and often because of 
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their oppression. "There is no need to be nostalgic about 

the good and old days because they were not," Morrison 

warns, "but to recognize and rescue those qualities . 

that was so much a part of our past and so useful to us and 

the generations of blacks growing up" ("Rediscovering" 16) . 



Chapter II 

Interrogating the "Original": The Bluest Eye 

Toni Morrison's first novel The Bluest Eye (1970) is 

an ironic commentary on the female body discourse, 

questioning one of the criteria of the Anglo-American 

concept of physical beauty. Historically, women's bodies 

have been inscribed by adjectives of binary oppositions: 

beautiful/ugly, black/ white, obese/trim, tall/ short etc. 

While categorizing one's gendered status on the basis of 

such "values, considered original," others, who do not 

conform to s norms, are kept outside the periphery of 

universal recognition. These "others" with some different 

marks/traits visible on their bodies are contrasted with 

the "normal" and pushed aside in order to maintain the 

consistency of the dominant rhetoric of beauty. The Bluest 

Eye is the story of a little, black girl, named Pecola, 

whose most visible bodily marker that sets her apart is her 

black skin. It is considered as a sign of "ugliness," a 

term that has acquired such other unfriendly and menacing 

associations as dirtiness, worthlessness, hatred, violence. 

In her yearning for a pair of blue eyes so that she can 

fulfil the conditions of white American beauty, Pecola is 

continually highlighted and brushed aside until a final 

stroke brushes her off. Her story not only disgraces the 

black community she belongs to, but also exposes the widely 
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disparate attitude of America that defends its status as a 

critic of racialized nationalism abroad. Morrison's 

project in this novel is to demystify the hegemonic 

discourse that fails to provide a space for Pecola in the 

promised land of success. The novel interrogates the 

validity of the norms of "original"/abstract values, that 

dismiss a little, black girl into insanity. 

Gennifer Gillan has pointed out in her essay, 

"Focusing on The Wrong Font: Historical Displacement, The 

Nag Line, and The uest Eye" how Morrison has made a 

"s le interplay between [the] profound history of the 

Breedlove family and its background history of the racial 

determination of American citizenship" (2). The year 

(1940-41) the novel is set in is significant because it was 

when the US decided to take an active role as the crusader 

against racialized nationalism in Europe. Such 

intervention on the international front screened the most 

burning problems of race, class and gender back horne. 

Moreover, when Hitler's atrocity, being the most 

threatening problem all over the world, came into sharp 

focus, then the benevolent image of the US as the defender 

of humanity made its own domestic problem delicately slip 

into the background. The skilful rendering of the story of 

the Breedloves makes it amply clear that the novel is not 

just about an eleven-year-old black girl's identity crisis, 
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but a story of national identity crisis. The Bluest Eye is 

a novel of historical displacement, questioning the 

dominant discourse on race in the US. By mocking the grand 

narrative of white American history, Morrison wants to 

destabilize the very texture of the "original" in order to 

make her readers take part in the weeping of a little, 

black girl: "In a land that loves its blond, blue-eyed 

children, who weeps for the dreams of a black girl?" (The 

Bluest Eye 1). This novel is an attempt to find out the 

authenticity of one's identity that does not assimilate 

the ideologies a dominant culture but rather sticks to 

its own cultural roots. 

The novel opens with a primer of three visually 

disorganized versions of the Dick and Jane text and a 

prologue that announces an unnatural event in 1941, " 

there were no marigolds in the fall of 1941" with another 

deviant case, "Pecola was having her father's baby" (9). 

The first text of the primer, ~Here is the house. It is 

green and white. It has a red door. It is very pretty. 

Here is the family. . ," conforming to grammatical and 

stylistic rules and norms in that it is a text with double 

spacing, capitalized sentence beginning, proper 

punctuation, metaphorically provides suggestion for the 

expected standard of identity formation either of an 

individual or that of a community. The second text, "Here 
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is the house it is green and white it has a red door it is 

very pretty here is the family . ,"which is single 

spaced, without capitalized sentence beginning and with no 

punctuation marks at all, seeks to reproduce the first 

text; it may be taken as a representation of first world 

identities, a mere simulacrum with no substance at all. 

The third text, 

"Hereisthehouseitisgreenandwhiteithasareddooritisverypretty 

hereisthefamily. ." (7), that reproduces the word order 

of the first text with neither space nor gaps can be taken 

as an ication of " world identit (Grewal 23) 

in which marks of distinction almost blur. Both the second 

and the third texts are mimicries of the first text; the 

feature of second text is discernible, though the third 

text lacks it. Morrison's artful use of the primer is a 

rich trope that illustrates the process of the identity 

formation of her people through mimicry; the identity 

formed thus underscores the different classes of people 

living within the same black community. 

Pecola is introduced in the novel as a "'case' 

a girl who had no place to go". She is placed in the 

MacTeers family for a few days as her father, the "old Dog 

Breedlove had burned up his house, gone upside his wife's 

head, and everybody, as a result, was outdoors." Pecola is 

not just one of the "outdoors," her status of being a 
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"case" ( 17) (emphasized within double quotes in the text) 

needs an elaborate discussion to explore the living 

condition of many such Pecolas in the underclass black 

community, of those whose stories are buried under the heap 

of indifference and oblivion. Claudia finds out the 

difference between being put "out" and being put "outdoors" 

(italics in the text) as a "subtle but final" distinction 

( 18) . For her, "Outdoors" is "the real terror of life" 

(17), "an irrevocable, physical fact . ( 18) . She 

thus describes "the metaphysical condition" of the 

"peripheral existence" of minorities along both caste 

and class lines: "Being a minority in both caste and class, 

we moved about anyway on the hem of life, struggling to 

consolidate our weaknesses and hang on or to creep singly 

up into the major folds of the garment." She draws a 

further line of demarcation between their "minority" status 

and their status as "outdoors": ". . the difference 

between the concept of death and being, in fact, dead" 

(18). As the story moves on, one notes that it is not only 

"race" that matters, but also "class" and its different 

categories/ ranks that determine the identity of these 

people. The Bluest Eye charts several such classes of 

blacks living in Lorain, Ohio during the 40s. Living in a 

society that runs by the dominant white ideologies, these 

people , the marginalized "other," make themselves fit into 
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the roles of both the "oppressed" and the "oppressor." 

Alisa A. Balestra has defined this condition as "'black-on-

black'" violence (1). In their blind imitation of white 

ideals, these people come far away from their "own," 

distance themselves from each other and unconsciously live 

an alien truth in their own home. Pecola's absurd yearning 

for a pair of blue eyes calls attention to a certain cause

effect relationship not only around the black community but 

around any similar group of people anywhere in the world 

because Pecola s victimization involves ". the most 

destructive ideas in the s of human thought," and 

that is "physical beauty" (Bluest 97). 

Through Claudia's third person and the author's first 

person narratives the novel presents several groups of 

black people in Lorain. Though the difference between them 

is noticeable from the way they live their lives, look at 

and count others, one thing that is common to them all is 

their blind preference for white ideologies. In accepting 

the superiority of white power, the b k people also 

accept their disadvantages without any complaints. Their 

"conviction" of their ugliness/ lacking ("ugliness" being 

the rhetoric not only of physical beauty but of the black 

identity in general) has been illustrated by Morrison thus: 

. they believed they were ugly. . But 

their ugliness was unique. . You looked at 
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them and wondered why they were so ugly; you 

looked closely and could not find the source. 

Then you realized that it came from conviction, 

their conviction. It was as though some 

mysterious all-knowing master had given each one 

a cloak of ugliness to wear, and they had each 

accepted it without question. The master had 

said, "You are ugly people." They had looked 

about themselves and saw nothing to contradict 

the statement; saw, in fact, support for it 

leaning at them from every billboard, every 

movie, every glance. (italics mine) "Yes," they 

had said. "You are right." And they took the 

ugliness in their hands, threw it as a mantle 

over them, and went about the world with it. 

(34) 

The characters in the novel react in their own ways while 

dealing with such conviction of their "ugliness" and their 

reactions in the given circumstances help us to categorize 

each in a particular class, though such categorization 

includes neither Claudia, who is "caught between two 

worlds: the working-class world of Breedloves and the 

educated middle-class world of Geraldine," nor the three 

whores (China, Poland and Miss Marie) who, though socially 

condemned, radically deviate from the norms of dominant 
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culture as well as from middle class propriety and decorum 

(Grewal 40). The colonizing power of white culture is too 

pervasive to contradict; the prevailing system of accepting 

white aesthetics as "supreme" produces a sense of 

inferiority in the minorities that further degenerates to 

self loathing, affecting the familial bond, especially the 

parent-children relationship. It is because of the 

pervasiveness of power itself that the minorities often 

collude with the system and exercise it to dominate the 

less superior/other within their own family or cowmunity. 

Thus the status of the "other" keeps changing depending on 

situation or the subject position, i.e. how much 

superior the subject is in his/her relation to the 

object/other in a given circumstance. The global network 

of colonialism with its mechanisms of domination over the 

less powerful/other works as if like a chain, each 

"powerful" entangling the less "powerful,u and in this 

systematized networking of power-on-power culture the women 

and children are the most vulnerable victims. The most 

privileged position in this power chain, which is informed 

by the race-and-class-based social structure, is occupied 

by the rich whites and blacks still fill disproportionately 

the ranks of the poorest classes in the US society. By the 

mid 20th century a sizable black working class and a small 

black middle class had began to seek their class interests, 
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finally bringing about Civil Rights reforms. But the 

benefits won over, remained confined only to those two 

classes of black community but did not reach out to the 

black underclass . Grewal has described The Bluest Eye as". 

. a stinging critique of an educated class of blacks who, 

in order to avail themselves of the bourgeois privileges of 

a capitalist economy, have made "individuals" of 

themselves" (5). While describing the house of the 

Breedloves, the author says, "The Breedloves did not live 

in a storefront because they were having temporary 

difficulty adjusting to the cutbacks at the plant. They 

lived there because they were poor and black, and they 

stayed there because they believed they were ugly" (Bluest 

34; italics mine). The Breedloves failed to fulfil the 

criteria for belonging to the group of "haves" and so 

occupied the lowest position in the social power structure. 

They accept the uknowledge" of their masters as the 

ultimate and absolute reality. They believe that they are 

inferior because they are "poor" and that they are 

worthless because their skin colour does not match their 

masters'. Such acknowledgement breeds in them self-

contempt and disappointment that occasionally find an 

outlet in the form of mutual exploitation. By grudging 

against each other these people "relieved the tiresomeness 

of poverty, gave grandeur to the dead rooms" (36). Because 
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they are socially powerless and because their racial 

identity is "devalued" (Vickroy 2), the minorities in The 

Bluest Eye go through injustice, insult, humiliation and 

insecurity in their day-to-day life. In "Self, Society and 

Myth in Toni Morrison's Fiction," Cynthia A. Davis examines 

how such oppression leads up to a "systematic denial of the 

reality of black lives" (323) . While facing grinding 

oppression as routine in their daily lives, the black 

adults may pass their failures on to their children and in 

doing so they teach thern "fear," "fear of being clumsy " as 

Pauline had transmitted on to her daughter " . a fear 

of growing up, fear of . . life" (Bluest 102) 

When Pauline and Cholly came to north, everything 

seemed to be go well with Cholly working in a steel mill 

and Pauline with her housekeeping. But gradually 

everything got changed: Pauline started feeling discomfort 

in the company of northern black women and whites. These 

women laughed at the way Pauline dressed, made her hair or 

talked. Pauline reflects on her experience: 

"'It was hard to get to know folks up here, and 

I missed my people. I weren't used to so much 

white folks. . Up north they was everywhere--

and colored folks few and far between. 

Northern colored folk was different too. . No 

better than whites for meanness. They could make 
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you feel just as no-count, 'cept I didn't expect 

it from them. 

The town, "young and growing Ohio town . . this 

melting pot on the lip of America" (93)--aroused in Pauline 

new desires that were too strong to be resisted. In order 

to match herself with those women in north, in order to get 

rid of their "goading glances," Pauline wanted new clothes 

and makeup. New desires needed money which Pauline could 

manage by taking a day worker's job, but "it did not help 

began complaining about Pauline's 

purchases: "Their marr was shredded with quarrels. 

. Money became the focus of all their discussions, hers for 

clothes, his for drink. The sad thing was that Pauline did 

not really care for clothes and makeup. She merely wanted 

other women to cast favorable glances (italics mine) her 

way" (94). The desire for having a "favorable glance" now 

becomes the sole aspiration for Pauline, which later 

encompasses Pecola, her daughter. The "favorable glance" 

epitomizes the ideal of white feminine beauty that reduces 

a black woman into an object/sight, intersected by varied 

and multiple gazes of power--political, economical or 

cultural. The identity formation for a black woman 

involves a complex procedure in which she has to conceal 

her real self under the guise of an affected/"normal" one 

and pass through constant worries while maintaining an 
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order outwardly. As Katherine Mckithrick has noted, ". 

the characters in Morrison's novel continually "become": 

" . they are embodied processes rather than passive 

recipients of cultural subjugation" (5). Thus Pauline, 

while craving for "favorable glances," completes the 

process of embodiment: "So she became, and her process of 

becoming was like most of ours: she developed a hatred for 

things that mystified or obstructed her; acquired virtues 

that were easy to maintain; assigned herself a role in the 

scheme of things; and harked back to simpler times for 

gratification" (100). Instead of creating a space of her 

"own," she constantly negates it in the fear that any 

deviation on her part would perhaps unsettle the "scheme of 

things." Morrison's purpose in this novel is to 

denaturalise those icons of beauty and worth that have been 

regarded as "original" down the ages. She wants to rewrite 

the history of black woman who, to find social acceptance, 

has always been in a state of flight and flux. Going to 

the movies is a kind of wish-fulfilment for Pauline. As 

the light is "cut off" and the screen lights up, she can 

move "right on in them pictures." By imitating Jean 

Harlow's hairdo she tries to make herself look "just like 

her" (97). The dominant criteria of beauty have not only 

made Pauline its blind follower but also make her collude 

with its cultural politics. Unaware of the nature of 
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forces working on her, the black woman becomes a consenting 

victim of the existing power culture even by surrendering 

the best of herself, her horne, and her children. In her 

role as an "ideal servant" (100) at the Fishers,' Pauline 

performs her best to fulfil the conditions of the agent-

recipient relationship. She is deluded to believe that it 

would give her the comfort, security and power she had ever 

longed for. In return of her dedicated service the masters 

give her "what she had never had--a nick name--'Polly'" 

( 101) . Though the ten other children in the family had 

their nicknames, s did not have one because of a lack or 

"deformity" her-her ~crooked, archless foot" (88). 

This becomes a metaphor for all the shortcomings imposed on 

her by her society that includes both whites and blacks 

who lived by the white set of values. The vacuum in her, 

which could have been filled up by parental love, is now 

exploited by the dominant power structure for its own 

benef She is deluded to believe that she is part of the 

white Fisher household and shares its status, whereas in 

actuality she only "reigned over cupboards" and was "queen 

of canned vegetables" (101). Blind to the reality of her 

situation, Pauline ironically refuses to acknowledge Pecola 

as her own and instead cares more for the Fishers' baby. 

"In accepting the stigmatized identity," to quote Grewal, 

"Pauline ends up negating her daughter while maintaining a 
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social order (the white Fisher household) that recognizes 

her only as 'the ideal servant'" (31). She goes on 

neglecting her home and children: "More and more she 

neglected her house, her children, her man--they were like 

the afterthoughts one has just before sleep, ." (101). 

Pauline's self-identity thus gets distorted. Her loss of 

self is brilliantly portrayed in the "fallen tooth" episode 

during the picture show: "I was sitting back in my seat, 

and I taken a big bite of that candy, and it pulled a tooth 

right out of my mouth." In cherishing the idea of romantic 

love and beauty Pauline forgot the value of her own beauty 

and so regrets, "I had good teeth . , ( 98) • The sing 

of the tooth might be taken as a figurative hint at the 

dreadful consequences of clinging to an alien lifestyle. 

The novel lays bare the sordid reality that the loss of the 

minority people's true identity can be ascribed not only to 

the "scheme of things" designed for them but also to their 

secret connivance with it. Remarkable is Claudia's 

scathing criticism of adults presenting children with blue

eyed, yellow-haired dolls on Christmas: "Adults, older 

girls, shops, magazines, newspapers, window signs--all the 

world had agreed that a blue-eyed, yellow-haired, pink-

skinned doll was what every girl child treasured. 'Here,' 

they said, 'this is beautiful, and if you are on this day 

"worthy" you may have it'" (20). The Bluest Eye critiques 
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the process of identity formation for black people in 

general and black women in particular in US society that 

frees (read: alienates) them from their "themselves," 

imposing on them false values that culminate in an 

irreparable loss they eventually suffer. In Terry 

Eagleton's words, "emancipation thus involves the most 

difficult of all forms of liberation, freeing ourselves 

from ourselves" (Ideology xiii). 

Internalization of dominant cultural ideas does not 

merely provide a false sense of s ty to the black 

people, but 

distinction. 

so becomes a means to af rm their class 

Instead of finding ways to question those 

ideas by cementing the bond between them, they end up at 

times opposing each other to move up the class ladder. The 

class status in Arne ca has been historically coded in 

white terms and the black people had no option but to join 

the race for a privileged status. Like Pauline, Pecola 

suffers negation as reflected in the gaze of others: the 

whole world, except her playmates and three whores who 

befriend her, reject her because of her dark skin and 

poverty. She is constantly ridiculed at school by her 

teachers and classmates. Disappointed, Pecola tries to 

find out the reason for her ugliness by sitting long before 

a mirror. To her the definition of beauty comes 

encapsulated in the form of "Shirley Temple" or "Mary Jane" 
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because the world has certified them as beautiful women. 

So she loves drinking milk out of a Shirley Temple cup and 

is fond of eating Mary Jane chocolate: drinking milk out of 

the Shirley Temple cup gives her an opportunity " to handle 

and see sweet Shirley's face"(Bluest 22) and eating Mary 

Jane for Pecola is "somehow to eat the eyes, eat Mary Jane. 

Love Mary Jane. Be Mary Jane" (43). Thus her manner of 

assimilating ideal feminine beauty in the form of Shirley 

Temple and Mary Jane becomes for Pecola the means of 

shielding her status from the gaze of white people that 

reflects The total absence of human recognition" (42), or 

from the "uncomprehending eyes" ( 7 5) of "sugar-brown l'1obile 

girls 11 (68) whose eyes ~questioned nothing and asked 

everything" (75). In the face of great mater l crisis, 

the only veil that she tries to cover herself with, is the 

accession of power in the form of "ideal feminine beauty," 

and so she desperately craves for the possession of a pair 

of blue eyes. The narrator says, "Each night, without 

fail, she prayed for blue eyes 11 in the hope that she would 

be "different,u that Cholly and Mrs. Breedlove would stop 

fighting because it would be too nasty to do "bad things in 

front of those pretty eyes" (40). While for Pecola and 

Pauline the accession of power rests on absorption of the 

all pervading cultural icon of beauty, for others like 

Geraldine and Soaphead, it is through a secret 
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collaboration with the colonizer, as if they were the 

agents of the White Power. By keeping themselves at a 

distant and (therefore "secured") position from the rest of 

the community these people maintain an individual "class" 

order in the same black community. No wonder Geraldine 

tries to "get rid of the funkiness" (68) of Pecola by 

abusing her because she is afraid that Pecola's intrusion 

in Geraldine's so-called white territory would affect her 

social position: 

She looked at Pecola. Saw the di.rty torn 

the plaits sticking out on her head, hair matted 

the muddy shoes. . She had seen s 

little girl (children like Pecola) all of her 

life . crowded into pews at church, taking 

space from the nice, neat, colored children. 

. Like flies they hovered; like flies they 

settled. And this one had settled her house. 

( 7 5) 

Pecola's ugliness and poverty aten the " olable 

world" of Geraldine, that she has built "stick by 

stick,"(69) and in asking Pecola to leave her house 

Geraldine is attempting to rid herself of her fears of her 

own evil, of her own unworthiness, of her own shadow of 

blackness" (Awkward 194). Though Pecola is counted a 

trespasser in the white zone, she feels comforted in her 
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own world, i.e. in the world of dandelions and their yellow 

heads, in the crack that makes her stumble and in other 

inanimate things. This is one of her ways to keep from the 

mainstream world order that disturbs her with its signs of 

authority. The narrator explains: 

These and other inanimate things she saw and 

experienced. They were real to her. She knew 

them. They were the codes and touchstones of the 

world, capable of translation and possession. 

She owned the crack that made her stumble; she 

owned the clumps of dandelions whose white heads, 

last fall, she had blown away; whose yellow 

heads, this fall, she peered into. And owning 

them made her part of the world, and the world a 

part of her. (41) 

Thus Pecola creates her own space in a false world that 

would supposedly never hurt her or cause her to feel the 

"inexplicable shame ebb" (43). Apparently the network of 

world never reaches Pecola's periphery, though ironically 

the freedom of a "dangerously free man" (125) snatches away 

from Pecola her world and Pecola achieves her own "freedom" 

by "possessing" a pair of blue eyes. 

Cholly's life also raises questions about the 

superiority of American civilization as a whole. 

"Abandoned in a junk heap by his mother, rejected for acrap 
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game by his father," Cholly develops his "own perceptions 

and appetites," which interest him. Monogamy and the 

"accumulation of things," needed to be prosperous 

materialistically, seem to be unnatural to him. He spends 

most of his time in stupor, caused by his drinking habit, 

because nonly in drink was there some break, some 

floodlight, and when that closed, there was oblivion"(126). 

Claudia's comment on Cholly's "outdoor" status is 

remarkable: " . to be slack enough to put oneself 

outdoors, or heartless enough to put one's own kin 

outdoors--that was criminal" (18). This criminal side of 

Cholly denotes both tension and relief in the community 

because while Cholly threatens the secured status of 

others, he also makes them feel self-complacent in that 

they lack Cholly's "criminality" and thus see themselves a 

bit superior to him. The growing manhood in Cholly was 

destroyed at the very budding stage "by two white men while 

he was newly but earnestly engaged in eliciting sexual 

pleasure from a little country girln (37) named Darlene, 

just after the funeral ceremony of Aunt Jimmy was over: 

"There stood two white men. One with a spirit lamp, the 

other with a flashlight. There was no mistake about their 

being white; he could smell it. Cholly jumped, trying to 

kneel, stand, and get his pants up all in one motion. The 

men had long gunn (116-117). They forced Cholly to 
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continue: "'Go on,' they said. 'Go on and finish. And, 

nigger, make it good'" (37). His "simulation," the "make-

believe" action which he "almost wished he could do it," 

upset his maleness and stamped him with a mark of 

"failure." In h£s sexual humiliation, Cholly does not look 

at the voyeuristic onlookers (the two white men) but at his 

partner: with hatred because she witnesses his impotence and 

so he misplaces his anger. His failure to save the girl 

from the gaze of the tormentors, "to cover from the round 

moon glow of the fla ight" from their "Hee hee hee 

hee heeee" (117) makes him furious but instead of 

attacking the white hunters, who were , white, armed he 

triggers his attack on "the one who bore witness to his 

failure, his impotence ( 119) . His futile attempt to prove 

his maleness and the status of a "hero-saviour" for the 

girl not only degrades him in her eyes but also kills his 

self-esteem. That sense of self-degradation breeds in him 

sullenness, irritation, contempt, violence and cruelty, the 

worst victim of which is his own creation, his daughter 

Pecola. The author explains: "Had he not been alone in the 

world since he was thirteen, knowing only a dying old woman 

who felt responsible for him, but whose age, sex, and 

interests were so remote from his own, he might have felt a 

stable connection between himself and the children" (127). 

A cold, detached Cholly became "free": "Dangerously free. 
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Free to feel whatever he felt--fear, guilt, shame, love, 

grief, pity. Free to be tender or violent, to whistle or 

weep" (125). In his total "freedom" Cholly goes beyond all 

social disposition; being unable to recognize the 

"facticity" (Davis, A. Cynthia 332) of life for blacks, he 

rapes Pecola, which results in her subsequent impregnation 

and the death of the child. Such insidious action is 

Cholly's reaction to what he feels at the moment, to 

Pecola's helpless, hopeless condition, so to say: "Why did 

she have to look whipped? She was a child--unburdened

wasn't she happy?" He wants to "break her neck--but 

tenderly," because her ~hunched back," "The clear statement 

of her misery," seems to accuse him (127): "And Cholly 

loved her . but the love of a free man is never safe. 

There is no gift for the beloved. The lover alone 

possesses his gift of love. The loved one is shorn, 

neutralized, frozen in the glare of the lover's inward 

eye," (159-60) Claudia comments sadly. Had Cholly been 

reared by his biological parents in a substantial family or 

if somebody (a character like Pilate in Song of Solomon) 

had nurtured him, perhaps Cholly could have utilized his 

drive ("freedom") for the betterment of his people. But 

his society has crippled him by its power politics. The 

character of Soaphead Church is Morrison's sarcastic 

comment on the educated, middle class black who fails to 



81 

create an identifiable space for the less educated. If 

Cholly is condemned for his act, who himself is a victim of 

the society, Soaphead is no less culpable in his deliberate 

hypocrisy, in performing his "miracleu that grants Pecola a 

pair of blue eyes. The consciousness, involved in 

maintaining a double-standard, is reflected in the letter 

he writes to God as self-confession: "I did what You did 

nnot, could not, would not do: I looked at that ugly little 

black girl, and I loved her. I played you. And it was a 

very good show! . I gave her the eyes . the blue, 

blue two blue eyes" (143). With Soaphead's counselling, 

Pecola "achieves" the impossible, but at the cost of her 

mental equilibrium. She is seen talking to herself about 

her new blue eyes. Her catastrophe teaches Morrison's 

readers "the reality of madness" (Yancy 319) that lies 

within the allure of whiteness. In Claudia's growing 

consciousness as evidenced in her loathing of "the 

unimaginative cleanliness" (21) in her hatred for white 

dolls, and also the characterization of three whores, 

who never feel ashamed of being "whores in whores' 

clothing," and who also do not have respect for those 

"sugar-coated whores" (48) Morrison registers resistance to 

the imitation of "whiteness." 

Rewriting the history of black women in her own way, 

Morrison is interrogating the prevailing aesthetics of 
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white norms, whose appeal can hardly be avoided and which 

distances the black woman from her family and children. 

While Pauline's story contributes to Pecola's insanity, 

Aunt Jimmy's network of women in Georgia provides a counter 

narrative in the form of a healing therapy for the 

predicament of Pauline and other black women in the north. 

Aunt Jimmy's women create in themselves a comfortable world 

by the strength of their mutual bonds. By sharing each 

other's sorrows, and helping each other, as evidenced in 

the death scene of Aunt Jimmy, these women carry "a world 

on their heads" (110). They experience the pain outside 

the realm of false secur y and show their resilience and 

stamina to the end. Thanks to their cohesion, they can 

transform their humiliation something usable: ". 

they took all of that and re-created it in their own image" 

(109). Assimilation and internalization of dominant 

cultural practices cannot be the solution to the black 

woman's plight, and this is the lesson The Bluest Eye 

teaches us through the tragedy of Pecola. The self-

conscious women in the novel behave in a different way, 

despite repeated threats to their identity: 

They ran the houses of white people, and knew it. 

When white men beat their men, they cleaned up 

the blood and went home to receive abuse from 

their victim. They beat their children with one 
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hand and stole for them with the other. The 

hands that felled trees also cut umbilical cords. 

They plowed all day and came home to nestle 

like plums under the limbs of their men. The 

legs that straddled a mule's back were the same 

ones that straddled their men's hips. And the 

difference was all the difference there was. 

(109-110) 

The inner circles of strength and security enable these 

black women to redefine their lives. Through Aunt Jimmy 

and her women Morrison carves out a firm space for black 

women. In their mutual shar and cooperation they can 

rewrite their history themselves without being engulfed by 

any false values. They are determined to make a new 

representation of themselves, they would re-create 

themselves in their own image, form their own distinct 

identity--and that would make a great difference indeed. 



Chapter III 

Mourning a Forgotten Past: Sula 

Sula, Morrison's 1973 novel begins with a sense of 

loss and disruption of "intimate things in place" 

(Morrison, Interview with Robert Stepto 11). In the 

interview, which was conducted by Robert Stepto, an 

African-American literary critic, Morrison describes her 

relationship to place thus: "I felt a very strong sense of 

place, not in terms of country or the state, but in terms 

of the details, the feel , the mood of the c:ornrnuni ty of 

the town" (10) . Sula mourns the sappearance of the life-

giving, nurturing and sustaining force of the community of 

Bottom, that in spite of its "fantastic variety of people 

and things and behaviour" (11) had strong cohesiveness in 

it. The novel inaugurates in a mode of memory of what once 

was called Bottom: 

In that place, where they tore the nightshade and 

black berry patches from their roots to make room 

for the Medallion City Golf Course, there was 

once a neighborhood. It stood in the hills above 

the valley town of Medallion and spread all the 

way to the river. It is called the suburbs now, 

but when black people lived there it was called 

the Bottom. ( 3) 
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Morrison's narrator thus opens her story with the sacrifice 

of a place to suburban town, with words of extirpation--

"beeches," "oaks," "maples" and "chestnuts" are being torn 

away and the rambling, "faded buildings" are being levelled 

smooth by the razor of the late capitalist enterprise in 

the post 1965 Integrationist era. 

Place occupies an important place in Toni Morrison's 

novels. When she wrote her second novel Sula, she 

intended, as she said in the interview, "to focus on 

neighborhoods and corrununi ties. And the community, the 

black community . . it had seemed to me that it was 

always there, only we called it the 'neighborhood' 

( 11) . Her fictional project is to rescue those qualities 

of "resistance," "excellence" and "integrity" of black 

people, especially of black women, that are disappearing 

with the urbanization of the 20th century post industrial 

era. Her novels present a world which is tied up with the 

bond of "community values." The characters' lives are 

chly interwoven with their lective response to the 

community's value system, which Morrison calls "village 

values" in her essay "City Limits, Village Values." She 

writes, "These community values (I call them village 

values) are uppermost in the minds of black writers . 

when a character defies a village law or shows contempt for 

it, it may be seen as a triumph to white readers, while 
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Blacks may see it as an outrage" (38). Urbanism with its 

priority of individualism over social responsibilities 

seems to have had its most devastating effect on those, who 

are historically racialised and who belong to a 

marginalized group. The second paragraph of the opening 

section of the novel mourns: 

There will be nothing left of the Bottom (the 

foot bridge that crossed the river is already 

gone), but perhaps it is just as well, . just 

a neighbourhood where on quite old days people in 

valley houses could hear singing sometimes 

banjos sometimes . and it would be easy for 

the valley man to hear the laughter and not 

notice the adult pain that rested somewhere under 

the eyelids . . even though the laughter was 

part of the pain. ( 4) 

The narrative is a commemorative act for an extinct 

community; a painful remembrance of a past displaced and 

forgotten by 1965 post integrationist era. 

The place that Morrison has chosen for her novel Sula 

has an unusual history, related to its origin. "A joke. 

nigger joke" (4). The beginning of the novel juxtaposes 

the end of the neighbourhood of Bottom with the story of 

how they came to be, how a "good" white farmer promised 

freedom and a piece of bottomland to his slave if he 

A 
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performed some very difficult task. After the slave had 

completed the work he asked the farmer to keep the promise. 

The farmer told the slave that he was very sorry that he 

had to give him a piece of valley land, though he had hoped 

to give him a piece of the bottom. The slave blinked and 

said he thought the valley land to be the bottomland. The 

master said, uoh, no! See those hills? That's bottom land, 

rich and fertile." "But it is high up in hills," said the 

slave. uHigh up from us," said the master, "but when God 

looks down, 's the bottom. That's why we call it so. 

It s the bottom of st land there is." Thus the 

blacks populated the hills "where planting was back 

breaking" (5) and thus the black community of the Bottom 

was born in a white master's rs of truth, which was 

altered years later, when was lt necessary to earn 

their own right. The History of the Bottom, as Hunt says, 

"its people and its eventual destruction is in microcosm 

the history of African Americans, and the African diaspora" 

( 4 7) • The joke within the bottom comn1unity is a 

manifestation of black people's broken promise and 

unfulfilled desire, and these are determinative in the 

world of Sula, because the life, which began in the form of 

a "nigger joke," ends with a collective, self-immolating 

protest at the tunnel: 
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Their hooded eyes swept over the place where 

their hope had lain since 1927. There was the 

promise: leaf-dead. The teeth unrepaired, the 

coal credit cut off, the chest pains unattended, 

the school shoes unbought, the rush-stuffed 

mattresses, the broken toilets, the leaning 

porches, the slurred remarks and the staggering 

childish malevolence of their employers. All 

there in blazing sunlit ice rapidly becoming 

water. (161) 

The "nigger joke" thus not only names the place, but also 

provides a "rationale" that the black people are powerless 

to face an exclusive, capitalistic control of white 

hegemonic world. 

In her desire to demystify the generalized and 

historicized proposition regarding the capacities and 

integrities of the black people in America, Morrison wants 

her readers to witness their everyday life in her fictional 

world, without having any predisposition in them. She says 

in "The Site of Memory," "What I really want is that 

intimacy in which the reader is under the impression that 

he isn't really reading this; that he is participating in 

it as he goes along" (121). As a black woman writer of the 

70s, Morrison not only seeks to redefine the tradition of 

black people, but also to differentiate her art as a 
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counter-tradition and counter-myth to the historical 

representation of blacks. Divided roughly into two equal 

parts, with each chapter headed by a year, except the first 

one, Sula appears to proceed in linear movement from 1919 

to 1927 and then from 1937 to 1941, with "1965," as the 

final chapter of the novel. But the events of various 

chapters do not necessarily occur during the years 

indicated; rather these allusive, broadly referential dates 

serve as public markers for the narrative of private loves 

and grief. In this novel as in other novels of Morrison 

"historic time is best understood through the duration of 

private lives, where personal experience in turn acquires 

its significance only within a historical process" (Grewal 

44) • Regarding the tradition of black women s writing 

Hortense J. Spillers said, "I would want to say that 

"tradition" for black women's writing community is a matrix 

of literary discontinuities that partially articulate 

various periods of consciousness in the history of an 

African American people" (251). 

With Sula we enter into a fictional world deliberately 

inverted to reveal a complex reality that helps to set a 

new agenda for the study of black people, especially for 

that of black women, that transcends the boundaries of 

conventional social standards. The novel parallels two 

distinct matrilineal genealogies of class and colour: Eva, 
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Hannah and Sula Peace who categorize the working class 

history of black women during the period from 1895-1940 and 

the light-skinned Rochelle, Helene and Nel Wright who 

represent bourgeois ascendance to that privileged social 

status that rests on disavowal of their own black origin. 

Nel comes of such a family that is run with extreme care 

and strict observation of codes of conduct, required for 

the maintenance of the standard of a refined class within 

the general or average class of black people. Helen's 

grandmother took Helene away from Sundown House and raised 

her ". under the dole-some eyes a multicolored 

virgin Mary," (17) and counselled her to be on guard 

constantly for any sign of Rochelle's (her mother's) "wild 

blood," who is a Creole whore. Helene escapes New Orleans' 

sultry atmosphere and the shadow of her prostitute mother 

by marrying Wiley Wright and moving to Ohio, where she sets 

a standard for communal rectitude, that she later imposes 

on her daughter Nel: "Under Helen's hand the girl became 

obedient and polite. Any enthusiasms that little Nel 

showed were calmed by the mother until she drove her 

daughter's imagination underground" (18). Nel's trip to 

New Orleans brought for her a new consciousness of her 

identity. The trip which had been "exhilarating" but "a 

fearful one" was a "real trip" for her and "now she was 

different." Lighting the lamp she looked in the mirror for 
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a long time. She whispered: "I'm me. I'm not their 

daughter. I'm not Nel. I'm me. Me" ( 2 8) . Her awareness 

of her separateness and her "new found me-ness" (29) gave 

her strength to ignore her mother's objection and she made 

friends with Sula. 

Sula is raised in a household of independent women. 

She lives in an enormous house, "the creator and sovereign" 

(30) of which is Eva Peace, her grand mother. After five 

years of a sad and disgruntled marriage Boy-Boy, Eva's 

drunkard and philandering husband left her. She knew that 

children needed her and that she needed money to get on 

w life. In her helpless and bitter condition the 

community people did not turn against her; the Suggs 

brought her a warm bowl of peas and Mrs. Jackson told her 

to fill up her bucket with milk because she had "a cow 

still giving" (32). But Eva knew that things could not run 

in this manner and so she left all her children with Mrs. 

Suggs, saying that she would be back the next day. 

Eighteen months later Eva returned with one leg missing but 

with notable prosperity, to reclaim her children and built 

her own home. Precisely how Eva loses her leg becomes the 

topic of speculation in the Bottom, though it is suggested 

that she sacrifices it in a train accident for an insurance 

settlement. Whatever the case, Eva's experience changes 

her from a passive victim to an active manipulator. She 
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used her hatred for Boy-Boy to "strengthen her or protect 

her from routine vulnerabilities" (36). It is not that 

those Peace women did not love men. They loved men simply 

for their "maleness." It was such love that Eva bequeathed 

to her daughter. She fussed interminably with newly 

married brides for not getting their men's supper ready on 

time; she instructed them how to launder shirts, press them 

and many such things. Hannah, after her husband Reku's 

death, had a steady sequence of lovers, mostly the husbands 

of her friends and neighbours. Her sexual passion is not 

the possession of other people, but "sleeping with 

someone ied for her a measure of trust and definite 

commitment" (43-44). In her conversation with Betty Jean 

Parker Morrison said, "Hannah, is sexually selfish. But 

she is not a selfish person. Hannah is uncomplicated 

and really and truly knows nothing about jealousy or 

hostility . ." (63). Sula inherits from her maternal 

lineage her grandmother's arrogance and her mother's self 

indulgence. Once coming from school Sula found her mother 

in bed, making love with one of her "daylight" lovers and 

at that moment Sula learned the lesson, "Sex was pleasant 

and frequent, but otherwise unremarkable" (44). 

Nel and Sula have their different upbringings that 

made them totally different from each other. Still both 

felt attracted to each other: " . toughness was not 
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their quality--adventuresomeness was--and a mean 

determination to explore everything that interested them . 

. In the safe harbor of each other's company they could 

afford to abandon the ways of other people and concentrate 

on their own perception of things" (55). Both of them 

strengthened their union to create for them "something 

else" in such a world where "all freedom and triumph was 

forbidden to them, ."(52). Sula's understanding of her 

relationship with Nel results from self-understanding and 

self-intimacy but Nel's marriage to Jude interrupts it. 

After marriage Nel freezes into her wifely role, becoming 

one of the women who had "folded themselves into starched 

coffins, ." (122). Yielding to Jude's need for ~the 

hem--the tuck and fold," to hide his "raveling edges;" 

(83)--Nel discovers a feeling stronger than her 

friendship. Marrying a man who believes that the two can 

make one whole and complete Jude, Nel virtually kills her 

possibilities for an emergent independent self. Her 

definition of self is regulated by codes of moral conduct, 

defined by patriarchal laws, drawn for women: 

"Now Nel belonged to the town and all of its ways. She had 

given herself over to them, and the flick of their tongues 

would drive her back into her little dry corner where she 

would cling to her spittle high above the breath of the 

snake and the fall" (120). This strict adherence of Nel to 
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"community law," that decides paraphernalia about good 

woman and bad woman results in her separation from Sula 

because Sula was living an "experimental life" that feels 

" . no obligation to please anybody unless their 

pleasure pleased her" (118). She comes to understand 

differences between her and Nel: ". 

not one and the same thing" (119). 

. she and Nel were 

On her way of finding a 

life of her own "She had been looking all along for a 

friend, and it took her a while to discover that a lover 

was not a comrade and could never be--for a woman. And 

that no one would ever be that version of herself which she 

sought to reach out to and touch with an ungloved hand" 

(121) . 

Sula's knowledge of marriage is very nominal because 

her maternal heritage is an unbroken line of man-loving 

women, who exist as sexually desiring subjects rather than 

as objects of male desires. So she is not well prepared 

for the possessiveness of somebody, she feels close to. 

She did not think of caus Nel any pain when she slept 

with Jude, and later she explained to Nel, "Well, there was 

this space in front of me, behind me, in my head. Some 

space. And Jude filled it up. That's all. He just 

filled up the space" (144). After Nel finds Jude and Sula 

in sexual act, ". down on all fours naked" (105) she 

lam~nts, " . now her thighs were truly empty . . and 



95 

dead too, and it was Sula who had taken the life from them 

and Jude who smashed her heart and the both of them who 

left her with no thighs and no heart just her brain 

raveling away" (110-111). Her sexuality does not mean for 

her own pleasure, but for the pleasure of her husband and 

in obedience to a system of ethical judgment and moral 

virtue, enacted within the institution that sanctions 

sexuality for women. In contrast, sexuality for Sula is 

neither located in the realm of moral abstractions nor 

expressed within the itution of marriage that 

legit es women. Rather her case, sexuality is 

in the realm of sensory pleasure, which leads through self

exploration to self-intimacy, as she is in her "post-coital 

privateness in which she met herself, welcomed herself, and 

joined herself in matchless harmony" (123). 

Since Sula does not conform to the female roles, as 

prescribed by the community law of the Bottom, she is 

perceived as an outlaw by the society. The community is 

averse to the free sexual behaviour of Eva's daughter, 

Hannah but tolerates the hypocritical behaviour of Helene 

Wright with her "dazzling" and "coquettish smile" (21) . 

Hence it will never accept Sula's search for "herself," 

(121) for self-fulfilment. Barbara Christian's comments 

are noteworthy in this case: ". as a woman, her desire 

to make herself rather than others goes against the most 



96 

basic principle of the community's struggle to survive" 

(54) • Eva's arrogance and dominance on the people, whom 

she rented, can also be tolerated by this community law. 

The critical difference that lies between Eva and Sula is 

that the former had her power thrust on her by bitter 

circumstances while the later wants to find and exert the 

power of her own life, a choice that the older generation 

of women did not have. It is a choice that the Bottom as a 

community does not accommodate. Her refusal to play a 

stereotype creates the portrait of a young woman suffer 

and fighting for the right to choose her own life: "I don't 

want to make somebody else. I want to make myself" (92). 

Blackburn notes in New York Times Book Review, ". . Sula 

becomes a threat as her life unfolds against the rest of 

the black community,s daily life of hardship, humiliation 

and scrabbling for survival" (7). The people of the 

Bottom, who are only concerned with weaving the next ring 

of "the web," just for staying alive, cannot embrace the 

possibility of freedom inSula's search for self-

fulfilment. The spark of her revolutionary zeal cannot 

create turmoil in her neighbours' self-complacent attitude 

of life. They consider Sula's self-affirmative definition 

of life as something sinister. Her act of putting her 

grandmother in Sunnydale, an old-age home is an act of self 
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preservation, which the Bottom community considers 

scandalous: 

But it was the men who gave her the final label, 

who fingerprinted her for all time. They were 

the ones who said she was guilty of the 

unforgivable thing--the thing for which there was 

no understanding, no excuse, no compassion. The 

route from which there was no way back, the dirt 

that could not ever be washed away. They said 

that Sula slept with white men. It may not have 

been true, certainly could have been. She 

was obviously capable of In any case, all 

minds were closed to her when that word was 

passed around. It made the old women draw their 

lips together; made small children look away from 

her in shame; made young men fantasize elaborate 

torture for her--just to get the saliva back in 

their mouths when they saw her. (112-113) 

The community people's unwillingness to "take from Sula 

what she has to offer them--the leap into living, the 

insistence on knowing oneself, the urge to experiment and 

thus move forwardu (Christian 54) resulted into "free 

reignn and "idle imaginationn for Sula. The author says, 

Had she paints or clay, or knew the discipline of 

the dance, or strings; had she anything to engage 
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her tremendous curiosity and her gift for 

metaphor, she might have exchanged the 

restlessness and preoccupation with whim for an 

activity that provided her with all she yearned 

for. And like any artist with no art form she 

became dangerous. ( 121) 

Sula's energy and intelligence remain unrecognized by the 

Bottom community, who started despising her, considering 

her a personification of evil: "So they laid broomsticks 

across their doors at night and sprinkled salt on porch 

steps " Because Sula was a "bitch in the town," things 

began to happen there in a quite different, rather 

constructive way: Teapot's Mamma, "an indifferent mother," 

(113) turned out to be "the most devoted mother: sober, 

clean and industrious" when she had reasons enough to blame 

Sula for hurting her son; wives became more "cherishing" 

for their husbands when Sula had bruised their "pride and 

vanity" by "discarding them without any excuse" (114-115). 

It is not only that the people of the Bottom suddenly 

became "good," but they all got integrated in forming their 

opinion about Sula that she was a "devil." Thus Sula, the 

"pariah" serves herself as an essential yardstick for 

measuring the degrees of goodness for her neighbours. By 

providing herself as the most necessary ingredient for 

their daily food of rumour and gossip Sula tightened the 
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bond of cohesiveness among them. The community people's 

conviction of Sula's evil brought a mysterious change among 

them: "They began to cherish their husbands and wives, 

protect their children, repair their homes and in general 

band together against the devil in their midst" (117-118) 

Morrison, in her interview with Anne Koenen has 

described Sula's "unusualness" in the following words: 

I thought she had a serious flaw, which led her 

into a dangerous zone which is, and it really is 

dangerous, not being able to make a connection 

with other people. . Sula's behaviour looks 

inhuman, because she has cut herself off from 

responsibility to anyone other than herself, she 

is afraid of that area of commitment. (68) 

She does not attempt to connect things as she looks at 

things in an absence of relation. She perceives things 

without making any attachment, offered by relations. 

Patricia McKee says, "Sula does not attach one thing to 

another. With no interest in acquisition, or accumulation, 

or drawing anything like others' attention towards herself, 

Sula simply doesn't function in terms of combination or 

collection or accretion" (50). Her death brought a 

"restless irritability" among her neighbours, who expected 

that now Sula was dead a brighter day would come. But there 

was something wrong: "A falling away, a dislocation was 
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taking place" (153). This sense of "dislocation," "a 

falling away" of the promise and hope of the people took 

the most devastating form at the construction site of the 

proposed tunnel. For most of their lives these people 

failed to recognize what was there, was not really theirs 

own, but what could have been theirs if they had been 

there. It was Sula who had occupied these "absences" and 

maintained an orderly cohesiveness for the Bottom. In this 

sense Sula's character can be studied as a constructive 

evil, designed purposefully for the well-being of the 

community. She herself had acknowledged her gift to Nel at 

her death-bed: "Oh, they'll love me all right. 

take time, but they'll love me" (145). 

It will 

Though concerned with the history of a segregated 

community Sula mourns "the cultural death," "the social 

death of the female self" (Grewal 44). The Bottom 

community is governed by patriarchal laws, restrictive to 

any departure from its rules and regulations. Chronicling 

the history of the Bottom through a feminist perspective 

Sula exposes the bitter reality that if collective 

marginalization brings about a group's cohesiveness, it 

also makes the group critical of radical deviation from its 

norms, especially when such deviation is made by the women 

of the society. Sula's assertion of female selfhood, that 

seeks freedom from structural roles of gender, is seen as a 
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divisive, centrifugal force that reacts against the 

centripetal force of a culture in which black woman has 

been historically seen as bearing the burden of her status 

quo. The tensions between a beleaguered community and the 

heretic Sula are expressive of "the counterpressure exerted 

by the black nationalist ideology on feminist articulation 

of black femininity" (Gates, Jr., 20). R. Radhakrishnan 

poses a vital question of the asymmetric position between 

the two: "why is it that the advent of the politics of 

nationalism si ls the subordination if not the demise of 

women s politics? Why does the politics of the 'one' 

typically overwhelm the politics of the 'other'?" (78) 

The community people's revolt against the economic 

oppression, by joining the National Suicide Day procession, 

is no more productive than Sula's revolt against Bottom's 

structural roles of gender. The early and unexpected death 

of Sula uncovers the sordid reality that women's causes 

especially that of black women's always remain under the 

veil by age--long blind historical process of cultural 

politics, in which Nationalist Movement works as one of its 

most active agents. Unlike many white women, the black 

women had greater access to the public sphere of work but 

that could not provide them greater control of their lives, 

because their life is organized by the "imperatives of 

structure" (Grewal 52). They accept the power and control 
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of their men culturally as well as ideologically. Nel's 

early assimilation of her "self," her newly identified "me

ness" (28) into her husband's Jude's self, diminishing all 

the probabilities for developing into an independent self 

because "the two of them together would make one Jude," 

(83) can be read as the project of a nationalism 

assimilating and erasing the claims of feminism. Such 

assimilation is emphatically rejected by Sula but whose 

feminist consciousness gets stifled in its nascence by the 

demand of a Black Nationalist movement. While overturning 

the storic erasure of feminist concerns by the politics 

of nationalism, the novel does not, however, replicate the 

errors of nationalism by advocating the priority of 

feminism over other concerns. The feminist concern in Sula 

includes the collective concerns, the dissipated desires 

and aspirations both at individual and collective level: 

the desire of Ajax to fly a plane, the desire of Jude for 

"camaraderie of the road men," the desire of Nel and Sula 

to have an exhilarating expe ence of self discovery, the 

desire of Eva for her son's maleness and the Bottom 

people's desire in "to wipe from the face of the 

earth"(161) "the unfinished sign of their economic 

disenfranchisement" resulting in their drowning in which 

"identity is collective" (Ryan 400-401) . On the other 

hand, Morrison, in her essay "City Limits, Village Values," 
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quotes Robert Elias to point out "individualism" as one of 

the important features of black writing: "A devotion to 

self assertion can be a devotion to discovering distinctive 

ways of expressing community values, social purpose, mutual 

regard or. affirming a collective experience" (38). 

The final chapter titled "1965" begins with a sense of 

disenchantment, caused by capitalism's modern, urban 

technological arrangements of life: "Things were so much 

better in 1965. Or so it seemed" (163). Nel mourns the 

post integration disintegration of community. The narrator 

goes on saying, ~she ha recognized anybody in the town 

any more. Now there was another old people's home. 

Every time they built a road they built a old folks' home. 

You'd think folks was living longer, but the fact of it 

was, they was just be put out faster" (164). The novel 

is a regretful reproach to black people's detachment from 

their ancestors, the benevolent and wise "old people" who 

are not just parents but are ~sort of timeless people" 

(Morrison, "Rootedness" 343). Blacks suffer their 

predicament in the Post-integration era with its 

multinational or commodity capitalism that erodes their 

cultural identity and replaces their cultural production 

with commodity consumption: 

The black people, for all their new look, seemed 

awfully anxious to get to the valley, or leave 
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town, and abandon the hills to whoever was 

interested. It was sad, because the Bottom had 

been a real place. . Now there weren't any 

places left, just separate houses with separate 

televisions and separate telephones and less and 

less dropping by. ( 166) 

These lines that come shortly before the novel's conclusion 

are reiteration of the devastating change, depicted in the 

novel's opening lines. The Bottom, which in the beginning 

was referred to as "neighborhood" is later simply called it 

a place. The Bottom as a place/ cornmunity, in the sense of 

small organic neighborhood, daily defined by people's 

interaction, does no longer exist now. The previous 

"dropping by," the social sits, that meant each others' 

sharing of, is now replaced by "separate telephones," the 

modern technology that may facilitate gossip, but denies 

women the possibility of sharing domestic toil. The novel 

comes to its end with Nel's belated recognition of Sula. 

She realizes that Sula had been the only partner in all her 

struggle, "'0 Lord, Sula,' she cried, 'girl, girl, 

girlgirlgirl.'" The author concludes, "It was a fine cry-

loud and long--but it had no bottom and it had no top, just 

circles and circles of sorrow" (174). 

Thus Morrison, while rewriting the history of black 

women, has followed individual lives closely because it 
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helps her to reconstruct a history that is not 

predetermined. The people of the Bottom are located in a 

marginal social structure and the location of black women 

within this marginal group has been the most 

unsatisfactory. According to McKee, 

Morrison activates the spacing of representation 

and realizes what is missing when representation 

occurs. Whereas many post structuralist theories 

of representation assume absence or lack to be 

part of the structure of human experience, 

Morrison works against such a generalization, to 

rea ze experiences of missing that are 

particular component of African American life, 

and more particularly, of African- American 

women' s lives. ( 4 0) 

The images of communal life in Bottom are the fragments 

Morrison shores against its ruins because as a creative 

storian her project is "to part the veil that was so 

frequently drawn, to implement the stories" that she had 

heard. (Morrison, "The Site of Memory" 113). 



Chapter IV 

Reclaiming the Legacy: Song of Solomon 

The paradoxical relationship that exists between an 

individual's awareness of what his/her position is in the 

society and what s/he is taught by social, political and 

cultural institutions about his/her identity, has been a 

matter of grave concern for socio-political researchers, 

historians, philosophers as well as for all intellectuals. 

It is the pedagogic institutions that teach one to ask 

questions of one's own identity, who s/he is, what is 

s/her status in the society, from where s/he has come 

and these pedagogic institutions being the most powerful 

agents of the hegemonic ideologies, also provide for an 

inquisitive mind, the "suitablen criteria which must be 

considered while forming an opinion of oneself. The power 

of pedagogues to control definitions, to shape one's self 

identity and knowledge of his/her originality often can be 

sleading, because the resources, the raw materials of 

such kind of information are obtained from the officially 

recorded account of historical "truth" and thus the 

"pedagogic truth" may not have a real and fixed ground. 

Toni Morrison's desire to uncover the historical reality of 

the African-American past, to shape the identity of her 

people, fuels her fictional project of "literary 

archaeology" (Morrison, "The Site" 112). Though fiction 
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never equals facts, it reflects facts and it is "an 

interpretation and compilation of history, anthropology, 

sociology, psychology and a host of other areas" (Dance 

"Black Eve or Madonna?" 123). William Chafe noted very 

emphatically this point in Women and Equa~ity: Changing 

Pattern in American Culture: 

Despite the problems created by using a novel for 

purposes of historical analysis, the interior 

perspective that is offered outweighs the 

limitations of subjectiveness. . In the case 

of women and blacks, novels provide a 

vividness of detail and personal experience 

necessary to understand the larger process at 

work in the society, but for the most part 

unavailable conventional historical sources. 

(59) 

Barbara Smith, a black critic, also uses the same reasoning 

as Chafe. She writes, "untraditional methods might be the 

only way to proceed in a field where there is barely any 

published data to consult." But unlike Chafe, Smith adds, 

"books by black women authors are the richest written 

source [of information on black womanhood] because in the 

creation of the work, we can assume that little has stood 

between the black woman and the telling of her story" 

("Doing Research on Black American Women" 4). Thus black 
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women's inherited gift of telling their stories so as to 

call attention to the distinctiveness of their experience, 

as blacks and also as women, acquires a vital significance 

in a culture that has always looked for a unifying language 

to express its national mind and ethos. The black women 

writers, in their insistence on the exploration of a legacy 

by their way of reinterpreting the excavated materials, by 

revising and by re-examining the important issues regarding 

their situation ln American society and culture, have 

attested their cla for a reclamatory project. They 

believe strong that the search for the legacy of their 

forefathers/foremothers will authenticate their identities 

and create a strong bond between past and present. They 

say that is their responsibility to build a heritage to 

be passed on to new generations. In her interview with 

Christina Davis Morrison said about the serious 

responsibility of reclaiming the history of black people: 

. the reclamation of the history of black 

people in this country is paramount in s 

importance because while you can't really blame 

the conqueror for writing history his own way, 

you can certainly debate it. . the 

heartbeat of black people has been systematically 

annihilated in many, many ways and the job of 

recovery is ours. It's a serious responsibility 
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and one single human being can only do a very 

very tiny part of that, but it seems to me both 

secular and non-secular work for a writer. (224-

225) 

The reclamatory project of Morrison is not to document the 

details of African American past or to retreat to ancient 

African myths of the ~far and misty past," (Morrison, 

"Behind" 87) but to "reconstruct the world" and "yield up a 

kind of truth" (Morrison, "The Site" 110, 112) by decoding 

a ng language and see it the connection 

would help her to solidify the ident y of her people, 

strongly related to their "root." 

In Song of Solomon Morrison's project works through a 

slow process of smantling the hero's superficially 

imposed cultural construction by initiating him into the 

knowledge of his ancestry so that he can acquire the 

"discredited knowledge" of African American history 

(Morrison, "Rootedness" 342). Morrison has described Song 

of Solomon as "a journey from stupidity to epiphany, of a 

man, a complete man" (The Site" 124). Milkman, the 

protagonist of the novel, in quest of his familial history, 

is caught in an enigmatic situation that becomes very 

complicated when he is supplied with stories, which, as 

told by different characters, puzzle him. He is engaged in 

putting together bits and pieces of those fragmented and 
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incomplete stories and in de/reconstructing the given 

information. All his queries and inquisitiveness converge 

toward Pilate, his ~outlawedu aunt. In this novel the 

legacy is of the voices to be listened to, each with 

his/her own perception of truth. And Morrison, with her 

art of storytelling, fills up the gap between the telling 

and what is being told. By assigning her narrative to many 

voices, Morrison acknowledges her debt to the oral 

tradition, which is the true legacy of black people. The 

stories in Song of Solomon are about names and misnames, 

birth and de which bear witness to the past. Names are 

an essential part of the l and names have stories, 

which must be kept alive for the survival of black people's 

culture. 

The novel begins with Mr. Smith, an insurance agent's 

attempted flight across Lake Superior from Mercy Hospital's 

cupola. What is noteworthy about the narrative of this 

attempted flight is that Morrison establishes the network 

of history and culture within which Smith's flight takes 

place. By comparing the crowd, drawn by "Lindbergh . 

four years earlier," (3) to the small crowd which witness 

now Mr. Smith's flight, Morrison is evoking the history of 

American aviation. This comparison is a rhetorical device 

to differentiate between the circumstances--one motivating 

the heroic expression of creativity and ingenuity; the 
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other an escape from racial injustice. Mr.Smith's flight 

takes place in "Not Doctor Street," a street, the post 

office does not recognize. Originally the street was 

popular as "Doctor Street," named after the coloured doctor 

who had lived there since 1896 till his death. The name 

acquired a "quasi official status" in 1918 when coloured 

men were being drafted. But it did not exist for a long 

time because some of the city legislators' careful concern 

for appropriate names and maintenance of the city's 

landmarks became "the principal part of their political 

life": 

And s knew on souths residents 

kept it up, they had notices posted in the 

stores, barbershops, and restaurants in that part 

of the city saying that the avenue running 

northerly and southerly from Shore Road. . had 

always been and would always be known as Main's 

Avenue and not Doctor street. 

It was a genuinely clarifying public notice 

because it gave Southside residents a way to keep 

the memories alive and please the city 

legislators as well. ( 4) 

The city's registered name "Mains Avenue" can hardly scrape 

off its previous name from the memory of people, not only 

the name of the streets, but that of a family with its 
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stories. The family name of Milkman, "Dead," is an 

acquired name from whites. This heavy name "Dead" passes 

down generations as a consequence of a drunken white 

official's carelessness, a "literal slip of the pen" (18) 

that was handed to Macon Dead's father on a piece of paper. 

Macon narrates to his son Milkman how their family name got 

messed up, when his father, an illiterate black had gone to 

register his name with Freedmen's Bureau: 

Papa was in his teens and went to sign up, but 

the man behind the desk was drunk. He asked Papa 

where he was born. Papa said Macon. Then he 

asked who his father was, Papa said, 'He's 

dead.' Asked him who owned him, Papa said, 'I'm 

free' . Well, the Yankee wrote it all down, but 

the wrong spaces. Had him born in Dunfrie, 

wherever the hell that is, and in the space for 

his name the fool wrote, 'Dead' comma 'Macon.' 

(53) 

The configuration of the naming of late, Macon's sister, 

took place by the fancy of an illiterate father who ". 

had thumbed through the Bible, and since he could not read 

a word, chose a group of letters that seemed to him strong 

and handsome; saw in them a large figure that looked like a 

tree hanging in some princely but protective way over 
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a row of smaller trees" (18). Even the name of the hero, 

"Milkman," itself is an outcome of a joke which was formed 

because Milkman was a suckling boy of his mamma till quite 

his old age. Thus people and places acquire their names 

from ". yearnings, gestures, flaws, events, mistakes, 

weaknesses. Names that bore witness" (330). These names 

are the clues to the legacy, to the origin of one's 

ancestry. The narrative voice says, "Under the recorded 

names were other names, just as 'Macon Dead,' recorded for 

all time in some dusty file hid from view the real names 

of people, places, and things. Names that had meaning" 

( 32 9) . Morrison has engaged her hero with the task of 

finding out his "root," which is not only his own but also 

of his family his community and his people. The 

rediscovery of the history of Milkman's ancestors not only 

retrieves the obliterated facts, but also metaphorically 

kindles the protagonist to reread and reinterpret the world 

with a growing sense of awareness. Thus the hero 

understands well the meaning of blackness which contributes 

to the richness of his cultural heritage. 

Milkman grew up in an atmosphere of hostility and 

turmoil, and also of a cultural discontinuity created by 

mass migration of black people from South to urban North. 

Macon Dead moved north to Michigan after the white people 

had killed his father for occupying their farm, "Lincoln's 
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Heaven," a name given by his father. There he became rich, 

a "propertied Negro" (20) by renting houses to poor blacks 

and evicting them into streets when they failed to pay. By 

Clutching keys "to all the doors of his houses and fondling 

them from time to time, Macon derives a kind of self-

satisfaction from their bunchy solidity" (17). In his 

acquisitive urge, Macon gradually loses the key to his 

spiritual being. This materialistic craze of the father is 

transmitted to the son: ~own things. And let the things 

you own own other things. Then you'll own yourself and 

other people too" (55). Referr to the attitudes of 

blacks in the late 1950s and early 1960s, Morrison says: 

In the legitimate and necessary drive for 

better jobs and housing, we abandoned the past 

and a lot of the truth and sustenance that went 

with it. . In trying to cure the cancer of 

slavery and its consequences, some healthy as 

well as malignant cells were destroyed. 

The point is not to soak in some warm bath of 

nostalgia about the good old days--there were 

none!--but to recognize and rescue those 

qualities of resistance, excellence and 

integrity that were so much a part of our past 

and so useful to us and to the generations of 

blacks now growing up. For larger and larger 
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numbers of black people, this sense of loss has 

grown, and the deeper the conviction that 

something valuable is slipping away from us, 

the more necessary it has become to find some 

way to hold on to the useful past without 

blocking off the possibilities of the future. 

("Rediscovering Black History" 14) 

In excavating the riches of the past, Morrison has shown 

her great confidence in the power of black woman, Pilate in 

the present novel, who is a perfect person to carry on the 

responsibility of a "culture bearer." Although the 

prot st is male novel reassesses the legacy of 

forefathers from Pilate's--a daughter's perspective. 

Before the journey of Milkman takes place in part 2 of the 

novel Morrison places her hero in a world which seems to 

provide a sense of cultural alienation and internal 

dislocation. Macon Dead's pursuit of wealth and power for 

keeping up his status as a classy Negro, Ruth's burial of 

her father at "some place other than the one where Negroes 

were all laid together" (123) because he had contempt for 

the blacks, the Dead daughters' empty, lady-like 

lifestyles, an all pervading note of blinding suspicion and 

hatred that substitute for human warmth--all these betray 

an attitude of a family which is dead itself because it has 

come far away from its rich cultural heritage and imbibed 
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the status consciousness of urban middle class. Milkman's 

life is surrounded by death wishes: his father wanted Ruth 

to abort the child when he was in his mother's womb; Hagar, 

his lover, wants to kill him; Guitar, his only friend, is 

after him because his day has come. Milkman himself now 

surrenders himself to death wish. The narrative voice 

describes: 

Gradually his fear of and eagerness for death 

returned. Above all he wanted to escape what he 

knew, escape the implications of what he had been 

told. And all he knew in the world about the 

world was what other people had told He 

felt like a garbage pail for the actions and 

hatreds of other people. (120) 

Pilate comes and saves him from his damnation. With her 

sense of respect for the legacy, she becomes Milkman's 

pilot, the pedagogue who teaches him the mysteries of life 

and death and initiates him into the search for his 

ancestry. To Macon, Pilate is now the most contemptuous 

woman, though once she had been his ndearest thing in the 

world." Macon trembles by thinking what the white men, who 

help him to run his business by providing for him bank 

loans, will think of him if they come to know that the 

"raggedy bootlegger was his sister," who has a daughter but 

no husband and the daughter has also a daughter but no 
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husband (20). His obsession with riches and social status 

has actually made him blind and so he cannot penetrate the 

surface of Pilate's life to look into its life-saving 

depths. She is a model of inner strength and self 

determination, in opposition with the definition of power 

that Macon teaches Milkman. 

Pilate was born "unnatural" from a dead woman's body, 

without a navel. When she realizes ". . what her 

situation in the world was and would probably always be she 

every assumption she had learned and began at 

zero." In her utter loneliness she reflects, "When I am 

happy and when am I sad and what is the fference? What do 

I need to know to stay alive?" She opens a wine house, 

cuts her hair and dresses outrageously; but "her respect 

for others' privacy" and "her deep concern for and about 

human relationships" (149) make her unique in all her 

eccentricities. In her interview with Bessie W. Jones and 

Audrey Vinson, Morrison said: 

She came without a navel. It made her an 

outsider in a way and invent herself in a way, 

which accounted for her eccentricity, but also it 

made it possible for the whole concept of the 

combination of that which is real and that which 

is surreal to work hand in hand. . But Pilate 

is a loving, caring woman, nevertheless. And she 
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is so clear about herself. She has total 

response and total trust of her own instincts. 

And once I found the way that she could become 

and stay in this world, then she was unlike every 

body. (184-185) 

Her "unusualness"--that seems to be a combination of both 

"real" and "surreal" including her many gifts as natural 

healer, sooth-sayer, skilled wine maker, singer, conjuror--

in fact attests to the legacy of black womanhood. It was 

Guitar who first took Milkman to Pilate and on the very 

fi·.:est day he was spell bound: "Her voice made Milkman think 

of pebbles. Little round pebbles that bumped up against 

each other. . The pebbly voice, the sun, and the 

narcotic wine smell weakened both the boys, and they sat in 

a pleasant semi-stupor, listening to her go on and on . 

( 40) . It is on the very first day that Pilate 

taught him the lesson of "blackness": "You think dark is 

just one color, but it ain't. There're five or six kinds 

of black. Some silky, some wooly. Some just empty. Some 

like fingers. And it don't stay still. It moves and 

I 

changes from one kind of black to another" (40-41). 

Milkman then learns the properties of blackness, which is 

shifting, multiple, sensual and spiritual. Thus in the wine 

house of the lady who "looked like a tall black tree," amid 

the pervading "odor of pine and fermenting fruit" (39) 
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Milkman is reborn. Her hearkening back to her dead 

father's words, the bones she has put carefully in the 

green sack, which she considers her "inheritance" and her 

name, her earring, which is made out of her mother's brass 

box, her habit of picking up a rock from every place--all 

are signs of her deep connectedness. Thus Pilate, the 

symbol of both freedom and rootedness, serves as a 

spiritual guide for Milkman. 

The novel's epigraph, "The father may soar,/And the 

children may know their names"--being very suggestive of 

freedom (soaring) and rootedness (names)--offers a ue for 

lkman s reawakening f:rom innocence to experience, from 

his ignorance of origins, heritage, identity and communal 

responsibility to knowledge and acceptance. Milkman must 

learn two things: the art of flying and finding/knowing 

names. By going through the regenerative process of self-

discovery, Milkman can commit himself to the needs of his 

community. Pilate, his aunt, exemplifies the combination 

of both self-recreation and responsibility, whi Milkman 

realizes at her death: "Without ever leaving the ground, 

she could fly" (336). Though Milkman initially starts his 

journey to find out gold, buried beneath a white man whom 

his father had killed, later this journey transforms into a 

spiritual quest for his ancestral past, which in turn 

teaches him the lesson of resistance to succumbing 
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helplessly to a kind of "rootless consciousness" (Jung 

15 7) . It is Pilate, who guides him along: "Milkman 

followed in her tracks" (258). 

The two stages of Milkman's journey--Danville, 

Pennsylvania, and then Shalimar, Virginia--symbolize the 

rites of passage that purify and also initiate him back 

into his "origin." As he moves from place to place, he 

recovers a significant part of his ancestor's history. 

When he is acknowledged as one of the tribes by the 

southerners ~;,rho knew his ancestors, Hil kman readily 

recognizes the meaning of kinship. He feels proud of 

coming to know about his grandfather's agricultural skills 

and personal integrity: ~It was a good feeling to come into 

a strange town and find a stranger who knew your people. 

All his life he'd heard the tremor in the word. 'I live 

here, but my people. f II (229) . From Danville he goes to 

a place called Charlemagne, pronounced "Shalleemone" and 

evoking the name of "Solomon," who later is identified as 

"Sugarman" in Pilate's song. Gradually Milkman recovers a 

significant portion of his family history. He identifies 

his grandmother's family name "Byrd" as "Bird," a sign of 

Indian ancestry. Milkman also discovers that the "Jake" in 

the children's song (the song begins with "Jake the only 

son of Solomon") is the original name of his grandfather 

whom the Yankee officer misnamed as Macon Dead. Thus he 
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deciphers from the song of the children the history of his 

ancestry; that Jake is the only son ("Twenty-one children, 

the last one Jake!") his great grandfather had left and 

that "Jake's father was Solomon" (304). Thus Milkman 

discovers the original names of his ancestors buried 

beneath the acquired name "Dead" that has been recorded in 

the white agent's register book. In this process Milkman 

learns how to find out real "gold" in the cave of 

obliterated facts, stories and gossips. By learning to 

hear in a different way order to grasp the 

contextualized meaning of a speech, by decoding unified 

language and by discovering new phonetic associations and 

words that link up with other words and phrases, suddenly 

Milkman realizes that s grandfather's com111and to Pilate, 

"Sing" is in fact his grandmother's name. Jake s other 

message to Pilate 'You just can't fly on off and leave a 

body" (208)--is misunderstood by Pilate because it is not 

an order to ret eve the body of the white man, but an 

appeal of a father to a daughter to have a proper burial, 

as can be noted in the conversation between Milkman and 

Pilate. 

"That was your father you found. You've been carrying 

your father's bones--all this time." 

"Papa?" she whispered. 
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"Yes. And, Pilate, you have to bury him. He wants 

you to bury him. Back where he belongs. On Solomon's 

Leap." 

"Papa?" she asked again (333). 

The most significant experience of Milkman occurs during 

the night hunt in Shalimar when he goes through a process 

of retracing language back to its sources. In the darkness 

of night, Milkman learns to read in the tradition of his 

ancestors. He also learns how the dogs and men communicate 

with each other: "All those shrieks, those rapid tumbling 

barks, the long sustained yells, the tuba sounds, the 

drumbeat sounds. . It was all language. . No, it 

was not language; it was what there was before language. 

Before things were written down" (278). The last stage of 

his quest, the moments of revelation are like new baptism: 

as when in the heart of nature he walks the earth "like his 

legs were stalks" (281), or when he watches the skinning of 

a bobcat which is evocative of all the physical horror of 

lynching, castration and mutilation that a black man has to 

suffer, or again when he surrenders himself into the hands 

of an unknown woman, called Sweet. 

Central to Morrison's reclamatory project is the 

forging of Milkman's identification with the historically 

shaped meaning of blackness. Having gone through the long 

journey in the land of his ancestors and experiencing life 
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totally different from his father's Milkman sheds off the 

shell of his previous existence: "his self--the cocoon that 

was 'personality'--gave way" (277). In Shalimar, his home 

town, Milkman, the "city Negro," a black man in the white 

America, by going through his trials and tribulations, 

finally achieves what DuBois calls "self-conscious 

manhood." The "double consciousness" of Milkman, the 

"two-ness"--an American, a Negro; two souls, two thoughts 

two unreconciled strivings, "two warring ideals in one dark 

body"--gets merged "into a better and truer self." 

Morrison teaches her middle class audience through 

l\1ilkman's revelatory project that one should not bleach 

his/her Negro soul "in the flood of white Americanism" 

(Bois The Souls of Black Folk 45). As Arnold Rampersad 

comments on DuBois's conception of "double consciousness," 

"[a]nother way of seeing these two souls surely is as a 

contest between memory and its opposite, amnesia. American 

culture demands of s blacks amnesia concerning slavery 

and Africa, just as it encourages amnesia of a different 

kind in whites" ("DuBois's The Souls of Black Folk" 118). 

In fact, the novel reinterprets the concept by recovering 

the black subject: as in white America blacks need a double 

consciousness, whites too need their own to acknowledge the 

rightful position of blacks. 
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In her desire to "find and expose a truth about the 

interior life" of her people and to "fill in the blanks 

that the slave narratives left" (Morrison, "The Site" 113) 

Morrison offers her new representation of her peoples' 

history, particularly that of the black women, in order to 

reveal their traditional qualities like strength, 

resistance and integrity, the unique cultural values that 

they have developed in spite of and often because of their 

oppression. In her interview with Thomas LeClair Morrison 

says, my people, we "peasants," have come to the 

city, that is to say, we live w its values. There is a 

confrontation between old values of the tribes and new 

urban values. It's confusing" (121). Because she began 

writing in the 1960s, she was greatly influenced by the 

turbulence and uneasiness about the loss of roots, caused 

by the mass migration of black people. In resisting a 

havoc change of her people by affirming their cultural 

heritage and customs with its rich sources in language and 

stories, Morrison wants to play the role of a "cultural 

archivist, (Mobley Folk Roots and Mythic Wings 7). As an 

African American novelist within the American literary 

tradition, Morrison deals with the individuals lives of a 

marginalized group within a basically European cultural 

matrix. It is partly true that public identity is the 

product of nationalism which links a people dispersed by 
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difference and very often subsumes a common ethnic past. 

It is by imitating the model of an ideal whiteness that the 

blacks in America construct(ed) for themselves a 

"naturalized/nationalized" identity. While the white 

identified individualism of Morrison's male and female 

bourgeois characters is located within social relations of 

power and desire, narrative effect is usually on the side 

of those who are subordinated to bourgeois power. 

Morrison's reclamatory project, which aims at 

uncovering the historical reality of the African AIT,erican 

past, registers legacy of forefathers from a daughter's 

perspective in her third novel Song of Solomon. The novel 

is centred on a family quarrel that is not just between a 

brother (Macon) and a sister (Pilate) but between the 

northern black mobility and the jettisoned southern past. 

It is Pilate who guides Milkman to initiate into the 

knowledge of the world of Black people, the way they look 

at the world. Morrison's project works slowly by 

unmasking the hero's systematized knowledge, imposed by his 

wealth-crazy father, who is an agent of the dominant 

culture and by making him realize the ~true" wealth of 

Black cosmology. In "Rootedness: The Ancestor as 

Foundation" Morrison has told of the novel's blending of 

the "supernatural" with a "profound rootedness in the real 

world" in such a manner that neither can take "precedence 
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over the other." "It is indicative of the cosmology," 

continues Morrison, "the way in which Black people looked 

at the world" (342). In her attempt to excavate the 

cultural wealth of black people Morrison depends on the 

power of her fictional representation. Pilate, as Morrison 

says, is the representative of a "sort of timeless people, 

whose relationships to the characters are benevolent, 

instructive, and protective, and they provide a certain 

kind of wisdom" (343). While rewriting the history of 

black women, Morrison foregrounds the blues tradition that 

Macon has left behind and Pilate has kept up. Michael Roth 

observes, 

Writing the past is one of the crucial vehicles 

for reconstructing or reimagining a community's 

connections to its traditions. This is 

especially true for groups who have been excluded 

from the mainstream national histories that have 

dominated Western historiography, and who have 

suffered a weakening of group memory as part of 

their experience of modernity. (10) 

About the cultural dislocation Morrison notes, "For a long 

time, the art form that was healing for Black people was 

music. That music is no longer exclusively ours; we don't 

have exclusive rights to it. Other people sing it and play 

it; it is the mode of contemporary music everywhere" 
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("Rootedness" 340). The blues constitute the black 

sociohistorical matrix in Song of Solomon. Morrison's 

invocation of black music is an urgent need for recovering 

their cultural heritage, which under the pressure of the 

dominant culture is disappearing fast. LeRoi Jones wrote 

that in the face of "the persistent calls to oblivion made 

by the mainstream of the society" (131) blues constitute, 

"the peculiar social, cultural, economic, and emotional 

experience of a black man in America" (147). The middle 

class black people have drifted away from the blues 

tradition their blind imitation of the dominant cultural 

icons. Morrison interprets such freedom as cultural 

deprivation, which is vividly presented in the novel in a 

scene of nostalgic harkening when Macon stands hidden 

outside his sister's home, watching and listening to Pilate 

who sings blues with her daughter and granddaughter. The 

narrator describes the hypnotized effect of blues on Macon: 

They were singing some melody that Pilate was 

leading. A phrase that the other two were taking 

up and building on. Her powerful contralto, 

Reba's piercing soprano in counterpoint, and the 

soft voice of the girl, Hagar, who must be about 

ten or eleven now, pulled him like a carpet tack 

under the influence of a magnet. (29) 
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His widening distance from the "spiritually sustaining 

world" (Grewal 69) of his sister's home is the metaphorical 

suggestion of cultural alienation of a middle class 

bourgeois personality. Milkman's initiation into blues 

becomes the most essential requirement for his 

identification with the reconstructed meaning of blackness, 

for making him aware of a collective black consciousness 

and of its spiritual force. Angela Davis points out that 

in the post-slavery years African American musicians would 

impart through music "a collective consciousness and a very 

specific communal yearning freedom" ("Black Women and 

Jl.1usic" 10) 

While reconstructing the history of black women, 

Morrison projects "the centuries long hysterical 

blindness to feminist discourse" (Playing 14) but 

Morrison's feminism partakes of the black cultural 

resistance to white feminism. The histories of black and 

white women are different, and therefore they have 

different agendas. The feminist point of view in her novel 

is always contextual and relational, articulated with 

respect to class and community. The stark realities of 

black women's lives, their lack of control over their own 

lives (Pilate being an exception), form the subtext of Song 

of Solomon. Macon's obsession with money and status affect 

his relationship with his wife and daughters. The gospel 
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"owning things" has taken him far away from the people who 

are within his reach. Paula Webster and Lucy Gilbert have 

examined in Bound by Love: The Sweet trap of Daughterhood 

the process that socializes women to accept victimization. 

They say that gender is a product of human thought and 

culture, a social construction that makes biological males 

and females internalize a pattern of behaviour: nRelatively 

powerless and considered inferior to men, all female 

infants enter a world that devalues and mystifies 

femin t ( 3) . Jvlilkman, in his self-centred and 

sensitiveness to others, thinks that he is a supreme one 

who rightly deserves all female homage. The women in his 

house clean up his messes, cook for him, and gently shape 

their lives around his needs. He takes all this for granted 

and never shows them any consideration. Lena says him in 

rage: 

You've been laughing at as all your life. 

Using us, ordering us, and judging us. 

Our girlhood was spent like a found nickel on 

you. When you slept, we were quiet; when you 

were hungry, we cooked; when you wanted to play, 

we entertained you; and when you got grown enough 

to know the difference between a woman and a two-

toned Ford, every thing in the house stopped for 



130 

you. Where do you get the right to decide 

our lives? 

She challenges the very power of Milkman because she knows 

where it comes from: 

I'll tell you where. From that hog's gut that 

hangs down between your legs. Well, let me tell 

you something, baby brother: you will need more 

than that. I don't know where will you get it or 

who will give it to you, but mark my words, you 

will need more than that. 

~Jtilkman shabbily treats Hagar, too. 

( 215) 

She gave him all of 

her love, ional1y and absolutely but Milkman took 

her only for his own gratification and "after more than a 

dozen years, he was getting tired of her" (91). 

The narrative art of the novel belongs to the oral 

tradition, "one specific to Gullah slaves of coastal 

Georgia and South Carolina" (Grewal 65) . Morrison 

appropriates several folk tales and myths, biblical stories 

and Greek epics in order to capture the reader's 

imagination and to enliven the dead memories which would 

help her interpret in her own terms the legacy of her 

people, particularly that of the black women. If the 

African ancestor's flight is an indicative of liberty, the 

power and wonder in the flight is also undercut by the 

question Sweet asks Milkman, "Who'd he leave behind?" 
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( 332) . It is a reminder of the burdens black women have to 

carry on alone because men, preoccupied with their own 

escape, would not shoulder them. Only at the end of his 

quest for self-knowledge Milkman can solve the riddle 

hidden within the song. He listens attentively to the 

children's song in Shalimar, the blues that often Pilate 

sang. Only they substitute "Solomon" for "Sugarman." Now 

only Milkman realizes that they are singing about his 

grandfather Jake, the son of the flying African Solomon, 

who left behind twenty-one children including s wife 

Ryna. The sobb e , emanating from Ryna's Gulch, that 

Milkman had listened to during his hunting expedition 

accompanies the song. Thus Morrison, in inscribing the 

flying myth, also offers a stinging criticism of the male 

paradigm of heroism. But the story in the song, with its 

touching melody, is an education for Milkman. Once 

initiated, he does not hear it as a nursery rhyme but as 

"that old blues song Pilate sang all the time." In 

remembering Pilate he begins t.o rna another connection 

beyond himself. The author describes, "As Milkman watched 

the children, he began to feel uncomfortable. Hating his 

parents, his sisters seemed silly now. And the skim of 

shame that he had rinsed away in the bathwater after having 

stolen from Pilate returned. 

as tight as a caul" (300). 

But now it was as thick and 
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Thus Milkman's tutelage under Aunt Pilate turns him 

toward the past and redefines his values. At her death bed 

when Pilate requests him "to sing a little something" for 

her, Milkman gives her back her own: 

Sugargirl don't leave me here 

Cotton balls to choke me 

Sugargirl don't leave me here 

Buckra's arms to yoke me. 

Being matured at last, Milkman understands the positive 

meaning of ancestral flight: "'You just can't fly on off 

and leave a body'" (332) and he realizes "why he loved her 

so. Without ever leaving the ground, she could y." He 

whispered to her, "There must be another one like you . 

. There's got to be at least one more woman like you" 

(336). Pilate's lesson thus enlightens Milkman who now 

accepts responsibility for his past and himself in reaches 

out in love to others. At the end of the novel Morrison 

stresses Milkman's ability to fly as a fleet and a bright 

~lodestar," indicating his newly ga knowledge of 

leading and sustaining the sky. By reinscribing the past 

through stories, words and songs her novel Song of Solomon 

has made a beautiful statement on the survival of a legacy 

as well as on the legacy of a survival. The legacy 

endures through collective memories that keep alive all 

rituals from birth to death. It is the spiritual wisdom 
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of black women which keeps the legacy up in the ever

changing world. 



Chapter V 

Critiquing the Aesthetics of 

Commodification: Tar Baby 

One of the worst impacts of capitalism is that with 

its principle of commodity consumption it has almost 

blurred the vision of a nation, which, being dazzled by the 

economic prosperity that the capitalism offers with its 

allure of dollars, material wealth and luxury, can hardly 

make a distinction between a commodity and human being. 

Scan Campbell in 

Capitalism in 

s article ~struggling with a History of 

JVlo son's Tar Baby" states, "The United 

States of America wears a veil. It is a veil that clouds 

our vision like a fog. The veil that hangs over our faces 

is not opaque but rather translucent, impairing our vision 

of the society we live in. . Our senses are numb 

because the veil of capitalism enshrouds America" (par 1) . 

The expansionist motto of Euro-American capitalism 

requires for its flourish an effective use of mass media, 

which, being very apt for the purpose, is also cleverly 

used for spreading the image of superiority of the dominant 

white power among the others, including the racially 

marginalized. Karl. Marx and Friedrich Engels wrote in The 

German Ideology: "Civil society . . develops with the 

bourgeoisie; the social. organization evolving directly out 

of production and commerce, which in all ages forms the 
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basis of the state and of the rest of the idealistic 

superstructure, has, however, always been designated by the 

same name" (57) . In order to uphold the superstructure of 

the society as supremely beautiful and permanently intact a 

submission to the dominant ideology is intended by the 

legislators of the society. When considered in the context 

of American society, the African Americans are best suited 

for the most submissive role. Within an unacknowledged 

apartheid social structure of American society where almost 

every aspect of black life is practically determined and 

controlled by white supremacy, there must be the 

representation of blackness according to the prefabricated 

notion of black identity. What follows are the popular 

racist stereotypes--a black male is dangerous and 

threatening whereas a black female is a strong figure, 

"black mammy," the gender inspired image. The 

commodification of black issues in the mass media and the 

re-production of black art and culture by a white artist 

have its direct effect on the formation of a group's social 

identity. In order to deconstruct those representations 

which are mainly designed to promulgate domination an 

original cultural space is urgently required within an 

alien but hegemonic cultural space. Ian Angus and Sut 

Jhally have offered powerful reasons for creating a 
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resisting cultural space in the introduction to Cultural 

Politics in Contemporary America: 

In contemporary culture the media have become 

central to the constitution of social identity. It 

is not just that media messages have become 

important forms of influence on individuals. We 

also identify and construct ourselves as social 

beings through the mediation of images. This is 

not simply a case of people being dominated by 

images, but of people seeking and obtaining 

pleasure through the experience of the consumption 

of these images. (qtd. in hooks 5) 

Toni Morrison's fourth novel Tar Baby (1988) shows an 

African American crisis of identity as its characters are 

placed within such a cultural space from which they seem to 

have no escape. The novel is a critique of the dominant 

socio-economic ideology of commodification of "blackness" 

and at the same time an exploration of survival strategy 

for blacks by way of creating a cultural resistance that 

will decolonize their colonized minds and actions. 

Setting the central plot within an insular environment 

of the small island of Isle de le Chevalier, between two 

metropolitan capitals of New York and Paris, and 

juxtaposing the black and white characters under the roof 

of the mansion of Valerian Street, the corporate tycoon, 
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Morrison in Tar Baby has dismantled the fabricated set up 

in a naturalized/nationalized society. By highlighting 

racial complexities and class hierarchies that further 

create dilemmas in determining the identity of an 

individual as well as that of a group, Morrison is no less 

successful in this novel. It is its explosive text of race 

that ensured its author the cover of the Newsweek. In that 

Newsweek cover story Jean Strouse wrote: "In the new novel, 

Tar Baby, Morrison takes on a much larger world than she 

has before, drawing a composite picture of Ameri_ca in black 

and white" ("Toni Morrison's Black Magic" 52). 

Essentially Tar Baby is the story of Jadine Childs, a fair 

complexioned Negro woman of twenty-five, who has adopted 

the most fashionable way of living a life of comfort and 

luxury, which is easily accessible to her as she is a 

fashion model. She was in Baltimore and was later taken to 

the Caribbean island of Dominique by her uncle and aunt, 

Sydney and Ondine Childs, who worked as butler and maid for 

Valerian and Margaret Streets. 

goes thus: 

The textual description 

After her mother died they were her people--but 

she never lived with them except summers at 

Valerian's house when she was very young. Less 

and then never, after college. They were family; 

they had gotten Valerian to pay her tuition while 
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they sent her the rest, having no one else to 

spend it on. 

The novel draws our attention to the identity crisis 

of a black woman whose Euro-centric education initially 

lays many choices open to her. She is not definite about 

her plans. Sometimes she thinks of "opening a business of 

her own," either a "gallery" or a "boutique" but she is not 

certain about it. (49) Jadine is also uncertain about whom 

her white boy friend actually wants to marry; she is in a 

dile~ma about her identity as his boyfriend's beloved. She 

reflects: 

I guess person I want to marry is him, but I 

wonder if the person he wants to marry is me or a 

black girl? And if it isn't me he wants, but any 

black girl who looks like me, talks and acts like 

me, what will happen when he finds out that I 

hate ear hoops, that I don't have to straighten 

my hair, that Mingus puts me to sleep, that 

sometimes I want to get out of my skin and be 

only the person inside--not American--not black-

just me? (48) 

She has been taught in her schools and colleges what is 

"real" culture and as an obedient student she has 

subjugated herself to assimilating the cultural icons 

attesting to the superiority of one's art to another and 
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thus she is very confident of the nature of things: 

"'Picasso is better than an Itumba mask. I wish it 

weren't so, but. .'" (74). She is assured of her 

assumptions and choices of things that have led to her 

success. Once, ln Paris, while she was shopping for a 

party to celebrate the occasion of her selection as a 

fashion model for the cover picture of the Elle magazine, 

her self-confidence however seemed to have been wounded by 

a woman in yellow dress. The narrative voice describes the 

occasion as well as the stupefying effect of the woman on 

Jadine: 

a woman much too tall. Under her long canary 

yellow dress Jadine knew there was too much hip, 

too much bust. . The people in the aisles 

watched her without embarrassment, with full 

glances instead of sly ones. She had no arm 

basket or cart. Just her many-colored sandals 

and her yellow robe. The woman leaned into the 

dairy section and opened a carton from which she 

selected three eggs. Then she put her right 

elbow into the palm of her left hand and held the 

eggs aloft between elbow and shoulder. She 

looked up then and they saw something in her eyes 

so powerful it had burnt away the eyelashes. 

(45) 
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Jadine was overwhelmed by that "woman's woman-that 

mother/sister/she; that unphotographable beauty." She 

followed her with her eyes, but before the woman 

disappeared, she "turned her head sharply around to the 

left and looked right at Jadine. Turned those eyes too 

beautiful for eyelashes on Jadine and, with a small parting 

of her lips, shot an arrow of saliva between her teeth down 

to the pavement and the hearts below" (46). The woman's 

insulting gesture derailed Jadine; all her achievements 

seemed to have been washed away. Her sense of self-pride 

was wounded and somehow she felt troubled as if her self-

assurance and gnity got shattered by the woman in llow 

robe, who seemed to be an emblem of womanliness, elegance, 

beauty, nurturance and authenticity that Jadine had never 

known before and certainly has not achieved. She moves 

from Paris and visits Nanadine and Uncle Sydney for 

Christmas. But there too, she is unable to free herself 

from the impression the woman created on her. The author 

says, "the woman had made her feel lonely in a way. 

and inauthentic." (48) 

Lonely 

This is the predicament of an educated and privileged 

black woman, who in order to avail herself of all the 

conveniences of the Capitalist economy abandons her 

blackness and commodifies it in the fashionable market of 

New York and Paris. In an interview with Charles Ruas in 
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1981, Morrison commented on the creation of a character 

like Jadine: 

This civilization of black people, which was 

underneath the white civilization, was there with 

its own everything. Everything of that 

civilization was not worth hanging on to, but 

some of it was, and nothing has taken its place 

while it is being dismantled. There is a new, 

capitalistic, modern American black which is what 

everybody thought was the ultimate in 

integration. To produce Jadine, that s what it 

was for. I think there is some danger in the 

result of that production. It cannot replace 

certain essentials from the past. (105) 

She is a colonized subject. As a fashion model she has 

surrendered to an aesthetic of commodification and as a 

student of art history, she has internalized the capitalist 

ethic of the white culture. By negating her blackness, 

own culture s has no doubt ensured her freedom but she 

has also lost many valuable things. Once Morrison said, 

"When you kill the ancestor you kill yourself. I want to 

point out the dangers, to show that nice things don't 

always happen to the totally self-reliant if there is no 

conscious historical connection" ("Rootedness" 344). Tar 

Baby comes closest to The Bluest Eye by critiquing the 

r 
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dominant socioeconomic and cultural space from which the 

black women seem to have no escape. Pecola's failure to 

achieve selfhood in 1941 takes four decades more for Jadine 

to reach the goalpost. Pecola is convinced of her ugliness 

because evidence is everywhere, within and outside the 

home, whereas the evidence of Jadine's beauty is displayed 

on the cover page of fashion magazines, a clever marketing 

strategy of the dominating culture industry. While Pecola, 

in her struggle with the white notions of beauty, 

ultimately becomes a victim of internalization, Jadine is 

thoroughly happy th the definition of beauty, guaranteed 

white standards because she "fits" into it. She 

struggles not against a white standard of female beauty, 

against a black-defined standard of female beauty. 

Though it may appear that Jadine is more self-defined than 

Pecola, the two women, on deeper analysis, are merely the 

two sides of the same coin. As Jadine defines herself in 

terms of white social and cultural values, she seems to 

embody Alice Walker's construction of the black women who 

is a bit educated and who is "pushed and pulled by the 

larger world outside of her, urged to assimilate (to be 

"raceless") in order to overcome her background" 

(Washington 143). She has to pay for her conscious 

assimilation that borders on imitation. Trying to live the 
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bourgeois way of life, Jadine seems to lose her sense of 

self-image or fails to create a solid identity for herself. 

Tar Baby focuses on a variety of relationships within 

Valerian's house: between Valerian and his wife Margaret, 

between Sydney and Ondine, between the Childs and their 

jet-setter niece Jadine, between the indoor and outdoor 

servants, i.e. between Sydney/Ondine and Gideon/Therese. 

However, the central focus is on the relationship between 

the European educated African American woman Jadine and a 

Flor rn black man Son who rudes into the house and 

whose presence ls off little by little the gaudy 

coverings of the Street's family and exposes the lies, 

secrets, hostilities, hypocrisies and untold narratives 

that had been concealed under: the guise of the structure 

that looks "like a family" (49). Philip Page in his essay 

"Everyone was out of Place: Contention and Dissolution in 

Tar Baby" says, "The Street household resembles a 

stereotypical antebellum plantation, with its aristocratic 

and bigoted patriarch, its neurotic white lady, s house 

servants caught between class superiority over the field 

hands and their subservience to the whites, and its field 

hands who surreptitiously fight their ineffectual battles 

against the prevailing system" (112). Valerian, the king 

of this "structured family" has accumulated his wealth out 

of the candy business. As Doreatha Mbalia says, "Indeed, 
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he is a typical capitalist who has made his fortune by 

exploiting the labor of the African masses and by stealing 

their land" (69). The house that Valerian has constructed 

symbolizes, as Philip Page observes, ". .Valerian's 

hegemony over nature, blacks, and females, and its ill 

effects suggest the damage inflicted by the system" (110-

11) . The novel calls into question the idea of equality 

that has been made naturalized by white hegemony. Harold. 

M. Hodges opines, "Most (Americans) are at least vaguely 

conscious of the truth that however loudly we proclaim the 

ideal of equality, we are a stratified people: that ours is 

in fact a multi". red society, a rarchical society in 

which whole classes of people are quite commonly accorded 

low, middling, or high social esteem, power, and material 

wealth" (x) . 

Within this "superstructure" of the Streets home 

Margaret, "the Principal Beauty of Maine," is one of the 

many subordinates. She relies upon her physical beauty to 

accomplish everything .. Below the rank of Margaret, are 

Valerian's servants, Sydney and Ondine, who have developed 

a sense of superiority over Gideon and Therese, the outdoor 

servants. Instead of identifying them with their own 

people, they internalize their master's racist outlook. 

Sydney betrays his sense of superior class consciousness, 

one of the germs inflicted by the scythe of Capitalism, 
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when he says to Son, "I am a Phil-a-delphia Negro mentioned 

in the book of the very same name. My people owned 

drugstores and taught school while yours were still cutting 

their faces open so as to be able to tell one of you from 

the other" (163). He calls Gideon and Therese "Yardman" 

and "Mary" respectively as his master does and in this way 

he tries to maintain a distinction between him and his 

people. Although they identify themselves with their master 

and share his racist attitude, they can never be on equal 

terms with their master. Their "second-hand life" has been 

scribed the text thus: "Here were second-hand 

furniture, table scarves, tiny pillows, scatter rugs and 

the smell of human beings. It had a tacky permanence to 

it, but closed. Closed to outsiders. No visitors ever 

came in here" (160). While Sydney and Ondine fill up the 

hierarchical class structure of indoor house-servants, 

Gideon and Therese fill up that of outdoor field servants. 

For Gideon, "The U.S. is a bad place to die in II 

(154). Therese is aware of the disparity that exists 

between the rich and the poor in this country. She views 

America as a country "where doctors took the stomachs, 

eyes, umbilical cords, the backs of the neck where the hair 

grew, blood, sperm, hearts and fingers of the poor and 

froze them in plastic packages to be sold later to the 

rich" (151). 
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The pernicious effect of racism on one's cultural self 

and identity has been accurately measured by E.B. Du Bois 

in The Souls of Black Folk: 

the Negro is born with a veil, and 

gifted with second sight in this American 

world,--a world which yields him no true self 

consciousness, but only lets him see himself 

through the revelation of the other world. 

One ever feels his twoness, ·--an American, a 

Negro; two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled 

strivings; two warring ideals one dark body, 

whose dogged strength alone keeps it from being 

torn asunder. ( 4 5) 

Some eighty years after Du Bois first coined the term, the 

Kenyan writer/critic Ngugi wa Thiong'o detailed the 

features and lingering consequences of this outcome, 

placing it in a global context: 

The effect of the cultural bomb is to annihilate 

a people's belief in their names, in their 

languages, in their environment, in their 

heritage of struggle, in their unity, in their 

capacities and ultimately in themselves. It 

makes them see their past as one wasteland of 

non-achievement and it makes them want to 

distance themselves from that wasteland. It 
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makes them want to identify with that which is 

furthest removed from themselves; for instance, 

with other people's languages rather than their 

own. The intended results are despair, 

despondency and a collective death-wish. (3) 

He concludes, "Imperialism is total: it has economic, 

political, military, cultural and psychological 

consequences to the people of the world today. . But 

the biggest weapon wielded and actually daily unleashed by 

imperialism against the collective defiance [of the 

oppressed] is the cultural bomb" (2-3). Morrison's 

depiction of relationships in the plantation household of 

Valerian Streets significantly exposes the ways Imperialism 

wields its weapon "cultural bomb" to construct a self-

alienating mate ist world view, which in turn creates 

class and gender conflicts between black man and black 

woman. 

The central project of the novel is to demonstrate how 

"cultural illness" contaminates man-woman relationship. 

Morrison has noted this point in her interview with Nellie 

McKay: 

I think there is a serious question about black 

male and black female relationships in the 

twentieth century. I just think that the 

argument has always turned on something it should 
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not turn on: gender. I think that the conflict 

of genders is a cultural illness. Many of the 

problems modern couples have are caused not so 

much by conflicting gender roles as by other 

"differences" the culture offers. That is what 

the conflicts in Tar Baby are all about. (147) 

The first meeting between Jadine and Son takes place in the 

former's bedroom. When she, preening in a fur coat, made 

by the "hides of ninety baby seals" (Tar Baby 87), judges 

in the full mirror its effect along with her hair style, 

bound "into a knot at the top of her head," then a smell 

strikes her and she is really stunned by what the ntirror 

reflects behind her: "There he stood in mauve silk pajamas, 

his skin is as dark as a river-bed, his eyes as steady and 

clear as a thief's" (113). The scene reflects Jadine's 

denial to acknowledge the identity of her people. Wrapping 

herself from head to toe by the paper of "whiteness," she 

fails to recognize that the man reflected in the mirror, 

belongs to her community. The narrative voice says, "She 

struggled to pull herself away from his image in the mirror 

and to yank her tongue from the roof of her mouth" (115). 

However, after a while she recovers herself from the shock 

and becomes eloquent about her popularity and success in 

the world of fashion. For Son she goes on reading from the 

magazine, what it has written about her: "Mademoiselle 
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Childs . . graduate of the Sorbonne . an accomplished 

student of art history . a degree in . is an expert 

on cloisonne, having visited and worked with the Master 

Nape. . An American now living in Paris and Rome, where 

she had a small but brilliantly executed role in a film by. 

II ( 116) . In her exuberance of joy she figures out 

easily the price of the jewelleries that she, as a fashion 

model is displaying on the cover of the magazine--"thirty-

thousand dollars 11 (117). Her self pride and achievement 

come into question when Son and Jadine confront each other 

directly: 

"How much?" he asked her. "Was a lot?" His 

voice was quiet. 

"What are you talking about? How much 

what?" 

~Dick. That you had to suck, I mean to get all 

that gold and be in the movies. Or was it pussy? 

I guess for models it's more pussy than cock." 

Jadine, infuriated by such an insulting remark, calls Son 

~an ignorant motherfucker" and hits him in his face and on 

his heads. She wanted to tear "the whites from his eyes" 

but "he caught both her wrists and crossed them in front of 

her face. She spit full in his face. . Her gold-thread 

slippers were no good for kicking but she kicked anyhow" 

(120-21). Thus Jadine desperately attempts to turn away 
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from her cultural self, which is now in the risk of being 

exposed by Son's challenge. 

"You rape me and they'll feed you to the 

alligators. Count on it, nigger. 

as dead right now." 

You good 

"Rape? Why you little white girls 

always think somebody's trying to rape you? 

"White?" She was startled out of fury. 

"I'm not you know I'm not white!" 

(121) 

In the last utterance, Jadine halts in the middle and 

changes "I'm not" to "you know". This shift significantly 

shows that she is unable to admit that she is white and at 

the same time wants to stress her superiority over Son. 

She vents out her hatred for Son by calling him names, 

"ape," "nigger," "baboon," "animal" and such behaviour of 

Jadine shows that she feels self-threatened by Son's 

presence in the Streets' house. She is unable to accept 

her own image as long as Son is in her room. When he 

leaves, Jadine feels an urgent desire to "clean him off 

her" (122), because "he had jangled something in her that 

was so repulsive, so awful, and he had managed to make her 

feel that the thing that repelled her was not in him, but 

in her. That was why she was ashamed" (123). 
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But Jadine's resentment and hostility went away just 

the next day. His "good looks" made her feel perplexed 

for "she was more frightened of his good looks than she had 

been by his ugliness the day before." Perhaps the absence 

of the man for two months has even made a "river rat" look 

good. She needed a sort of concentration to flee her mind 

away from the man: "spaces, mountains, savannas--all those 

were in his forehead and eyes. . Like the vision in 

yellow--she should have known that bitch would be the kind 

to spit at somebody, and now t s man with savannas 

eyes was distracting her the original insultn (158). 

She agrees to his request to go with him to the beach where 

she wants to sketch something. The difference between Son 

and Jadine becomes more obvious than before in the course 

of their conversation that takes place here, which can be 

summed up by saying that Son is from Eloe, where all people 

are black, as Son affirms by saying, "No whites. No white 

people live in Eloe" (172), whereas Jadine is from 

"Baltimore. Philadelphia. Paris" (173). In saying that 

she is from three places she actually confirms Son's 

accusation that she is "not from anywhere" (266). It is 

through Jadine that Morrison wants to focus on the dilemma 

of a contemporary African American female who happens to be 

a "cultural orphan," whose sense of self is based on a 

denial of her own cultural heritage and identification with 
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an alien one. The central conflict that Jadine faces in 

the search for her authenticity is no more so clearly 

articulated than in the passage where the Caribbean island 

swamp literally entraps her in the black, sticky substance: 

The women looked down from the rafters of the 

trees hanging in the trees looked down and 

stopped murmuring. They were delighted when they 

first saw her, thinking a runaway child had been 

restored to them. But upon looking closer they 

saw differently. This girl was fighting to get 

away from them. The women hanging from the trees 

were quiet now, but arrogant--mindful as they 

were of their value, their exceptional 

femaleness; knowing as they did that the first 

world of the world had been built with their 

sacred properties; that they alone could hold 

together the stones of pyramids and the rushes of 

Moses's crib; knowing their steady consistency, 

their pace of glaciers, their permanent embrace, 

they wondered at the girl's desperate struggle 

down below to be free, to be something other than 

they were. (183) 

For Morrison, the women in trees symbolise the women, who 

with their "ancient properties," "exceptional femaleness" 

hold the community together like tar, and they are those 
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women to whom the novel is dedicated. In her interview 

with Thomas Le Clair Morrison said, 

I found that there is a tar lady in African 

Mythology. I started thinking about tar. At one 

time, a tar pit was a holy place, at least an 

important place, because tar was used to build 

things. It came naturally out of the earth; it 

held together. For me, the tar baby came to 

mean the black woman who can hold things 

The story was a point of departure to 

story and prophecy. That's what I mean by 

dusting off the myth, looking closely at it to 

see what it might conceal . ( 122) . 

Morrison consciously uses folklores, archetypes, and 

mythic forms which are directly and indirectly related to 

communal properties and richness of black culture. 

According to Angelita Reyes, "Like the Greek gods and 

goddess, Morrison's archetypes symbolize construction and 

destruction. We have death and rebirth: order and chaos, 

heroes and antiheroes in continuous juxtaposition" 

("Ancient Properties" 21). Morrison notes in her interview 

with Claudia Tate, 

There are several levels of the pariah figure 

working in my writing. The black community is a 

pariah community. Black people are pariahs. The 
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civilization of black people that lives apart 

from but in juxtaposition to other civilization 

is a pariah relationship. In fact, the concept 

of the black in this country is almost always one 

of the pariah. But a community contains pariahs 

within it that are very useful for the conscience 

of that community. ( 12 9) 

Through the paradox of the pariah Morrison wants to evoke 

what is inadequate in the community, what it has lost and 

what is causing its decadence. The sustaining values of 

ack woman-hood, its tar-like qualities to hold things 

together and its nurturing qualities for the survival of 

the whole community--are evoked by the paradox of the 

pariah. Jadine, the twentieth century African American 

heroine, takes those tar-like qualities" as impediments to 

her search for individualism because she does not want, as 

she says, to settle herself for "wifely competence when she 

could be almighty, to settle for fertility rather than 

originality, nurturing instead of building" (Tar Baby 269) 

The novel levels Jadine's feminist point of view from Son's 

perspective. Son does not understand what Jadine means by 

sexual equality. The narrative voice says, "She kept 

barking at him about equality, sexual equality, as though 

he thought women were inferior." It is from Son's point of 
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view that Morrison tells about the history of black women's 

struggle that the politics of feminism never includes: 

[Son's ex-wife] Cheyenne was driving a beat-up 

old truck at age nine, four years before he could 

even shift gears. His mother's memory was 

kept alive by those who remembered how she roped 

horses when she was a girl. His grandmother 

built a whole cowshed with only Rosa to help . 

. Anybody who thought women were inferior didn't 

come out of north Florida. (2 68) 

These rural black women do not need the support of liberal 

feminism, which Jadine defends. She will never realize the 

history of these black women who have to go through 

unending physical strife to overcome poverty. In her blind 

assimilation of Euro-.~erican culture Jadine loses her 

"ancient properties." Almost at the end of the novel 

Therese alerts Son to forget her: "There is nothing in her 

parts for you. She has forgotten her ancient properties" 

(305). In reconstructing the image of black womanhood 

Jadine is deliberately used as "the conscience of the 

community" to tell the new world community how it is 

coming far away from the healing zone of its "ancient 

properties." 

According to Gurleen Grewal, "Son and Jadine are 

implicated in double roles as both snarer and ensnared. 
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Although the narrative perspective shifts from Son as Brer 

Rabbit--Jadine as entrapper to Jadine as Brer Rabbit--Son 

as entrapper, the narrative viewpoint is less sympathetic 

to Jadine's entrapment" (87). Son is a snarer whose 

blackness Jadine confronts. Finding herself in the 

predicament of the Brer rabbit, she struggles with tar, her 

blackness, as evidenced in the scene mentioned earlier. 

Both are engaged to trap each other by their own tricks: 

Jadine by her Euro-centric idealism while Son by his 

romanticization of Eloe. In the novel the author has 

described Jadine s struggle thus: "She walked toward it and 

sank up to her knees. She struggled to lift her feet 

and sank an inch or two farther down into the moss-covered 

jelly" (182). Son, in his attempt to rescue Jadine from 

all her assimilations into the hegemonic idealization, 

functions as a tar baby in order to "insert his own dreams 

into her. . the dreams he wanted her to have about yellow 

houses with white doors which woman opened and shouted Come 

on in, you honey you!" (119). Jadine's fall into the swamp 

is an artful device to hint at her trip with Son to 

Florida, where she, in her direct encounter with black 

people, especially with black women, feels suffocated. 

Before going to Eloe both of them spend some time in New 

York where both are frank and open minded to each other. 

Jadine "poured her heart out to him and he to her"; "They 
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told each other everything" (224, 225). The narrative 

voice describes the life they enjoyed there in each other's 

company: 

She was completely happy. . Regarding her 

whole self as an ear, he whispered in every part 

of her stories of icecaps and singing fish, The 

fox and the Stork, The monkey and the Lion, The 

Spider Goes to Market, and so mingled was their 

sex with adventure and fantasy that to the end of 

her life she never heard a reference to Little 

Red Hood without a tremor. ( 22 5) 

What is interesting "che narrat is that Son is shar 

folk tales with her. These folk tales are part of African 

American cultural he tage, and by telling her the stories 

of "The Fox and the Stork," "The Monkey and the Lion," "The 

Spider Goes to Market" he insists her to reshape her 

identity, based on her own cultural heritage. Thus Jadine 

gradually feels "unorphaned". The author says, "Gradually 

she came to feel unorphaned. He cherished and safeguarded 

her. When she woke in the night from an uneasy dream she 

had only to turn and there was the stability of his 

shoulder and his limitless, eternal chest. . He 

unorphaned her completely. Gave her a brand-new childhood" 

(229). 
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By inserting the folk aesthetic into the narrative as 

a counter-myth to the values that Jadine has adopted, 

Morrison makes Son play the role of the Brer rabbit: " He 

saw it all as a rescue: first tearing her mind away from 

that blinding awe. Then the physical escape from the 

plantation" (219). Jadine also in her role of "entrapper" 

perceives the changing scenario of their relationship as if 

providing Son rescue from his provincial and nostalgic 

outlook. "This is home, she thought with an orphan's 

delight; not Paris, not Baltimore, not Philadelphia . This 

is home. 

it to Son. 

. And now she would take it; take it and give 

They would make it theirs. She would show it, 

reveal it to him, live it with him" (222). Both have 

different kinds of narrative and different ideas of home as 

well. But despite her efforts, "he insisted on Eloe" 

( 223) . Son hopes that he will be able to reorient Jadine 

by making her familiar with the riches of her own culture 

when he takes her to Eloe. In Eloe, however, her 

experience seems to be olerable for her. The l le 

bedroom without windows had a door to the living room and 

another to the backyard. She slept for three hours and 

after getting up opened the backyard door and then "looked 

out into the blackest nothing she had ever seen. Blacker 

and bleaker than Isle des Chevaliers, and loud. Loud with 

the presence of plants and field life" (251). Morrison 
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reflects on Jadine's unfamiliar experience of the night she 

spent at Rosa's: "The loudness of the plants was not 

audible, but it was strong nonetheless. She might as well 

have been in a cave, a grave, the dark womb of the earth, 

suffocating with the sound of plant life moving, but 

deprived of its sight" (252). She ultimately finds Eloe as 

"rotten,u "a burnt-out place," without any life there: "May 

be a past but definitely no future no and finally there was 

no interest. All that Southern small~town country 

romanticism was a lie a joke, kept secret by people who 

not ion elsewhere" (259). So she returns to New 

York without Son and feels "orphaned again" (260). 

For Jadine and Son, the inability of each to adjust 

th the other results tter confrontation, which 

unmasks their pretension and reveals the stark reality. 

Jadine thinks that she is indebted to Valerian for being 

educated by her, but Son reminds her that it is her aunt 

and uncle who, with their lifetime's labour, have secured 

the pr leges for her. y argue about school. She says 

that while he (Son) was busy playing piano in the night 

club or driving his car into his wife's bed, she was busy 

in educating herself. In haughty conversation Jadine says, 

"I was being educated, I was working, I was making 

something out of my life. I was learning how to make it in 



160 

this world. The one we live in, not the one in your head. 

Not that dump Eloe; this world." Son retorts, 

The truth is that whatever you learned in those 

colleges that didn't include me ain't shit. What 

did they teach you about me? What tests did they 

' ? glve .. . If they didn't teach you that, then 

they didn't teach you nothing, because until you 

know about me, you don't know nothing about 

yourself. And you don't know anything, anything 

at all about ldren and anything at all 

about your manuna and your papa. You find out 

about me, you educated nitwit!" (264-65). 

She realised that "This rescue was not going well. She 

thought she was rescuing him from the night women who 

wanted him for themselves, wanted him feeling superior in a 

cradle, deferring to him Their attempt of rescuing 

each other is criticized by the author thus: 

Each was pulling the other away from the maw of 

hell-its very ridge top. Each knew the world as 

it was meant or ought to be. One had a past, the 

other a future and each one bore the culture to 

save the race in his hands. Mama-spoiled black 

man, will you mature with me? Culture-bearing 

black woman, whose culture are you 

bearing? (269) 
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Their relationship breaks down. "I think that the conflict 

of genders is a cultural illness"--says Morrison in her 

1983 interview. "Many of the problems," she continues, 

"modern couples have are caused not so much by conflicting 

gender roles as by the other 'differences' the culture 

offers" (Interview with Nellie McKay 147). Jadine and 

Son's relationship could not last. None was certain of 

his/her responsibilities, what work they should do, when 

and where, and thus they got separated from each other. 

GrevJal says, "This impasse between them is symptomatic of a 

larger sis of the third world locked in the arms of the 

rst" (89). 

Neither Son nor Jadine realises that it is possible 

for them to be economically successful as well as faithful 

to their rich cultural heritage. In the introductory essay 

to Rac_ing Justice, En-gendering Power, Morrison noted, "the 

problem of internalizing the master's tongue is the problem 

of the rescued. Unlike the problems of survivors, who may 

be lucky, fated, etc., the rescued have the problem of 

debt. If the rescuer gives you back your life, he shares 

in that life" (xxv) . Jadine is the typical representative 

of that "rescued" who reminds Son "a million times" (Tar 

Baby 269) that Valerian had put her to school. Jadine's 

Euro-centric education has taught her to adopt a self

alienating cultural view which she also wants to impose on 
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Son in the name of "rescuing" him. Though Son does not want 

to succumb to white hegemonic ideals of commodity 

consumption, he cannot avoid the authorial criticism for 

his outmoded and unrealistic attitude as evident in his 

idealizat~on of the black woman in her maternal role. He 

loves those pie ladies from his hometown, " . the fat 

black ladies in white dresses minding the pie table in the 

basement of the church and white wet sheets flapping on a 

line. ."(119). Son's sentiments for his past, for his 

all-black town Eloe can not offer a solution at a time when 

it becomes difficult for one to know who s/he is, as for 

him/her the most unrecognisable part is his/her own self. 

Jadine exposes Son's assumptions of tradition and the 

wholesomeness of his agrarian past as false consciousness: 

"You stay in the medieval slave basket if you want to. 

. There is nothing any of us can do about the past but make 

our own lives better, that's all I've been trying to help 

you do. . you don't know how to forget the past and do 

better" (271) . 

The problem is that not only does the "benevolent" 

white erode the black's self-identity under the guise of 

rescuing him/her from the brutality of slavery but also 

succeed in making the "rescued" his active agent for those 

who are left "unrescued." In Tar Baby Jadine is Valerian's 

active agent for trapping Son, the "unrescued". Instead of 
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sticking to his own idealism, Son is considerably 

influenced by Jadine's self-alienating, materialistic 

attitude until Therese comes and offers an alternative 

route to his rescue/survival. In her interview with 

Charles Ruas, Morrison said about Son: ". . his 

sensibilities are distorted; he can't make judgements any 

more. When he looked at the photos that she took of his 

people, he saw what she saw and it could not revive what he 

had, that's testimony to his frailty" (107). Jadine's 

apparent success may appear to be laudable and appropriate 

in avoiding the sufferings and struggle that the black 

women have ever faced, but Morrison's critique of this 

black daughter is unmistakable. Her education, instead of 

being used for the uplift of her peop is used rather as 

a means of "integrating" herself into an alien culture. 

But this betrays an ignorance of black history, an 

alienated and alienating sense of individualism, and the 

bre~kdown of any notion of responsibility. Jadine's 

education represents an investment that produces a 

bourgeois educated class, distinguished from working class. 

Alone in a restaurant, she feels "proud of having been so 

decisive, so expert at leaving. Of having refused to be 

broken in the big ugly hands of any man" (275). Jadine's 

insensitiveness to her aunt's condition becomes prominent 

when she buys for Ondine "a stunning black chiffon dress," 
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and "black suede shoes with zircons studding the heels" as 

Christmas gifts (90). She does not have any idea that her 

aunt's feet have swollen with pain due to the hardships of 

life. It is very ironic that Sydney does not claim any 

kinship when he serves his niece along with his master at 

the table; the laws of class decorum appear to be stronger 

than the ties of kinship. Also we are told that Jadine 

never looks at her uncle when she and Valerian talk about 

Sydney. Very soon the pretension becomes the reality when 

Jadine disowns any re ibility to Sydney and Ondine: 

"You are asking me to parent you. Please don't. I can't 

do that now." She says with her steady voice to Ondine 

when the latter offers an exact definition of "womanhood" 

to the former: "Jadine, a girl has got to be a daughter 

first. She have to learn that. And if she never learns 

how to be a daughter, she can't never learn how to be a 

woman. I mean a real woman: a woman good enough for a 

child; good enough for a man--good enough even for the 

respect of other women" (281). Morrison's stinging 

criticism of Jadine's vision of emancipation informs the 

following sentences: "[but] underneath her efficiency and 

know-it-all sass were wind chimes. Nine rectangles of 

crystal, rainbowed in the light. Fragile pieces of glass 

tinkling as long as the breeze was gentle" (220); her room 

looks "fragile-like a dollhouse for an absent doll" (131). 
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Her so-called "sexual equality" has liberated her from her 

responsibility to her aged aunt and uncle, her culture, her 

history, all of which is burdensome and restrictive to her. 

About the contemporary sexual conflict Morrison said to 

Ruas, 

The contemporary woman is eager; her femininity 

becomes sexuality rather than femininity, because 

that is perceived as weak. The characteristics 

they encourage in themselves are more male 

characteristics, not because she has a 

fundamental identity crisis, but because she 

wants to be totally free. . Ondine is a tough 

lady in older sense of that word, like pioneers, 

but she is keenly aware of her nurturing 

characteristics, whereas someone in Jadine's 

generation would find that a burden and not at 

all what her body was for. She does not intend 

to have children. In that sense it's not an 

identity crisis in terms of male/female sexuality 

and personality. The impetus of the culture is 

to be feminized, and what one substitutes for 

femininity is sexuality. (105) 

Jadine's attempt to escape her female self is the most 

significant aspect of the novel. From the woman in yellow, 

to the women in trees, to the night women at Eloe--all the 
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women question some aspects of Jadine's womanhood. The 

woman in "yellow" represents African American woman with 

her authentic beauty and fertility, symbolized in the three 

eggs she carries. The narrative of women in trees combines 

myth and folk legend in that they are "Swamp women [who] 

mate with horsemen in the hills" (184) as the mythic legend 

goes on the island. Because the horsemen in the myth are 

blind, runaway slaves, they are history as well as legend. 

When Jadine falls into the swamp, the women in trees see 

her as a 'runaway' child, but later they realize that she 

has forgotten her "sacred properties," values of womanhood 

( 183). Finally, the night women in Eloe represent all 

women in general and the women of her familial past in 

particular: 

All there crowding into the room. Some of them 

she did not know recognize, but they were all 

there spoiling her lovemaking, . All of 

them revealing both their breasts except the 

woman in yellow. She did something more 

shocking--she stretched out a long arm and 

showed Jadine her three big eggs. (258-59) 

Clearly all these women symbolise motherhood and its 

nurturing and sustaining abilities that black women seldom 

reject in the name of gender parity. In one of her 

interviews Morrison says that a black woman is both "the 
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'ship' and 'the safe harbour'." Education cannot keep her 

away from her nurturing abilities because she knows ~how to 

be complete human beings." "One does not have to make a 

choice between whether to dance or to cook-do both. And if 

we can't do it, then it can't be done!" ("A Conversation" 

135) 

In Tar Baby Morrison re-envisions the African origin 

of Southern folk tale of Brer rabbit. In rewriting the 

history of black women Morrison has examined and 

reconstructed the "Tar Baby" story of the South. The novel 

contributes to ghlight ·the pos values of black 

women, their "ancient propertiesu to hold things together; 

for Morrison the tar lady is a black woman who is a 

builder, holds things together and she also symbolizes 

cohesive force. As a fictional writer Morrison uses her 

counter myth to reshape African American experience. 

Marilyn Sanders Mobley says that Morison is "a redemptive 

scribe, for she too takes on a mission to correct a 

cultural misimpression" (10). In her attempt ·to make 

narrative a dynamic vehicle for preserving, transmitting 

and reshaping culture in affirmative ways that celebrate 

the past, make the valuable past useful in present and also 

offer faith in human potential, she consciously goes on 

reclaiming the folklore and myths that bear the richness of 

the cultural heritage of the blacks. Thus she "dusts off 
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myths" to uncover the deeper meaning for adding to the 

richness of black culture. In her fictional 

reconstruction of the story of black women Morrison has 

used the "tar baby" myth as a metaphor for black womanhood, 

the spiritual power and moral wisdom of black women to hold 

things together, i.e. relationship, family, neighbourhood 

and community. Although the meaning of tar baby" has been 

distorted by white culture, it can be redefined by black 

women. Jadine is constructed by the white master like the 

"tar babyn in the Western version of the plantation story. 

She cannot fully embody tar qualities, not because she is 

privileged with white education but for being careless to 

her "ancient properties." Tar has some funky qualities, 

which refer to unpretentious feelings and physicality; 

"funk" is a term taken from t.he non-bourgeois African 

American culture. Tar originates from the earth and is 

ancient. For Morrison, examining the tar baby myth reveals 

history and prophecy, which shows black women's cohesive 

power in relation to family and community in history. The 

woman in yellow dress, the "swamp women" and the night 

women at Eloe--all are the mythological tar babies, who 

warn Jadine, the "white tar baby," about what might befall 

her if she cut herself off her "roots." They want to make 

Jadine aware of her tar like qualities, which, she in her 

blind imitation of the hegemonic culture is losing fast. 
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As a tar baby she must combine "the quality of adventure 

and a quality of nest" (Morrison, Interview with Charles 

Ruas 104). 

Morrison, while rewriting the history of black women, 

demytholizes the Western version of the plantation story of 

the "Tar Baby" and exposes a vital truth that blind 

imitation is to create a false, fragmented self-image. To 

be a true culture-bearer and community builder, the black 

woman must remember the moral wisdom of her ancestors and 

one such ancestor is the mythological tar woman. Thus 

Morrison's redeployment of the tar baby myth reveals black 

women s strength and power to resist internalized patterns 

of violence, commodification and bondage. In the name of 

"sexual equality" they should never become the tool of the 

ruling class. However, this does not dislodge the positive 

aspect of Jadine's flight for the discovery of her own 

self. In the quest for her individuality she flies back to 

Paris where she will begin at "Go." With her growing 

maturity she has come to realize what Ondine once had told 

her: "A grown woman did not need safety or its dream. She 

was the safety she longed for" (209) . In the quest for her 

new life she would be able, as it is hoped, to face the 

odds with her growing awareness of a solid identity, forged 

with the "sacred qualities" of "ancestral tar babies/ tar 

mothers," because, as Morrison says in her interview with 
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Ruas, "She now knows enough--she hasn't opened the door, 

but she knows where the door is" (108). The novel ends 

with Son running "Lickety-split. Lickety-split. Lickety

lickety-lickety-spilt" (306), which may be read as a 

metaphor of his emergent self-consciousness that encourages 

him to proceed further instead of locking himself in a 

"suspended past." 



Chapter VI 

Foregrounding Resistance: Beloved 

Thich Nhat Hahn, a Vietnamese Buddhist monk, once said 

this about resistance, particularly resistance to the 

Vietnam War: 

. resistance, at root, must mean more than 

resistance against war. It is a resistance 

against all kinds of things that are like war . 

. So perhaps, resistance means opposition to 

being invaded, occupied, assaulted and destroyed 

by the system. The purpose of resistance, here 

is to seek the heal 

able to see clearly. 

of yourself in order to be 

. I think that 

communities of resistance should be places where 

people can return to themselves more easily, 

where the conditions are such that they can heal 

themselves and recover their wholeness. (qtd. in 

hooks 43) 

What is remarkable about this statement is that resistance 

is equal to an opposition to a system that becomes 

threatening to a people's existence. Resistance also 

regenerates one's individuality, effects reclamation of 

self, and creates a space for the individual in which s/he 

is not the subject of domination by an institutionalised 

system. With the release of the oppositional strength of 
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one's self-consciousness, which lies otherwise repressed by 

dominant ideologies, one can have a taste of freedom, 

which, in turn, heals many of the wounds inflicted by a 

racist, sexist and classist society. Despite the 

abolition of slavery in the US with the Emancipation 

Proclamation Act and the 13th amendment in 1863 and 1865 

respectively, it is hardly possible to efface the past from 

the present" Historical reflections on slavery, both in 

attack and in defence, are controversial in the present 

context as they fail to determine the nature of differences 

characterizing the past of a society. In order to 

rst the r structure that pe ts slavery, is 

very essential to measure the power of forbearance of those 

people who are "less powerful" in a thoroughly asymmetrical 

social relationship. The master narrative of slavery, 

exposing its devastation and yet avoiding the more violent 

aspects of it, can never trigger the imagination of those 

who have never gone through the horrible experience; rather 

it perpetuates the system. Historical "truth" of any 

system comes down from generations according to the 

instructions, either direct or indirect, of the ruling 

power/culture. Walter Benjamin has rightly described such 

cultural practices as a "triumphal procession in which the 

present rulers step over those lying prostrate." He 

proceeds further by saying " . the spoils are carried 
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along in the procession. They are called cultural 

treasures. . There is no document of civilization which 

is not at the same time a document of barbarism" (286). 

The master narrative of the slave's history avoids its 

contradiction as much as it can by deleting certain records 

and highlighting others according to its conveniences. The 

~produced" meanings offered by the historical/cultural 

products giving shape to the identity of those people, fail 

to focus on their "selves," because the way the master 

narrative nnaturalises" them as their owned property writes 

them off as "subjects" with their claim on "themselves." 

To form one's individual y or the collective identity of a 

group of people, particularly that of black people, and 

especially that of black women, who are deliberately 

marginalized, a resistance to this "produced naturalness" 

is required. Only then men and women can build up their 

own history. 

Beloved, the most acclaimed novel of Toni Morrison, 

deals with the nature of historical knowledge, fictionality 

of history and several other burning issues relating to it. 

Walter Clemmon has rightly evaluated the masterpiece in 

Newsweek: 

[In this] magnificent novel, [a slave's] 

interior life is re-created with a moving 

intensity no novelist has even approached before. 
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. The splintered, piecemeal revelation of the 

past is one of the technical wonders of 

Morrison's narrative. We gradually understand 

that this isn't story telling but the intricate 

exploration of trauma. . I think we have a 

masterpiece on our hands here: difficult, 

sometimes lushly overwritten, but profoundly 

imagined and carried out with burning fervor. 

(David 123-24) 

The novel has focussed on the darkest interior of the 

slaves' lives and made public their daily struggle 

existence along with the strategies those people adopted to 

withstand the horrors of slavery. Morrison tries to make 

it a personal experience because she seems to be less 

interested in slavery as an institution than in the 

personal narratives of those anonymous people called 

slaves. Except for the informative accounts of the 

traditional slave narratives, there is rarely any reliable 

account projecting a slave's personal life because 

remembrance of slavery, Morrison thinks, is like "national 

amnesia" which people, either black or white, hardly want 

to encounter. In order to make the history of these people 

"real," remembrance is essential, but in such a manner that 

memory does not overpower imagination in a destructive way. 

In her 1988 interview with Marsha Darling Morrison pointed 
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out how much important it was for her to offer in her works 

a "life likeu representation of her people: 

One of the things that's important to me is the 

powerful imaginative way in which we 

deconstructed and reconstructed reality in order 

to get through. So it's important to me 

that interior life of each of those characters be 

one that you could trust, one that felt like 

was a real interior life: and also be dist 

one from other, in order to give them--not 

"personalities," but an interior life of people 

that have been reduced to some great lump called 

slaves. (252-53) 

Morrison takes stock of the slave past in Beloved. A 

journey back from the free present to the slave past, the 

novel reverses the progressive movement of the traditional 

slave narrative. In exploring her characters' traumatic 

experiences, something that is rarely done objective or 

subjective historical accounts of slavery, Morrison is 

telling a "free story" (qtd. in Grewal 97) in order to 

expand the scope of her readers' comprehension by engaging 

them in an act of investigation of a crime, that is 

committed not by a slave owner, but by a slave who is not 

only black but also a woman. Sethe slaughters her baby 

daughter, Beloved, in order to protect her from white 



176 

masters, who would otherwise "dirty" her so much that she 

would never like herself anymore. 

says: 

The narrative voice 

That anybody white could take your whole self for 

anything that came to mind. Not just work, kill, 

or maim you, but dirty you. Dirty you so bad you 

couldn't like yourself anymore. Dirty you so bad 

you forgot who you were and couldn't think it 

up. And though she and others lived through and 

over it she could never let it happen to her 

own. The best thing she was, was her children. 

Whites might dirty her all right, but not her 

best thing, her beautiful, magical best thing--

the part of her that was clean. (Beloved 251) 

The novel highlights the tension of a slave mother who has 

to exercise the most violent and aggressive motherly 

affection when "her own," "the beautiful, magical best 

thing is in danger. The slave mother chooses to end the 

life of her child against the slow, gradual, social killing 

of her so as to resist devastation. Sethe's raw act of 

defiance robs the white authority of its power to decide 

the fate of a slave mother's child. For the slave catchers 

Sethe has gone "wild," the result of the "mishandling of 

the nephew who'd overbeat her." By deconstructing the 

stereotype of the black woman as a submissive and 
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subservient breeder of slaves, Morrison, in her new 

representation of slavery has reconstructed the image of 

black woman as bold and violent, and at the same time a 

loving and caring mother, who can never be subjugated by 

the dominant power when her children's security is in 

question. The horrifying scene of the "nigger woman 

holding a blood-soaked child to her chest with one hand and 

an infant by the heels in the other" stupefies the school 

teacher and his group. The school teacher realises "that 

there was nothing there to claim"; Sethe, who was an object 

to be "bragged about," a matter of pride in the slave 

market because s made "fine ink," "damn good soup" and 

above all a good breeder for continuing the process, 

"having at least ten breeding years left," has gone "wild" 

now (149). Morrison's novel thus creates a ~public space 

of trauma," a space, defined by Lawrence Kirmayer as 

"provid[ing] a consensual reality and collective memory 

through which the fragments of personal memory can be 

assembled, reconstructed, and displayed with a tacit 

assumption of validity"( qtd. in Grewal 14). 

The idea of Beloved came from an actual event 

published in a 19th century newspaper about a woman, named 

Margaret Garner, which Morrison discovered while editing 

The Black Book at Random House. In her interview with 
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Gloria Naylor, Morrison narrated the story of Margaret 

Garner, a fugitive slave thus: 

. she had escaped from Kentucky, I think, 

with her four children. She lived in a little 

neighbourhood just outside of Cincinnati and she 

had killed her children. She succeeded in 

killing one; she tried to kill two others. She 

hit them in the head with a shovel and they were 

wounded but they didn't die. And there was a 

smaller one that she had at her breast. The 

interesting thing . . was the interviews that 

she gave. . She said 'I 11 not let those 

children live how I have lived.' And she had 

made her mind that they would not suffer the 

way that she had and it was better for them to 

die. And her mother-in law was in the house at 

the same time and she said, 'I watched her and I 

neither encouraged her nor discouraged her.' 

They put her in jail for a little while I'm not 

even sure what the denouement is of her story. 

(206-207) 

Margaret Garner becomes Sethe in Morrison's fictional 

representation. Margaret may be a burning issue for the 

Abolitionists; her case may be effectively used in 

determining the superiority of one political power to 



179 

another; also she can be controversial to moral preachers 

for drawing ethical judgements--but her anguish, her trauma 

shall always remain "under the veil" because historically 

the woes and sufferings of all "Margarets" are shrouded in 

silence. Historical records, projecting the lives of 

slaves, female slaves in particular, are sparse. 

Plantation records offer little insight into the lives of 

slaves, and most of the slave narratives that exist today 

are authored by men. In her essay "The Site of Memory" 

Morrison has reflected on the limitations of the 19th 

century writers of the slave narratives who had to be very 

careful so that the narrative account would not be 

objectionable. Those narratives and those "proceedings too 

terrible to relate" were kept under the "veil." Now for 

the author became the most important task to "rip that 

veil" so that the "interior life" of her people could be 

accessible. She says that for her, who is a black and a 

woman, the job is very different and critical. To quote the 

author: 

The exercise is also critical for any person who 

is black, or who belongs to any marginalized 

category, for, historically, we were seldom 

invited to participate in the discourse even when 

we were its topic. Moving that veil aside 

requires, therefore, certain things. First of 
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all, I must try my own recollections. I must 

also depend on the recollections of others. 

But memories and recollections won't give me 

total access to the unwritten interior life of 

these people. Only the act of imagination can 

help me. (110-111) 

Beloved is the fictional representation of the 

"unspeakable" stories of the slave mother, whom the white 

intellectual tradition categorises in its own way. In 

order to make her stories known to all Morrison depends 

much on her power of imagination in such a way that the 

telling of her stories would create an African American 

presence to withstand the hegemonic course that 

deliberately white washes the stories of those 

"disremembered and unaccounted for" (274). Beloved is not 

only a work of recovery that is intended to represent 

knowledge, excised from dominant ideologies, but also one 

of chart a traumatised past of beleaguered people 

through amalgamation of multiple voices for healing the 

wounds of her race and thus offering a "kind of truth" 

(Morrison, "The Site" 115) . 

The novel begins with the description of a house in 

Ohio, a house called 124, which is "spiteful," "full of a 

baby's venom." From the beginning it calls attention to 

the pain in the lives of ex-slaves. Sethe and her only 
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living daughter Denver, who are the only victims of that 

"baby's venom," decide "to end the persecution by calling 

forth the ghost" in their way of conversation: "Come on. 

Come on. You may as well just come on" (Beloved 4). The 

readers, thus from the very opening lines, are thrust into 

a haunted house where time seems to have been suspended 

between a traumatised past and an uncertain future of the 

ex-slaves. Sethe wants to avoid confronting the past: "she 

worked hard to remember as close to nothing as was safe. 

Unfortunately her bra was devious" (6) and it would not 

allow her to forget her past: "every mention of her past 

life hurt. Everything in it was painful or lost . the 

hurt was always there-like a tender place in the corner of 

her mouth that the bit left" (58). They must forget their 

horrifying past for the purpose of survival because 

historically a beleaguered people can not look back; they 

must keep going on to meet the demands of the present. But 

the past, in spite of being repressed intentionally, can 

never be effaced totally as it remains latent and 

occasionally comes up to take its hold on the present. For 

the people who undergo trauma, Cathy Caruth observes, "it 

is not only the moment of the event, but of the passing out 

of it that is traumatic; the survival itself, in other 

words, can be a crisis" (9). The narrative voice says, 

"Freeing yourself is one thing; claiming ownership of that 
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freed self was another" (95). In the Clearing scene after 

the ~enchantment" caused by Sethe's "somebody choked me," 

(96) her "old rememories" (95) occupied her: "Sethe 

remembered the touch of those fingers that she knew better 

than her own. They had bathed her in sections, wrapped her 

womb, combed her hair, oiled her nipples . her spirits 

fell down under the weight of the things she remembered and 

those she did not" (98). 

In the novel it takes Sethe 18 years to counter that 

part of her which were buried within, and when she does, 

that buried and ssed part of herself engulfs her 

totally. 

daughter. 

124 is being haunted since Sethe lled her baby 

Both Sethe and Denver can co-exist with the 

ghost and they are used to its presence, "It's not evil, 

just sad," says Sethe (8). Now with the arrival of Paul D, 

"the last of the Sweet Home men," the past seems to have 

been erased to make the present more meaningful and project 

new possibilities for the future. Though Sethe first 

thought that Paul D had come "to punish her further for her 

terrible memory," (6) later she finds in him an outlet for 

all her suppressed anguishes. Each recalls for the other 

buried images of tumultuous emotions, connected with the 

days of their slavery on a farm called "Sweet Home." Paul 

remembers those days when Sethe was brought as a 

replacement for Baby Suggs, "a timely present for Mrs. 
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Garner." She was thirteen when she came, an "iron-eyed 

girl" who was an object of yearning for the "five Sweet 

Home men" (10) "all in their twenties" and finally "She 

chose Halle" (11). Sethe relates her story, full of 

anguishes, to Paul D: 

"'After I left you, those boys came in there and 

took my milk. That's what they came in there 

for. Held me down and took it. 

Schoolteacher made one open up my back, and when 

it closed it made a tree. It grows there 

still.'" 

'They used cowhide on you?' 

'And they took my milk.' 

'They beat you and you was pregnant?' 

'And they took my milk!'" (16-17) 

It is by sharing each other's sorrowful past they seem to 

lessen the burden of their painful memories. According to 

H.A Rushdy, in Morrison's novels, particularly in Beloved, 

"memory exists as a communal property of friends, of 

family, of a people. The magic of property is that it is 

interpersonal, that it is the basis for constructing 

relationships with the other who also remembers" (321-22). 

Paul D touches her back, ". . every ridge and leaf of it 

with his mouth, none of which Sethe could feel because her 

back skin had been dead for years." Sethe wonders if there 
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would be "a little space . . to push busyness into the 

corners of the room" in order to "feel the hurt her back 

ought to," and feels that she can trust "things and 

remember things because the last of the Sweet Home men was 

there to catch her if she sank?". But before they could 

make love to each other there was something violent and 

harsh that made Paul D's leg trembling; the floorboards 

were shaking; and the "house itself was pitching." He 

shouted fiercely--"God damn it! Hush up!", "Leave the place 

alone! Get the hell to drive out the spirit and 

went. on fighting until "everything was rock quiet" 

( 18) . Later he invites Sethe to begin a new life: 

"We can make a life, girl. A life." 

"I don't know. I don't know." 

"Leave to me. See how it goes. No promises, 

if you don't want to make any. Just see how it 

goes. All right?" 

"All right." 

"You willing to leave it to me?" 

"Well--some of it." (46) 

Paul D takes Sethe and Denver to a carnival on a 

"Colored Thursday" (48). For Sethe it was her first social 

outing in eighteen years; and she "returned the smiles she 

got" ( 4 9) . However, it is not only that Paul D enlivens 

Sethe, but she also has her influence on Paul D in turn. 
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The lessons he got from the Schoolteacher and from the 

underground slave camp of Alfred, Georgia, had taught him 

to "shut down a generous portion of his head, operating 

on the part that helped him walk, eat, sleep, sing." 

However, after seeing Halle's wife alive, the "closed 

portion of his head opened like a greased lock" (41). 

Painful memories come back frequently, and both Paul D and 

Sethe suffer the uuncontrollable flashbacks" of post 

traumatic stress (Schmude 127). 

In her sentation of the story of slavery 

Morrison s non- logical narrative thus presents, an 

"intricate exploration of trauma" as Walter Clemons has 

said (David 124). Sethe has to surrender to her 

"rebellious brain" oved 70). Before Paul D had come 

she had been used to it. In her dreams she "kept her 

husband shadowy but there--somewhere. Now Halle's face 

between the butter press and churn swelled larger and 

larger" (86). Paul D has added something new; "new 

pictures and old rememories that broke her heart" 

( 95) . Her "rebellious brain" would not refuse anything: 

"No misery, no regret, no hateful picture too rotten to 

accept?" The new information provided by Paul D refreshes 

the horrible picture for her: 

Two boys with mossy teeth, one suckling on my 

breast, the other holding me down, their book-
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reading teacher watching and writing it up. I'm 

still full of that, God damn it, I can't go back 

and add more. Add my husband to it, watching, 

above me in the loft--hiding close by-- the one 

place he thought no one would look for him, 

looking down on what I couldn't look at all. And 

not stopping them--looking and letting it happen. 

But my greedy brain says, Oh thanks, I'd love 

more--so I add more. ( 7 0) 

Morrison's disjointed and "splintered" narrative thus 

makes S and Paul D expose ir wounds to each other. 

Paul D says that after his failure to escape he was chained 

and tethered to a wagon. He bares his ignominious self by 

remembering Mister (a rooster) who seemed to have 

individuality and autonomy which Paul D, one of the five 

Sweet Home men lacked: "Mister, he looked so . free. 

Better than me. Stronger, tougher. Son a bitch couldn't 

even get out the shell by hisself but he was still king and 

I was. He further remembers, 

Mister was allowed to be and stay what he was. 

But I wasn't allowed to be and stay what I was. 

Even if you cooked him you'd be cooking a rooster 

named Mister. But wasn't no way I'd ever be Paul 

D again, living or dead. Schoolteacher changed 

me. I was something else and that something was 
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less than a chicken sitting in the sun on a tub. 

(72) 

The narrative represents fragmented stories, psyches and 

memories that gradually are becoming whole, like Sethe's 

wedding dress, stitched by joining scrapes of worn-out 

clothes. In this way Morrison focuses on the interior 

selves of these freed or ex-slaves who never experienced 

time/history as an ordered/linear sequence of events. 

Paul D's attempt to repress the past is interrupted by 

the appearance of Beloved "on the very day Sethe and he had 

patched up their quarrel, gone out in public and had right 

good time--like a famil ( 66) . The narrative voice 

announces the appearance of Beloved thus: "A FULLY DRESSED 

woman walked out of water" (50). Now she is no longer an 

invisible spirit, but a corporal form, exactly of the same 

age, she would have been if she had lived. Paul starts to 

feel that Beloved is casting a mysterious force on him. 

His plan to settle down with Sethe, not by replacing her 

living daughter Denver but by "making a space along with 

her"(45), is shattered as Beloved, the incarnation of both 

Sethe's and Paul D's suppressed and unresolved past, fills 

up the gap between them and thus seems to block the 

progressive movement of the present into the future. 

Though Sethe and Paul D have created an emotional space for 

each other, they must confront their past. Paul D's 
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"merely kissing the wrought iron on her back"(20) is not 

enough for Sethe to feel the hurt; nor is Paul D's 

deliberately "shutting down" his past "in that tobacco tin 

buried in his chest" (72) would fulfil his plan for a 

nuclear family. Each has to go through a slow and gradual 

process of self recovery. In the cold house, "separated 

from the main part of 124," (116) Beloved makes Paul D 

confront his past. She wants him to touch her on the 

"inside part." She says, "You have to touch me. On the 

inside part. And you have to call me my name" (117). 

Beloved's demand for her name is suggestive of the 

resurrect.ion of se forgotten facts, those "disremembered 

and unaccounted for" in order to heal up individual and 

collective traumas. By touching Beloved, metaphorically, 

he touches his past, which he kept airtight in the rusted 

tobacco tin. As soon as he calls her "Beloved," he is 

moved inside. Morrison's narrative voice says, ". when 

he reached the inside part he was saying, 'Red heart. Red 

heart,' over and over again" (117). Later Paul D, in s 

conversation with Stamp Paid, says: "She reminds me of 

something. Something, look like, I'm supposed to remember" 

(234). 

Beloved contributes largely to a postmodern 

theoretical debate about history and representation. 

Postmodernists do not believe in teleological 
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metanarratives and argue that contemporary cultural has 

lost a sense of historical consciousness of cause and 

effect. In an interview, Fredrick Jameson said, "Time has 

become a perpetual present and thus spatial in postmodern 

culture" (qtd.in Stephanson 46). He also regrets that 

postmodern flattening of time has deprived people of the 

true sense of history because our postmodern society is 

ubereft of all historicity, whose own putative past is 

little more than a set of dusty spectacles . . the past 

as referent" finds itself gradually bracketed, and then 

effaced altogether, leaving us with nothing but texts (New 

Left Review 66) . Such controversial stance has provoked 

many antagonists to speak out, e.g. Linda Hutcheon, who in 

her two studies of historiographic metafiction has 

suggested that much of the postmodern fiction is strongly 

invested in history, but most importantly in revising our 

sense of what history means and accomplishes. Morison's 

treatment of history bears some similarity to Hutcheon's, 

as K.C. Davis has pointed out in "'Post modern Blackness': 

Toni Morrison's Beloved and the End of History." Back in 

1974, Morrison "expressed concern that would be echoed by 

Jameson, a concern that real history was being replaced by 

historicism--the textualizing of time as a mere 

representation. , (80). Though Morrison seems to be a 

precursor of Jameson, later she realizes that there is no 
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difference between history and historicism because it is 

hardly possible to distinguish between "authentic history 

and inauthentic historicism." She comes to believe that 

all knowledge of the past is derived from textual 

representations. While working on The Black Book in the 

early 70s, Morrison seemed to have been occupied with the 

idea that the ideas collected in ·the compendium would 

reveal the 300 years history of African Americans as "life 

lived" and therefore real. But later she finds out that no 

totalising t can ever be reached as she doubts of the 

assumption that there is a knowable reality behind the 

inauthentic simulation or representation. Realizing that 

the fictional account of the interior life of a former 

slave would be more historically "real" than the official 

documents, Morrison offers "her story" to shape the "real." 

In the novel, Paul D's reaction, when Stamp Paid shows him 

the newspaper account of Sethe's deed, reminds the readers 

of the gap between "reality" and "reproduction" and 

suggests that we can only know the past through discourse 

or representation. "I don't know, man. Don't look like it 

to me. I know Sethe's mouth and this ain't it" (154)--this 

is how Paul D reacts. It is through her new representation 

that the author tries to "change our perceptions of 

"historical reality." The authenticity of the newspaper 

story of Sethe is put into question as Paul D doubts white 
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culture's representation. The narrative voice also says, 

nAnd it must have been hard to find news about Negroes 

worth the breath catch of a white citizen of Cincinnati" 

(156) and so the picture of the woman in the newspaper does 

not look like "real" Sethe whom Paul D knows well. But it 

is not a total reclamation of the past of her people that 

Morrison seeks, rather a new way of writing or rewriting 

their history, particularly that of the black women. For 

this purpose she demystifies the master historical 

narrative so that she can raise a competing version of 

African American history. She sees herself as a creative 

historian who reconstructs by deconstructing official 

history. As an artist she has a great deal of faith in the 

power of fictional representation to redefine our 

perception of reality. Like Denver's attempt to weave a 

story out of the fragments of her mother's story by "giving 

blood to the scraps her mother and grandmother had told 

her--and a heartbeat" (78), Morrison wants to give "blood" 

and "heartbeat" to the "scraps" in her fictional 

representations of black women's history. But it is hardly 

possible to accomplish a total reconstruction; many gaps, 

plenty of "holes and spaces" (Tate 125) should be filled up 

by multiple narratives which offer no single history or 

"truth" but numerous histories and "truths." In the novel 

the death of the "crawling already?"· (the baby child) has 
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been artfully demonstrated from multiple perspectives, as 

the narrative focus shifts from Baby Suggs's version to the 

slave catchers' as well as from Stamp Paid's to Sethe's own 

version. Each tells a different story and thus together 

they offer multiple "truths." K. C. Davis quotes Anthony 

Hilfer's suggestion and says that "Morrison's novels offer 

a 'both-and," dialectical, indeterminate character, a 

doubleness that Linda Hutcheon would argue is itself as 

distinctly postmodern strategy" (78). 

The ghost child Beloved is the mysterious return of 

Sethe's ssed past. She has come back to claim her 

mother's love and attention which she has been deprived of: 

"But it was Beloved who made demands" (240). Seethe also 

takes it as an opportunity to offer her unfulfilled 

motherly love and affection. She feels that Beloved, her 

daughter, would understand why she did it: "I'll explain to 

her, even though I don't have to. Why I did it. How if I 

hadn't killed her she would have died and that is something 

I could not bear to happen to her. When I explain it 

she'll understand, because she understands everything 

already" (200). But Beloved has her own complaints against 

her mother "of not being nice to her." Sethe goes on 

talking, explaining, and listing her reasons one by one: 

"Beloved was more important, meant more to her than her own 

life. . Give up her life, every minute and hour of it, 
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to take back just one of Beloved's tears." But none of 

these explanations/pleadings seems to have any effect on 

Beloved. She starts taking the physical possession of her 

mother by dressing like her, talking "the way she did," and 

imitating her gestures so much so that it became difficult 

for Denver to tell . who was who" (241). Sethe is 

gradually devoured by Beloved. The narrative voice 

describes, "She sat in the chair licking her lips like a 

chastised child while Beloved ate up her life, took it, 

swelled up with it grew taller on it. And the older 

woman, yielded it up without a murmur" (250). Beloved's 

"eating up" Sethe's life and becoming "swelled up" by it 

metaphorically seems to suggest that the sources of 

in format on the lives of black women, which are buried 

within the mines of forgetfulness, need to be dug out in 

order to be represented in a new factitive way, being 

processed and reprocessed through multiple perspectives. 

Sethe's deliberate way of creating a "timeless present" 

(184) in order to "get to the no-time waiting for her" 

(191) can never be a solution for the demands/complaints of 

a repressed past. Sethe expresses her belief that time is 

spatial which operates like a wheel: 

I was talking about time. It's so hard for me to 

believe in it. Some things go. Pass on. Some 

things just stay. . Places, places are still 
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there. . The picture is still there . if 

you go there--you who never was there--if you go 

there and stand in the place where it was, it 

will happen again. (35-36) 

Though Sethe thinks that she has created an idyllic 

"no time" present in 124, the "timeless present" must be 

broken; otherwise she will be strangled as she had been 

almost in the Clearing Scene, and her history, namely the 

history of all black women, will be erased from the 

cultural. mernory 

Beloved is not only the projection of Sethe's 

unresolved guilt but also a revelation of Sethe's 

experience of her own sense of abandonment and loss that 

she as a daughter had suffered. She says, "You came right 

on back like a good girl, like a daughter which is what I 

wanted to be and would have been if my ma'am had been able 

to get out of the rice long enough before they hanged her 

and let me be the one." Through out the novel the 

occasional memories of her mother haunt Sethe and she tries 

to console herself by trying to mask those haunting 

memories as soon as they surface: "I wonder what they was 

doing when they was caught. Running, you think? No. Not 

that. Because she was my ma'am and nobody's ma'am would 

run off and leave her daughter, would she?"(203). 

Schmudde's contention that Beloved is the incarnation of 
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both the ~abandoned daughter" and "abandoning mother" is 

justifiable in this sense (131). It is in Beloved's 

disjointed narrative, which is composed of phrases, with no 

punctuation, in the images of capture in Africa, of the 

Middle Passage, that the distinction between historical 

past and present seems to fade away and there seems to be 

no boundary/gap in the continuum of sufferings/losses in 

the lives of black women who face their predicaments as 

both abandoned daughters and abandoning mothers. 

says: 

Beloved 

They are not crouching now we are they are 

floating on the water they break up the 

little hill and push it through I cannot 

find my pretty teeth I see the dark face that 

is going to smile at me it is my dark 

face that is going to smile at me the iron 

circle is around our neck she does not have 

sharp earrings her ears or a round basket 

she goes in the water with my face. (212) 

Though the passage is full of ambiguities, it calls our 

attention to the visual spaces on the page that is 

metaphorically suggestive of the gaps/omissions in the 

story-telling process, done to avoid the most horrible part 

of it. The image of "iron circle" reminds us of the nooses 

that the slave women had to put on. The last part of this 



196 

rambling account is also an allegorical indication that it 

is because of white hegemony's intentional blindness to the 

miseries of black women and of the absence of a proper 

African American social agency that the stories of the 

racially and sexually marginalized "go in water", sink deep 

down the veil of forgetfulness. Sethe's story is 

"unspeakable" because the white intellectual tradition does 

not provide the appropriate vocabulary or allow for an 

alternative one to detect the spot where it hurts in the 

heart of a s mother. T tionally definition/language 

belongs to the definers--not the defined," (190) as 

Schoolteacher says to Sixo. 

This ~unspeakability" that has made her people 

voiceless and thus "absentu in the Enlightenment tradition, 

is a challenge for Morrison, who in her new representation 

wants to make them powerful by giving them their own voice. 

The horrible act of killing one's own daughter, which is 

regarded as "wildness" by the institutionalised parameters 

of guilt, runs counter to the policy of the dominant power 

that interferes with a mother's choice. Sethe's 

infanticide, her raw act of defiance, is an expression of 

her disapproval of the system of slavery. By killing her 

child, Sethe dares to claim her property and thus thwarts 

any intrusion to trespassing. The emotional pain of a 

slave mother can find no articulation either in the 
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master's language or in constrained slave narratives. 

Morrison through her project of rewriting the history of 

black women has offered a new code of language to express 

the harrowing pain and anguishes of black women. In 

Beloved Sethe's back carries the language of domination, 

inscribed by the whip of the "definer" on the flesh of the 

"defined." According to Hortense Spillers, the oppressed 

bodies carry on their flesh a "cultural text" that explains 

the (negative) values of the culture (67). Such is the 

case with the "tree" that "grows" on Sethe's back. While 

the scarred flesh is dead and insens to feelings, the 

tree is "growing," the "cultural text," inscribed by the 

dominant culture, remains alive and speaks continually of 

the history of oppression. 

Grewal, 

In the opinion of Gurleen 

Beloved makes it brutally clear that aside from 

'equality of oppression' that black men and women 

suffered, black women were also oppressed as 

women. The novel demonstrates that physical 

torture is humiliating but the added emotional 

pain of a mother is devastating. They were 

routinely subjected to rape, enforced childbirth, 

and natal alienation from their children. (100) 

Through her reconstruction of the life of a slave mother 

Margaret Garner) Morrison wants to dramatize the violence 
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of psychic turbulence one has to exercise to resist 

devastation from outside. The novel investigates the cost 

of Sethe's resistance. Her infanticide is registered as a 

heroic act of resistance that Morrison defines as a 

"desperate strategy" in an interview (qtd. in White) 

Sethe's strategy is one among many such other strategies, 

adopted by black women in their daily struggle for 

existence. Ella, the good woman of the town ~had delivered 

but would not nurse, a hairy white thing, fathered by 'the 

lowest yet. ' It lived five days never making a sound" 

(Beloved 258-259). Sethe's mother threw and abandoned the 

children e men forced upon her but kept only Sethe, 

who was born of an African father, as Nan had told her: 

"She them all away but you. The one from the crew 

she threw away on the island. The others from more whites 

she also threw away. Without names, she threw them. You 

she gave the name of the black man" (62). By 

foregrounding the resistances of all these slave women 

Morrison ssol ves the stereot.ypes of the mammy figure. 

Thus by deconstructing the foundation/fixed referent, that 

has marginalized the black women, Morrison has solidified a 

viable path for the formation of a black subjectivity that 

would offer a new identity for her characters, who are 

black and women. Paul D confronts a "new Sethe," when she 
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describes her act to him. The narrative voice describes 

Paul D's bewilderment thus: 

The prickly, mean-eyed Sweet Home girl he knew as 

Halle's girl was obedient (like Halle), shy (like 

Halle), and work-crazy (like Halle). 

wrong. This here Sethe was new. 

He was 

. This here 

Sethe talked about love like any other woman; 

talked about baby clothes like any other woman, 

but what she meant could cleave the bone. This 

here Sethe talked about safety with a handsaw. 

stopped and she began. Suddenly he saw what 

Stamp Paid wanted him to see: more important than 

what Sethe had done was what she claimed. It 

scared him. ( 164) 

Morrison in Beloved has reconstituted the history of 

black woman by ~telling" her own "tales" in her own way and 

by making her "claims" identifiable, and in this sense the 

novel seems to demonstrate agency for an overt political 

agenda of African American social protest. Her new 

representation of slavery thus empowers the "powerless" who 

recalls the "disremembered and unaccounted for" (274) and 

those "sixty Million and more," (to whom the book has been 

dedicated), who died as captives in the Middle Passage, 

never being "presentable" in the cannon of American 
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history. Like the ghost child called Beloved, the tragic 

stories of slavery cannot be forgotten. Beloved lives 

within the presence of slavery, within the shadow of deep 

frustration of the people who are racially, sexually and 

economically marginalized. Morrison has inscribed and 

reinscribed these stories in the process of rewriting the 

history of her people, particularly that of black women in 

order to make them a "present" presence rather than an 

"absent" presence due to a people's amnesia. "This is not 

a story to pass on" (274) has its implication in not 

forgetting the past, however unbearable it might be. A 

people's trauma can be exorcised through remembering and 

hearing, which does not mean plain forgetting. Morrison 

ends the novel with the word "Beloved,u suggesting that the 

past is a lasting presence, waiting to be resurrected and 

reconstructed in an innovative manner: "Down by the stream 

in the back of 124 her footprints come and go, come and go. 

They are so familiar. Should a child, an adult place his 

feet in them, they will fit" (275). 



Chapter VII 

Remaking a Social Text: Jazz 

In her prefatory note to Circles of Sorrow, Line of 

Struggle: The Novels of Toni Morrison, Gurleen Grewal says: 

Novels such as The Bluest Eye show me something I 

had always suspected but never fully realized, 

either in the literature I had read or in the 

ways of reading I had been taught: the saving 

power of narrative, its capacity to open a door, 

to point out the fire and the fire escape--in 

short, the profound work that narrative can do 

for the social collective, and the work that such 

a narrative in turn demands from us. (x) 

The profound quality of such a narrative, its saving power 

to resist readers to accept any single "truth" and also 

urging them to remake the "truth," so long inferred, is one 

of the most remarkable and unique features of Morrison's 

fictional projects. Literary texts that reflect 

representational "truth" of history/trauma influence 

readers in reshaping their thoughts, in remaking them, not 

by the narrative's autonomous and deterministic closure, 

but by its power of igniting imagination. The pedagogic 

process of making and remaking of meaning thus forms a new 

representation of historical "reality," which contributes 

to add to the process of making a social text. Jazz 
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(1992), Toni Morrison's sixth novel, which is set in the 

age of Reconstruction after the Civil War and Harlem 

Renaissance of the 1920s, registers a collaborative/mutual 

space between the speaker and listener, the writer and 

reader, who in their joint venture of surveying the past, 

the African American social history, forge a livable 

present and a viable future: ~Narrative is radical, 

creating us at the very moment it is being created.n 

Morrison's Nobel Lecture confirms it and the final part of 

the speech reconfirms the significance of the writer-reader 

venture in remaking history/sociology: ~'Finally,' she 

says, 'I trust you now. I trust you with the bird that is 

not in your hands because you have truly caught it. Look. 

How lovely it is, this thing we have done-together'" (272-

273) 

Jazz is a sequel to Beloved in recalling a traumatized 

past. In Unclaimed Experience Cathy Caruth noted: "The 

belated experience of trauma . suggests that history is 

not only the passing on of a crisis but also the passing on 

of a survival that can only be possessed within a history 

larger than any single individual or any single generation" 

(qtd. in Grewal 118). Morrison's project in the novel is 

to present before the public a painful past, a history of 

dispossession and loss not in the manner of a chronicle 

historian but as a therapeutic historian/sociologist. The 
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avoidance of a painful history or its suppression cannot 

heal the traumatized but often makes the victim behave in a 

misbalanced and unruly manner which may cause further pain 

and that can be threatening for social and political 

arrangements. The novel opens with the gossiping voice of 

a narrator who casually fills in the readers with some 

facts of Joe and Violet's hard case: 

Sth, I know that woman. She used to live with a 

flock of birds on Lenox Avenue. Know her 

husband, He 

rl one of se deepdown, spooky loves 

that made him so sad and happy he shot her just 

to keep the feeling going. When the woman, her 

name is Violet, went to the funeral to see the 

girl and to cut her dead face they threw her to 

the floor and out of the church. (3) 

Very soon the readers are informed that the case is not 

regist_ered jur cially "because nobody actually saw him do 

, and the dead girl's aunt didn't want to throw money to 

helpless lawyers or laughing cops when she knew the expense 

wouldn't improve anything." Violet's misbalancing/unruly 

behaviour is not considered agreeable enough to regard her 

as "someone needing assistance" by "Salem Women's Club." 

So, the Joe-Violet case demands a careful study, a 

different hearing/counter hearing, in order to write a 
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different social text by a responsible reader. Readers' 

position is like that of Violet's who is "left" "to figure 

out on her own what the matter was and how to fix it" (4). 

It is not a question of " who shot whom" that matters 

but a different investigation, critical in itself, must be 

adopted to bring therapeutic solution not only for the 

particular victims but also for those who suffer the 

traumas of history (6). In the novel the present occupies 

a space of absence with a sense of loss and abandonment; 

what is traumatic is the repetition of the violent past Joe 

and Violet left behind. Jazz, as its name signifies, 

supplies readers solos, duets, trios also a mediator, 

the know--everything, mysterious narrator. The reader 

should be alert not to let the traumatic past encompass the 

present. In order to release the present from the trap of 

that past a retrospective/ re-imaginative pattern of 

individual/collective stories must be told and retold both 

by speakers and listeners. Toni Morrison once said, 

The only thing I can do, and have done, and will 

do is somehow to incorporate into the world that 

horror you feel when something awful happens, to 

redistribute the moral problem so other people 

can have this connection with another's pain. 

That what art does. It manages that kind of 
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horror, it makes it possible for the person to go 

on. (qtd. in Walsh par. 23) 

Jazz like Beloved was inspired by a real document 

Morrison had read in Camille Billop's manuscript, The 

Harlem Book of the Dead, which contains photographs and 

commentary by the great African American photographer James 

Van Der Jee. Van Der Jee narrated to Camille Billops the 

pequliar origin of the photograph of a young woman's corpse 

thus: 

She was the one I think was shot by her 

sweetheart at a party with a noiseless gun. She 

complained of being sick at the party and friends 

said, 'Well, why don't you lay down?' and they 

taken her in room and laid her down. After 

they undressed her and loosened her clothes, they 

saw the blood on her dress. They asked her about 

it and she said, 'I'll tell you tomorrow, yes, 

I'll tell you tomorrow.' She was just trying to 

give him a chance to get away. 

Louis Gates, jr., 53) 

(qtd. Henry 

The young woman rescued her lover by refusing to 

identify him. The mystery of such love, which is of 

course a woman's love, moved Morrison. She protected the 

seedling of this story line, nurtured it carefully until 

her creative mind bloomed it into Jazz, her sixth novel. 
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In her 1985 interview with Gloria Naylor Morrison explained 

that she was obsessed by two or three little fragments of 

stories which she heard from different places; one was a 

newspaper clipping about a woman called Margaret Garner, a 

run away slave woman who had killed her daughter to save 

her from enslavement and another was the funeral story, 

mentioned above. Both are the stories of black women and 

their sacrifices: one gives up her self for her child and 

the other sacrifices it for her lover. About the inter-

relation between these two stories Morrison explained to 

Naylor in the same interview: 

Now made those stories connect, I can't 

explain, but . in both instances, something 

seemed clear to me. A woman loved something 

other than herself so much. She had placed all 

of the value of her life in something outside 

herself. That the woman who killed her children 

loved her children so much; they were the best 

part of her and she would not see them sullied. 

(207) 

"And that this woman," continues Morrison, "had loved a 

man or had such affection for a man that she would postpone 

her own medical care or go ahead and die to give him time 

to get away so that, more valuable than her life, was not 

just his life but something else connected with his life" 
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( 208) . Morrison also explained to Naylor what made her 

interested in those two separate stories in which she 

noticed certain correlation: 

. what it is that really compels a good woman 

to displace the self, her self. So what I 

started doing and thinking about for a year was 

to project the self not into the way we say 

'yourself,' but to put a space between those 

words, as though the self were really a twin or a 

thirst or a friend or someth sits right 

next to you and watches you, which is what I was 

talking about when I said 'the dead girl.' ( 208) 

In her project of rewriting the history of black women, 

Morrison depends largely in her power of imagination. In 

order to make the story of textual traces like The Black 

Book or Harlem Book of the Dead more "real" she has great 

confidence in her power of fictional representation. The 

"dead girl" image is an all encompassing issue of 

Morrison's reclamatory project. By imagining the life of 

the "dead girl," Margaret killed, Morrison wants to focus 

on the interior region of her people, especially that of 

black women and thus she makes a new representation of 

black women's tales of love, betrayal, dispossession and 

death. 
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This "dead girl" image is the embodiment of 

absence/loss that engulfs the present. In the first few 

pages of the novel the narrator supplies almost all the 

information: the thirty years' troubled marital status of 

Joe and Violet, Joe's shooting of the eighteen year old 

girl Dorcas, with whom Joe had fallen in love, Violet's 

revenge in defacing the corpse, her craving for a baby that 

once had almost led her to "stealing" a baby (Jazz 21), Joe 

and violet's "restless nights" (13) after the incident etc. 

When the readers think that there is nothing left to know 

about tragic triangulated love affair, the narrative 

takes a sudden twist with "Good luck and let me know," as 

Violet decides to gather the information of Dorcas: "May be 

she thought she could solve the mystery of love that way." 

So she questioned everybody: from Malvonne, an upstairs 

neighbour she came to know that her apartment was used as 

"a love nest" by Joe and Dorcas, the legally licensed 

beauticians informed her "what kind of lip rogue the girl 

wore" (5) and finally she reached to Alice Manfred, 

Dorcas's aunt, who showed Violet a picture of Dorcas and 

also allowed her to keep it for a few weeks. Violet kept 

the photo on the fireplace mantle. Now this photograph 

like an isolated historical document such as the Van Der 

Zee photograph becomes the most necessary thing for passing 

the "restless nights" of Joe and Violet. The dead girl's 
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face does not tell them what they need to know but ignites 

in them a keen desire to know a distant past which would 

probably help them to comprehend their present situation: 

And a dead girl's face has become a necessary 

thing for their nights . If the tiptoer is 

Joe Trace, . then the face stares at him 

without hope or regret and it is the absence of 

accusation that wakes him from his sleep hungry 

for her company. No finger points. Her lips 

don't turn down in judgement. But if the tiptoer 

is Violet the photograph is not that at all. It 

is the face of a sneak who glides over to your 

sink to rinse the fork you have laid by her 

plate. An inward face--whatever it sees is its 

own self. You are there, it says, because I am 

looking at you. (11-12) 

The "dead girl" becomes an "inward face" of both Violet and 

Joe, watching them curiously as though "a twin or thirst or 

a friend. If (Morrison, Interview th Glor Naylor 

2 08) • Thus Dorcas who is no more in the present 

encompasses both Joe and Violet in such a manner that they 

themselves have become an embodiment of the "dead 

girln/absence/loss/dispossession. Their present epitomizes 

what they have lost, which they want to forget. But 

forgetting a history, whether it is of an individual or 
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that of a collective cannot be a solution for the 

traumatized; it must be brought into daylight to represent 

in a new text of (sociology) with its reconstructed meaning 

for the healing of the traumatized. 

Jazz opens in 1926, when Harlem seems to be the centre 

of a new historical era. On January 7, 1921, New York 

Dispatch published an article entitled "The Hope and 

Promise of Harlem" which reflected on the economic 

security, offered by Harlem Renaissance: "Here, where money 

will say more in one moment than the most eloquent lover 

can in years, a happy thrifty people are working out a 

greater destiny for the Race, (italics mine) by solving 

their economic and political problems day by day" (qtd. in 

Vincent 7 5) . In the novel the narrator expresses the mood 

and feelings, generated by the approach of the new era 

with her strong fascination for the city, which she 

emphasizes with capital "C": 

I'm crazy about this City. A city like 

this one makes me dream tall and feel on 

things. . City in 1926 when all the wars 

are over and there will never be another one. 

The people down there in the shadow are happy 

about that. At last, at last, everything's 

ahead. History is over, you all, and 

everything's ahead at last. ( 7) 
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"History" in this passage refers to painful experience of 

slavery that had happened with black people in the past; it 

is something to be forgotten; its "sad stuff" and "bad 

stuff" must be left behind. This passage sums up the 

"philosophy of New Negro, as envisioned by the leaders of 

the Harlem Renaissance" (Grewal 121). But in reality the 

"smart one" and the "new" (Jazz 7) are the black 

intellectuals of the urban North, the cosmopolitan elite 

class in Harlem Renaissance, the prototype of white 

superiority, who are far away from the rural black masses, 

who were migrated in the city for the betterment of their 

lives. The author notes, "The wave of black people running 

from want and violence crested in the 1870s; the '80s; the 

'90s but was a steady stream in 1906 when Joe and Violet 

joined it" (33). Hazel Carby points out in Reconstructing 

Womanhood: The Emergence of Afro-American Woman Novelist, 

"the overwhelming majority of blacks were in the South, at 

a vast physical and metaphorical distance from those 

intellectuals who represent the interests of the race. 

After the war, black intellectuals had to confront the 

black masses on the streets of their cities and responded 

in a variety of ways" (164). 

Jazz highlights a wide gap between what seemed to be 

the fulfilment of all desires, a keynote to Harlem 

Renaissance and what it turned out practically. The novel 
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seems to revise the image of the "New Negro." The formation 

of subjectivity of the Negro and that of his identity was 

the dynamic force of the Jazz Age. His identity was to be 

formed not according to the perception of whites as an 

intellectually and spiritually inferior being but as a 

"Man." On October 10, 1919, Roscoe Dunjee, addressing a 

white audience, claimed, ". the cornerstone upon which 

rests all our difficulties is YOUR UNWILLINGNESS TO 

RECOGNIZE THE NEGRO AS A MAN. Now the Negro is a man and a 

free 'it"V\-, Y"' I' I' 
llLGL.l..!. (qtd. in Vincent 65) This image of "New Negro" 

is aced by working class men and women, whose status 

are totally different from the glamorous position of the 

writers and musicians, patronized by whites. In the novel 

Joe Trace is a door to door salesman of Cleopatra beauty 

products. Before he starts selling cosmetic goods he 

"cleaned fish at night and toilets in the day" (127); his 

wife does hair; Malvonne cleans offices and Alice is a 

seamstress. More often the novel conveys a strong sense of 

a promised land for African Americans Harlem but they 

rarely have an access to the sphere of social, economic and 

educational opportunities. The narrative voice points out 

the inequities that were prominent in the city thus: 

. everything you want is right where you 

are: the church, the store, the party, the women, 

the men, the postbox (but no high schools), the 
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furniture store, street newspaper vendors, the 

bootleg houses, (but no banks), the beauty 

parlors, the barbershops . and every club, 

organization, group, order, union, society, 

brotherhood, sisterhood or association imaginableo 

(10) 

The novel also focuses on the bitter socio-economic 

realities faced everyday by black people in the city where 

racial violence is internalized, made visible in the 

inte rity of their lives, lived everyday. Joe remembers 

struggling with Violet in their early years in Harlem, 

marching in the Armistice parade for the coloured 

regiments, and overcoming the ~lighter-skinned renters" who 

wanted to keep them out of Lenox Avenue's nicer apartments: 

"When we moved from 140th Street to a bigger place on 

Lenox, it was the light-skinned renters who tried to keep 

us out. Me and Violet fought them, just like they was 

whites" (127). In an atmosphere of dispossession and 

longing people were exploiting each other. The husband has 

betrayed his wife but kills another girl for "betraying" 

him. The wife treats the girl most savagely for 

dispossessing her of her husband. Alice Manfred is scared 

and feels herself "truly unsafe because the brutalizing men 

and their brutal women were not just out there, they were 

in her block, her house" (74). In her utter confusion 
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about the lifestyle of black people, Alice keeps her niece 

away from the "kind of Negro," "The embarrassing kind" 

( 7 9) • She cannot make out what made people act so 

violently? So she asks Violet, "Don't they fight all the 

time? When you do their hair, you're not afraid they might 

start fighting?" (84). Her ironical comment on the furies 

and revenges, inflicted on blacks by blacks is noteworthy: 

Black women were armed; black women were 

dangerous and the less money they had the 

deadlier the weapon they chose. . What the 

world had done to them it was now doing to 

itself. Did the world mess over them? Yes but 

look where the mess originated. . But in 

God's eyes and theirs every hateful word and 

gesture was the Beast's desire for its own filtho 

The Beast did not do what was done to it, but 

what it wished done to itself: raped because it 

wanted to be raped itself. . Their enemies 

got what they wanted, became what they visited on 

others. ( 7 8) 

This passage reflects the internal conflict that had 

consumed the whole community of blacks like the side 

effects of some powerful drug which the black people had 

swallowed in the name of Harlem Renaissance. The "New 

Negro" image and its slogan of self assertive manhood, 



215 

ashamed the black man in his own failure. A sense of 

lacking "something" is so much dominating in him that "the 

new negro" image drowned his manhood and aroused in him a 

sense of self doubt and self-hatred which, on the other 

hand, also contributed to bringing injuries to each other. 

The narrative voice replicates on the slavery's system of 

disparity in wages between the male and female workers: 

"There were bully cotton crops in Palestine and people for 

twenty miles around were going to pick it. Rumor was the 

pay was ten cents for young women, a quarter for men" 

(102). This manner of keeping discrimination between black 

men and women not only humiliates the black men but also 

spurs their manhood to prove their superiority within their 

own home and the relationship between black men and black 

women worsens. 

Morrison explains in her interview with Nellie McKay, 

"Jazz always keeps you on the edge. There is no final 

chord" (155). The function of jazz is to speak desire and 

in Morrison's novel "Jazz" becomes the voice of unfulfilled 

desire. She sees in this unfulfilled desire a quality of 

hunger and disturbance which is specifically African 

American's and that it is "an ineffable quality . . that 

is curiously black" (153) as she has said in the interview. 

What is traumatic is not only a sense of loss but also its 

reiteration as something lacking/absent that persists and 
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occupies a palpable emotional space: the presence of 

absence. The music that Alice Manfred hears is not "real 

music--just colored folks' stuff . not real, not 

serious. . It faked happiness, faked welcome, but it 

did not make her feel generous, , (59). The 

experience of loss is felt not only by individuals who have 

been separated from parents, children, spouses, lovers, but 

by an entire community who have been uprooted by a legacy 

of cultural dislocation: "We picked cotton, chopped wood, 

plowed. I never knew what it was to fold my hands~ This 

here is as se as I t=.over to watching my hands do 

nothing," says Violet to Alice (112) Ann Douglass opined 

that African Americans "whose ancestors were kidnapped from 

their native land and sold into slavery in an alien 

country, were, in fact, America's only truly orphan group" 

( 8 3) 

While representing the experience of loss, Morrison 

has populated Jazz with a number of orphans: Violet, Joe 

and Dorcas -who in their sufferings of loss and abandonment 

also suffer a sense of lacking, (physical and emotional) 

because of denial and dispossession by their parents. 

Violet became orphan when her "phantom father" (100) 

deserted the family to seek his fortune, leaving his wife 

Rose Dear, to raise their five young daughters. Rose, 

being separated earlier from her mother and later from her 
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husband finally could not recover the trauma of 

dispossession of her house and land and committed suicide 

by jumping into a well. Violet was so moved by her 

mother's distress that she took an important decision in 

her life, ". never never have children" (102). The 

decision of remaining childless later haunts her and 

creates a kind of "mother hunger" in her, so intense that 

she ~started sleeping with a doll in her arm" (129). The 

sense of loss which was first felt by a daughter inside 

Violet later changes into something different, a mother's 

longing/ yea too intense to overlook. The presence of 

that absence becomes so much acute in her that she imagines 

Dorcas, as a girl young enough to be that daughter who ". 

. fled her womb? (109). The narrative voice speculates 

the violence of Vio in mutilating the face of the dead 

girl as being ~a crooked kind of mourning for a rival young 

enough to be a daughter" (111). Dorcas Manfred is raised 

by her aunt Alice Manfred after her father is "pulled off a 

streetcar and stomped to death and her mother "burned 

crispy" in her house on fire (57). For Dorcas, the pain of 

loss is discerned in her faded memory of the St. Louis race 

riots which not only killed her parents but also preyed on 

her "clothespin dolls." The narrative goes on, "There was 

no getting in that house where her clothespin dolls lay in 

a row. In a cigar box. But she tried anyway to get them. 
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Barefoot, in the dreSs she had slept in, she ran to get 

them, and yelled to her mother that the box of dolls, the 

box of dolls was up there on the dresser can we get them? 

Mama?" ( 3 8 ) . Joe Trace, being abandoned by his mother at 

birth and raised by another family retains his "trace" (Joe 

Trace) as his parents "disappeared without a trace" (124). 

In his utter disappointment to fill up the "inside nothing" 

(37) Joe makes "three solitary journeys" to find "the woman 

he believed was his mother" (175). In the novel Wild who 

is referred to as Joe's mother is present in her absence; 

"everywhere and nowhere" (179). This sense of absence and 

loss in Joe draws him closer to Dorcas, in whose "faint 

hoof marks," ~underneath her cheekbones" Joe traces his 

mother Wild (130). Dorcas, another orphan in the novel, in 

her anguish remembers the "lap across her face, the pop and 

sting of it" which was given by her mother to the child 

daughter who "yelled" to her mother for getting her "box of 

dolls" from the fiery house. She can never forget that 

slap because "it was the last" (38). Both Joe and Dorcas 

suffer from emotional abandonment and in their utter 

yearning to fill up the gap of "inside nothing" (37) they 

try to fill it up for each other: "Somebody called Dorcas 

with hooves tracing her cheekbones and who knew better than 

people his own age what that inside nothing was like. And 

who filled it for him, just as he filled it for her, 
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because she had it too" (37-38). John Bowlby says that a 

person who has experienced a loss "mislocates" the absent 

figure in some other figure in his or her life, regarding 

that person as "in certain respects a substitute for 

someone lost," but for whom ultimately no substitute can 

suffice (161). Thus Morrison's Joe Trace, in his obsession 

with his mother, follows the trail from u. . where is 

she?" (184) to "There she is" (187). The yearning to fill 

up the emptiness that the son inside Joe feels, ends up in 

locating a wrong figure, his young lover, namely Dorcas 

who herself is personification of absences. When 

Dorcas leaves him ln preference for a younger man Acton, 

Joe shoots her as if to stop the endless circle of 

betrayal, caused to black people by the treason of history. 

In his bold attempt to stick to his "tracks," Joe repeats 

the violence of history and Dorcas has to sacrifice to the 

repetition of the process of history. 

his utter disappointment, 

He soliloquises in 

In this world the best thing, the only thing, is 

to find the trail and stick to it. I tracked my 

mother in Virginia and it led me right to her, 

and I tracked Dorcas from borough to borough. 

. Something else takes over when the track begins 

to talk to you, give out its signs . But if 

the trail speaks, no matter what's in the way, 
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you can find yourself in a crowded room aiming a 

bullet at her heart, never mind it's the heart 

you can't live without. (130) 

Another orphan's story in Jazz is that of Golden Gray's. 

When he reaches the age of eighteen Vera Louis, his foster 

mother told him that his father was a "black-skinned 

nigger" 143). In his way of tracking his father in the 

Virginia woods Golden Gray finds out the cabin of the 

woodsman Henry Lestroy/Les Troy. It is the same Virginia 

woods where many years later Joe would search his mother~ 

While t for the arrival of his father, he reflects on 

his missing father in visceral terms as an amputation of an 

arm: 

Only now . . now that I know I have a father, 

do I feel his absence: the place where he should 

have been and was not. Before, I thought 

everybody was one armed, like me. Now I feel the 

surgery. . I don't need the arm. But I do 

need to know what it could have been like to have 

had it. It's a phantom I have to behold. 

This part of me that does not know me, has never 

touched me or lingered at my side. . I will 

locate it so the severed part can remember the 

snatch, the slice of its disfigurement. 

(158-159) 
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This passage articulates most explicitly the presence of 

absence, a sense, produced by a child's experience of 

abandonment from parents, an irreparable loss, cast on 

African Americans by slavery and its aftermath. Morrison 

has articulated that sense of rejection and desertion, felt 

by real orphans by such a convincing narrative that readers 

can feel that pain and participate in the sufferings of the 

characters. 

At the nexus of the history of loss lies the history 

of k women who suffer dispossession, betrayal, natal 

al ion along the age-long oppression of black 

people in general. According to Grewal, ''Jazz highlights 

the consciousness of black women's struggle to survive the 

violence of disfranchisement reverberating across 

generations, across the North-South and rural-urban 

divide, a violence that is rendered in the elusive and mute 

figure of Wild" (123). Wild is also an embodiment of "the 

dead girl" about whom Morrison has talked in her interview 

with Glo a Naylor. In the novel t s mute figure eludes 

us to follow the trails back to 1873, when Morrison's 

Beloved opens with Seth and Denver as the "only victims" of 

a "baby's venom" and ends in the same year with Beloved's 

leaving, taking "the shape of a pregnant woman, naked and 

smiling . she stood on long straight legs, her belly 

big and tight" (3, 261). In Jazz when Golden Gray reaches 
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the age of eighteen he goes " . a long way from home," 

in search for his father and sees "In the trees to his 

left, . a naked berry-black woman . . covered with 

mud and leaves . , The narrative goes on, "As soon as 

she sees him, she starts then turns suddenly to run, but in 

turning before she looks away she knocks her head against 

the tree. Her terror is so great her body flees 

before her eyes are ready to find the route of escape" 

( 14 4) . Wild's reaction to Golden Gray is similar to 

Beloved's terror of "men without skin" (Beloved 210). 

Wild in Jazz, "indecent speechless lurking insanity, 

Thus 

(179), is an incarnation of African American women who have 

endured the brutality of slavery; her muteness speaks of 

their wound of tongue, harnessed or clamped by an iron bit. 

She lays bare the history's wound of denial and 

dispossession, done to blacks and particularly to black 

women. Even years later the condition of black women does 

not change. In the city, after the Reconstruction, Violet 

experiences the exploitative work conditions; as she does 

not have the necessary license required for a beautician, 

she must be at the "beck and call" of women who want to 

have their hair done and in return of low wages as well. 

The task of reclaiming "Wilds"/black women must be rendered 

into someone responsible readers who would collect bits and 

pieces of black women's "lived lives" and weave a new 
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story/history by rendering their imagination into it that 

would not only heal their wound by enabling them resist the 

trauma but also open up a new narrative technology, based 

on a negotiation between reader and writer. Thus a 

narrative becomes a healing as well as a collective and 

interactive project. By setting her story in the Harlem of 

the 20s, Morrison reminds us of how the movement failed in 

fulfilling the black female desires when Harlem itself was 

an enactment of the fulfilment of all desires: ~. . it 

does pump desire," the narrative voice says (34). The 

black women's age-long hunting for something better worsens 

the situation with the physical transference from rural 

South to urban North and black women at which thy can't do 

any thing but conceal their sorrow "they don't know where 

from " (161). In the city the longing for rest is 

attractive to Violet, "but" as the narrator says, "I don't 

think she would like it . . these women . . they 

wouldn't like it." That much span of time in the name of 

rest though is alluring for these black women, they feel 

suffocated in overpowering drowsiness, created by idleness: 

They are busy and thinking of ways to be busier 

because such a space of nothing pressing to do 

would knock them down . . They fill their 

mind and hands with soap and repair . . because 

what is waiting for them, in a suddenly idle 
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moment is the seep of rage. Molten. Thick and 

slow-moving. Mindful and particular about what 

in its path it chooses to bury. (16) 

Violet's "private cracks" is not hers alone but of all 

black women's who have endured negligence and humiliation 

for ages. Her "private cracks" are part of that "dark 

fissures in the globe light of the day" (22) which is 

itself "imperfect"; "Closely examined it shows seams, ill 

glued cracks and weak places beyond which is anything. 

Anything at all" (23). Violet sees that she is living 

other's life: In each one something specific is being 

done: food things, work things; customers and acquaintances 

are encountered, places entered. But she does not see 

herself doing these things. She sees them being done" 

( 22) . She feels that the dominant ideology does not see 

woman as its agent. In Violet, Morrison wants to project 

that self which would be her own. 

her interview with Naylor, 

She alludes to that in 

I had been living some other person's life. It 

was too confusing. I was interested primarily in 

the civil rights movement. And it was in that 

flux that I thought . there would be no me. 

Not us or them or we, but no me. And you knew 

better. You knew inside better. You knew you 
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were not the person they were looking at. 

And I wanted to explore it myself. ( 19 9) 

Violet's unconscious "stumbling" into the "cracks" (23) 

makes her action violent such as defacing the dead body of 

Dorcas. But ultimately her violent action brings the 

subjectivity for herself which she can claim as her own. 

In the later part of the novel Violet shares her experience 

of transformation with Felice. She says that she "messed 

up" her life by letting the world change her. In her blind 

imitation of the image of dominant ideology assigned for 

woman she wanted to become "White. Light. Young again." 

She forgot. that was her li and nobody else's and so 

she just ran up and down the streets wishing she was 

nsomebody else" (208). Felice then asks her what she did 

to this image and Violet replies, "'killed her. Then I 

killed the me that killed her.'" When she is asked, 

"'who's left?'" Violet says, "'Me'u in such a way as if 

" it was the first she heard of the word" (209). Thus 

Violet demonstrates her ability to create herself through 

the process of killing that part of her which stood as an 

impediment to achieving that personality. Of course such 

transformation for Violet has become possible as a result 

of sharing fragments of her stories with Alice who listened 

to Violet and also told her own and thus both of them 

formed a bonding after the death of Dorcas. Together they 



226 

contemplated the travails of black women: "Eating starch, 

choosing when to tackle the yoke, sewing, picking, cooking, 

chopping. Violet thought about it all and sighed. 'I 

thought it would be bigger than this. I knew it wouldn't 

last, but I did think it'd be bigger.'" Both recognize 

tinges of sorrow in each other. Dorcas's death, 

metaphorically the presence of absence which they filled up 

for each other, brought the two women closer. As Alice 

stitches up the torn linen of Violet's coat, she listens to 

olet minutely and repairs her own tattered self. The 

narrator says "By this t the women had become so easy 

with each other talk wasn't a s necessary. Alice ironed 

and Violet watched. From time to time one murmured 

something--to rself or to the other" (112). This shows 

how the solidifying bond between women can hasten the 

therapeutic process of healing on blacks who have been 

affected by the traumatic effects of geographical and 

emotional dislocation, that the Migration had brought them. 

By the end of the novel, the wounded triad of Joe-Violet

Dorcas is replaced by the healing triad of Joe-Violet

Felice. Though the history of denial, dispossession and 

depression is almost unavoidable in the lives of black 

women, they must not allow themselves to be subdued by its 

reiteration. The trauma of history must be prevented from 

being all consuming. True to the spirit of the Age is the 



227 

title of the novel Jazz in which a note of yearning as well 

as a sense of loss vibrates and reverberates in its music, 

i.e. in its solos, duets, trios; the characters are bound 

to it yet they have space to improvise and go ahead of the 

beat. 

Jazz offers healing to those who survive the trauma of 

a repressed past. With the bond of sisterhood Violet finds 

out her "me" inside; Alice is no longer scared of Violet, 

whom she categorises as one of the women "with knives" 

(85); Joe is no longer stuck in the track and trails of 

"faint hoofmarks" (130); Felice is not anybody's "alibi or 

harmner or t ( 222) . Thus by focussing on the interior 

experience of black people, Morrison has represented a 

"truthful" account of the history of black women in an 

unconventional manner. She is no less faithful to the 

traces of the past like The Black Book or Camille Billop's 

manuscripts, yet in her representation she resists any 

single or determined meaning. The unfolding of various 

st of individual stories in the novel is so 

complicated and varied that the novel does not offer any 

single totalizing meaning. In her Paris Review interview 

Morrison explained: "It is important not to have a 

totalizing view. In American literature we (African 

Americans) have been so totalized--as though there is only 

one version. We are not one indistinguishable block of 
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people who always behave the same way" (117). The danger 

of master narrative is its grand resolution, in which the 

outcome has been decided already and the individual players 

do not have any role in it unless they contribute to its 

predetermined resolution. While filling up the gap between 

the master narrative and a "real" account of everyday lives 

of the people of her community, Morrison relies strongly on 

her power of imagination. In the novel the wide gap 

between the "slippery crazy words" of the nexplanatory 

leaflets " distributed by the demonstrators at the Fifth 

Avenue march and the silent staring child Dorcas is 

articulated in Alice's attempt to find out connections: 

She read the words and looked at Dorcas. Looked 

at Dorcas and read the words again. What she 

read seemed crazy, out of focus. Some great gap 

lunged between the print and the child. She 

glanced between them struggling for the 

connection, something to close the distance 

between the silent staring child and the slippery 

crazy words. (58) 

Morrison's novel emphasizes the role of narration in 

the rewriting of history. Though at first the narrator 

seems to be overconfident in predicting the narrative 

action, later the deterministic nature of the narrative is 

realized. The narrative voice confesses how she missed the 
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most "obvious" and the most "original" aspect of the 

characters; that they are the most "complicated," 

"changeable" and the very nature of their "humanness"--were 

all that she failed to understand while "meddling" in their 

lives. Overconfident of her capability of "finger 

shaping," she was quite sure that "one would kill the 

other" because ". . the past was an abused record with no 

choice but to repeat itself at the crack and no power on 

earth could lift the arm that held the needle" (220). 

Through such narrative confession Morrison seems to 

acknowledge that historical violence can never make life 

static and that characters go ahead of history's age-long 

treason, treachery and violence. It is the function of 

both the writer and the reader to lift the arm of the 

ere at historian/sociologist "that held the needle" deep 

down the grave of things "too terrible to relate" 

{Morrison, "The Site" 112). The history of a people 

written in such a manner as the narrator in the novel says 

which will be both "snug and wide open" (221). If the 

focus of the narrative is on the damage of history, such 

confession on the part of the narrative voice also 

registers a space for narrative reparation. In "Art of 

Fiction" Morrison links the ability of learning something 

out of a mistake to jazz as a mode, 
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In a performance you make mistakes, and you don't 

have the luxury of revision that a writer has; 

you have to make something out of a mistake, and 

if you do it well enough it will take you to 

another place where you never would have gone had 

you not made that error. So, you have to be able 

to risk making that error in performance. (116-

117) 

The narrative voice then announces her task of ripping the 

veil drawn over 'proceedings too terrible to relate'" 

(Morrison, "The Site 11 112) through the mute figure of Wild 

so that an a ernat or counter narrative can be offered 

to displace the hegemonic narratives: "I wouldn't mind. 

Why should I? She has seen me and is not afraid of me. 

She hugs me. Understands me. Has given me her hand. I am 

touched by her. Released in secret" (221) . In the attempt 

to lay bare the wounds, inflicted on black women by the 

treason of history, the narrator urges a space for agency 

so that the ~wilds" would not rema speechless any longer. 

The novel ends with a readerly/writerly desire: "Say make 

me, remake me. You are free to do it and I am free to let 

you because look, look. Look where your hands are. Now" 

(22 9) . This talking voice is an appeal to the readers to 

lay hands on the past so that a new interpretation can be 

delivered by the joint venture of the reader and the 
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writer. Thus Toni Morrison's Jazz registers reader's 

participation in remaking/rewriting a social text that 

resists the predetermined cycle of history. 



Chapter VIII 

Conclusion 

Toni Morrison's fiction addresses the current debates 

about cultural diversity, the controversies regarding the 

identities of minority groups, their territorial positions 

in relation to the mainstream culture, and the like. Her 

rewriting project invites an analytical mind to explore the 

deep and thought provoking ideas on the aesthetics of the 

racial, gendered and economical disposition of a minority 

group. Morrison criticism examines in different ways what 

it means to be a black and a woman in a society that betrays 

a sort of 1 imperialism despite professed values of 

liberty and equality. Morrison says, "novels are always 

ries" (Interview with Jaffrey 7), and the present 

study, too, is a fresh inquiry in a broader context into how 

black American women's writing has shaped the identity of a 

nation by being race specific and yet universal at the same 

time. Such investigation seems more crucial and justifiable 

particularly at the moment when the notion of American 

exceptionalism is increasingly withering away, yielding 

place to multiculturalism and cultural pluralism. The 

distinctiveness of each ethnic community has instead 

acquired paramount importance, enriching rather than eroding 

the socio-cultural fabric of the US. The present project 

has addressed these issues in the context of African 
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Americans, especially black women, as a community and as 

individuals who claim to be heard. The uniqueness of their 

history, of their cultural identity contributes to the 

cultural diversity that redefines the American dream today. 

The study has dealt with Morrison's first six novels 

beginning with The Bluest Eye (1970). It does not go beyond 

Jazz (1992) ln detailed analysis for constraints of time and 

space; but the scope remains for an extended examination of 

the later works in similar critical perspectives. 

In rewriting black women's history, a project that 

demands a reinscription of several phases of general black 

experience the US, Morrison has followed individual lives 

closely because it enables her to (re)construct a story 

that is not predetermined. The danger of narrating 

monumental history lies in ending up with a master narrative 

in which there is no space for little narratives, for local 

stories of individuals or marginalized groups, because that 

runs counter to the grand resolution of the master narrative 

whose outcome has been decided before the commencement of 

writing. The individual players are unimportant in those 

grand narratives or in that monumental history except that 

they contribute to their/its predetermined conclusion. 

While rewriting the black women's history, Morrison has 

explored the hitherto unexplored regions of everyday lives 

of her people and thus woven a new story/history that 
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challenges the very texture of the "national" canonical 

literature and creates a necessary space for resistance and 

agency through her counter narrative for those human beings. 

Morrison's fiction foregrounds a new agenda not only 

for the study of black women, but for the whole black 

community, revealing how individual and collective 

experience of African Americans "opens up the possibility of 

transmitting the experience of the oppressed, making 

redemption possible" (Nutting "Remembering the 

Disremembered") . The present project shows that the premise 

of history does not remain rcumscribed within the rigid 

boundaries of the cause-effect continuum, but its scope goes 

beyond that in the hands of a historian/fiction writer who 

with his/her convincing narrative can rearticulate past 

experiences (taken either from memory, legends, folktales or 

from the excavated materials, newspapers articles, museums, 

recorded things etc.) and modify the present. Such 

(re)writing has the potential to pave the way for a better 

future of a community. Through her rewriting project 

Morrison is constantly in the process of "rediscovering the 

past." Past, for the author, is in fact a "living history" 

(Interview with Bessie W. Jones and Audrey Vinson 171) which 

she has re-interpreted in her fictional reconstruction in a 

way that has allowed her to reshape the silences of the so

long unwritten tales of black women or to lay bare before 
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her readers their internal pains and sufferings. Morrison's 

new history, in her own words, is an attempt to focus on the 

"unwritten interior life" of her people ("The Site of 

Memory" 111). As a creative historian, Morrison depends on 

"what remains were left behind" in order to "reconstruct a 

world that these remains imply (112). In her interview with 

Shange, Morrison says, ~we have a tendency to carry . 

things from the past around with us. Sometimes we look them 

in the face and sometimes we do not, but . . moral 

resurrection . ~ is possible only by confrontation with 

the dead past" (qtd. in Schreiber 156). She (re)writes the 

history of her people by confronting a dead past, which she 

challenges and then reshapes by way of her new 

representation. Her reinscription of the past reshapes the 

cultural conscience of a community and reaches out to 

others, irrespective of race and gender, with an appeal as 

well as a demand. The author's rewriting project thus 

etches out a new history for African A.'llericans, particularly 

her women, by giving speech to the speechless, and this 

certainly affects our understanding of the contemporary 

"real" world. Morrison's text is "both aesthetically 

beautiful and politically engaged" (Peterson 465) in the 

sense that her characters, particularly black women, in 

their unique individualities do not only write their 
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history, but also disrupt the established conventions and 

modify patriarchal inscriptions. 

Diana Walsh spoke of Morrison thus: "She gives 

meaningful order to the fragments of the past, and through 

language and narrative, helps us connect to one another, 

helps heal the wounds that drive us apart, the wounds of 

historical trauma" ("A Tribute to Toni Morrison's Healing 

Vision" 3) . In representing the tales of black women 

Morrison deliberately deconstructs the master narratives and 

reconstructs her own that not only uncovers the 

ed/forgotten past but also adds new meaning to the 

acquired meaning of blackness. The present thesis has 

striven to offer a fresh outlook on the subjectivity of 

black women who are racially, sexually and economically 

marginalized. Through her novels Morrison has addressed the 

"differences and otherness" (Fultz 20), interwoven in the 

predetermined racial, cultural and economical dispositions, 

so distinctively that her work adds a new dimension to the 

picture of black women in the US. The rewriting project of 

Morrison sheds light on the changing scenario of black 

women's writing; instead of remaining circumscribed within 

the periphery of the given racial and gendered status, it 

breaks new grounds, meets new challenges and proves new 

worth. Morrison has also created a new space for black 

women writers who, in Gates's terms, had been far too long 
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"the subjugated, the voiceless, the invisible, the 

unrepresented and the unrepresentablen (qtd. in Schwartz) 

Morrison's rewriting blockades everything which is 

predetermined; in her new representation of black women she 

registers a narrator's resistance but champions her people's 

voice, particularly her black women's as against 

longstanding mainstream neglect and dismissal. It is 

through the joint venture of the reader and the writer that 

the author completes her rewriting project. The narrative 

voice in Jazz confesses to certain limitations: " . while 

I was the one, confused in my solitude into 

arrogance, thinking my space, view was the only one that 

was or that mattered. I got so aroused while meddling, 

while f shaping, I overreached and missed the obvious" 

(220) . Such confession on the narrator's part also 

registers a space for narrative reparation. The author 

reflects on the subject in a Paris Review interview: "I 

thought of myself as like the jazz musician: someone who 

practices and practices and practices in order to be able to 

invent and to make his art look effortless and graceful" 

(111). Unlike monumental history, Morrison's new/different 

her-story questions any fixed referent and yet foregrounds 

an African American political commitment to the crucial 

cultural memory, keeping the past alive in order to 

construct a better future (Davis 241). For Morrison, "the 
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best art is political and you ought to be able to make it 

unquestionably political and irrevocably beautiful at the 

same time" ("Rootedness" 345). In her alternative 

narrative/fictional reconstruction, she has authenticated 

black women's voice by challenging "America's aggregate 

history of racism and sexism" and thus "offers a model for 

transcending that history's limitations" (Thompson 240). 

The Bluest Eye (1970) demystifies a hegemonic social 

process and shows how power works to make minorities collude 

their own oppression by ernalizing a dominant 

culture's values as " ginal" in the face of material 

contradiction. errogating the historical disposition 

of "knowledge" Morrison has destabilized certain norms of 

abstract values that consign a little black girl into 

insanity. The entire novel explores the forces that lead to 

Pecola's desire for a pair of blue eyes. Because privileged 

social status in America has been historically coded in 

white terms, the accession of black people to that status 

rests on a disavowal of their own culture. As Pecola 

demonstrates, this socially mandated charade of being 

something one is not and of not being something one is makes 

one invisible, while the split mentality it entails ends up 

in insanity. The novel critiques the process of identity 

formation for black people in general and black women in 

particular in US society, who in their attempt to conform to 
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the "normal" come far away from their own values and 

eventually suffer an irreparable loss. The Bluest Eye 

actually strips off the mantle of American (read: white 

upper/middle class) superiority that has a long history ln 

the colonization of blacks. 

While interrogating the history of white supremacy, 

Morrison is no less critical of the self-complacent people 

of her own community. Characters such as Geraldine build 

their "inviolable world" "stick by stick" and maintain their 

class distinctiveness. Pecola's narrative does not just 

reveal the discrepancy and ambiguity in the basic social 

structure of the ting power that colonizes "others" 

but also carves out a space for the victimized (here Pecola) 

to claim her "own" would supposedly never hurt her or 

cause her to feel the "inexplicable shame ebb"(43). The 

narrative voice explains, "She owned the crack that made her 

stumble; she owned the clumps of dandelions whose white 

heads . she had blown away. . And owning them made 

her part of the world, and the world a part of her" (41) 

Apparently the network of power politics never reaches 

Pecola's periphery, though ironically the freedom of a 

"dangerously free man" (125) snatches away from Pecola her 

world and she achieves her own "freedom" by "possessing" a 

pair of blue eyes. Aunt Jimmy's network of women, on the 

other hand, provides a counter narrative in the form of a 
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healing therapy for the ~sicknessn of Pauline and other 

black women in the north. By sharing each other's sorrows, 

and helping each other, as evidenced in the death scene of 

Aunt Jimmy, these women carry "a world on their heads." In 

this manner Morrison, in her new representation, has secured 

a solid and specific ground for black women, which is unique 

in ~the difference" among n . all the difference there 

was" (110). 

Sula (1973) begins with a sense of loss and disruption 

of "intimate things in place" (Morrison, Interview with 

Robert Stepto 11). The narrative is a commemorative act for 

an extinct community, the "Bottom," now replaced by suburbs 

and a golf course. It is a painful remembrance of a past 

displaced and forgotten by the post-integrationist era. In 

her essay "City Limits, Village Values," Morrison discusses 

the community values, which she calls "village values": 

"When a character defies a village law or shows contempt for 

it, it may be seen as a triumph to white readers, while 

Blacks may see it as an outrage" (38). Sula's 

"unusualness"/ "experimental life" is seen as offensive by 

her community because the age-old historical blindness to 

black women's issues does not allow the Bottom community to 

accept Sula's zeal as affirmative; rather they go on 

rejecting her and negating all that she stands for. Sula, 

"a woman of force" (Morrison, Interview with Betty Jean 
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Parker 63), fails to create turmoil in the restrictive 

community of Bottom. Though concerned with the whole 

community, the focal point of this novel seems to be, as 

Grewal notes, "social death of the female self" (43) . 

Grewal further adds that "if collective marginalization 

brings about a group's cohesiveness, it also makes the group 

critical of radical departures from its norms," (44) 

especially when such departures are made by its women. The 

tensions between Sula's autonomy and the values of the 

restrictive community are expressive of "the counter 

pressure exerted by black nationalist ideology on a feminist 

articulation of black femininity" (Gates, Jr., 20). While 

critiquing the historic erasure of feminist concerns by the 

politics of nationalism, the novel does not, however, 

replicate the errors of nationalism by advocating the 

priority of feminism over other larger concerns of the time. 

The revolutionary spirit in Sula might have been 

welcomed wholeheartedly if she had not taken the wrong 

decision of keeping her grandmother in an old age home. The 

accent here is on responsibilities to the elders/ancestors, 

which in the name of celebrating individuality are 

disappearing gradually from society. In Morrison's new 

history Sula's "experimental life" gets a new 

meaning/subjectivity not because she is a nonconformist but 

because her "spirit" can be used as a spark to envision a 
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better community for the Bottom. Her death brings a sense 

of "dislocation," a kind of "restless irritability" (Sula 

153) among the people of Bottom, though they hoped that a 

brighter day would emerge because Sula was dead. The 

aloofness characterizing the post integrationist era, all in 

relation to blacks, is temporarily replaced by their joint 

venture to expel Sula because she was a pariah in their 

eyes. Through the figure of Sula Morrison has projected an 

idea of constructive evil that is necessary to glue the 

cracks inherent the scheme of things. The novel opens up 

a new possibil y of awakening a sense of belonging through 

remembrance of a forgotten past. This does not anyway 

reduce the importance of Sula's consciousness about black 

womanhood. In fact_ ack suffering is here portrayed not 

only in black-and-white terms, it is intra-cultural, too. 

But it is always out of such conflict that a community 

redefines itself. Sula gives the Bottom community a sense of 

solidarity, an inverse way though; but her 

"idiosyncrasies" tell another story of female identity 

struggle. 

Barbara Smith points out that "books by black women 

authors are the richest written source [of information on 

black womanhood] because in the creation of the work, we can 

assume that little has stood between the black woman and the 

telling of her story" ("Doing Research" 4). Black women 
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authors have insisted on the exploration of a legacy so as 

to reinterpret the excavated materials, revise and re

examine the important issues regarding their situation in 

American society and culture, and have advanced their 

reclamatory project. They believe that the search for their 

legacy will authenticate their identities and create a 

strong bond between the past and present. For Morrison, 

"the reclamation of the history of black people in this 

country is paramount in its importance" because an 

acknowledgement of one's ancestors not only ensures his/her 

identity but also gives it "the confirmation and the 

affirmation of the life . of that organism to which I 

belong which is black people in the country (Morrison, 

Interview with Christina Davis 224, 225). 

Morrison's third novel Song of Solomon (1977) 

reassesses the black legacy from a daughter's perspective. 

The novel works through a slow process of dismantling the 

hero's superficially imposed cultural values by initiating 

him into the knowledge of his ancest so that he can 

acquire the "discredited knowledge" of African American 

history ("Rootednessu 342). It centres on a family quarrel 

that is not just between Macon and Pilate, between a brother 

and a sister, but between northern urban black mobility and 

the jettisoned southern past. The novel foregrounds the 

blues tradition that Macon has left behind and Pilate has 
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kept up. Milkman, the protagonist, in search of his 

familial history is caught in a dilemma that becomes 

complicated when he is supplied with stories, full of 

ambiguities and enriched with varieties. By putting 

together the bits and pieces of those incomplete stories, by 

deconstructing and reconstructing their meaning, and by 

retracing language back to its source when the codified 

language was not discovered, Milkman discovers the original 

names of his family beneath the acquired ones. Morrison has 

engaged her hero in finding out his "roots," which lies not 

only in his own family and ancestors but also in his 

community and his people. The rediscovery of the history 

thus retrieves the obliterated facts and even metaphorically 

prods the protagonist to reinterpret the world with a 

growing sense of awareness. Thus Song of Solomon 

contributes to the enrichment of black history and culture 

by adding a new meaning to it. Pilate's teaching of "five 

or six kinds of black" (colour) modifies the meaning of 

blackness metaphorically: 

You think dark is just one color, but it ain't. 

There're five or six kinds of black. Some 

silky, some woolly. Some just empty. Some like 

fingers. And it don't stay still. It moves and 

changes from one kind of black to another. 
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Well, night black is the same way. May as well 

be a rainbow. (41) 

Like the ever changing black (colour), the history of 

African Americans does not "stay still" either but rather 

goes on changing. By reinscribing the past through 

stories, words and songs Morrison has made her novel a 

beautiful statement on the survival of a legacy as well as 

on the legacy of a survival. The legacy endures through 

the collective memories that keep alive all rituals from 

birth to death. In the name of modernization one should 

not t~urn away from one's past, it must be reinterpreted for 

the 1 of and betterment of a co:m.,'Uunity. It is the 

black women's spiritual wisdom which keeps up the legacy in 

the ever changing world. 

Tar Baby (1981) re-examines the conflicts that have 

surfaced distinctly in the three preceding novels. The 

problem with the black characters is how to negotiate a 

ace for them within a dominant culture and how to situate 

them in relation to their own history and culture. 

According to Grewal, the novel "depicts the struggle over 

cultural definitions and identifications in a postmodern 

world. In Tar Baby, Morrison allows the reader to see the 

African American crisis of identity and alignment in 

colonial and postcolonial terms" (79-80). The expansionist 

motto of Euro-American capitalism entraps the public with 
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its alluring principle of commodity consumption in such a 

manner that it blurs their vision by its glamour, makes them 

its puppet and a part of this scheme. Thus American 

capitalism colonizes their body and mind, levelling out all 

cultural distinctiveness and making all conform to a single 

pattern. This novel is a critique of the dominant socio-

economic ideology of commodificaion of "blackness" and an 

exploration of black survival strategies by creating a 

cultural resistance that will decolonize their minds and 

actions. 

Jadine Child's Euro-centric education has dissociated 

her from her b kness; as a fashion model she is loyal to 

the aesthetics of commodification and as a student of art 

history she has subjugated herself to incorporate hegemonic 

ideologies. She says, "Picasso is better than an Itumba 

mask" (Tar Baby 74). Morrison, in her interview with 

Charles Ruas, explains the dilemma of characters like 

Jadine, whose education in post integration America has made 

her face another kind of problem in spite of all the 

amenities capitalist culture of the new world has offered 

her: 

This civilization of black people, which was 

underneath the white civilization, was there with 

its own everything. Everything of that 

civilization was not worth hanging on to, but 
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some of it was, and nothing has taken its place 

while it is being dismantled. There is a new, 

capitalistic, modern American black which is what 

everybody thought was the ultimate in 

integration. To produce Jadine, that's what it 

was for. I think there is some danger in the 

result of that production. It cannot replace 

certain essentials from the past ( 105) . 

The novel comes closest to Morrison's first novel The Bluest 

Eye critiquing the dominant consumer culture. Pecola's 

failure to achieve selfhood in 1941 gives way four decades 

la-ter to 's apparent self-achievement. But on closer 

analysis, both are two sides of the same coin; both are 

colonized subjects. One is convinced of her ugliness, 

another of her beauty as corroborated by the prevalent 

ideologies of "beauty." Jadine is no more self-defined than 

Pecola. Jadine's character is a site for reconsidering the 

conception of liberal womanhood in black culture. In the 

name of equality of sex she is actually celebrating her 

outward image of a fashion model and so she is threatened by 

the woman in yellow dress with three eggs in her right hand, 

who spat at her. In this novel Morrison's stinging 

criticism of the contemporary uliberal woman" is 

unmistakable, who gives up her individuality in the name of 

sexual parity and disregards family values altogether. The 
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author says, ~the conflict of genders is a cultural illness 

. caused not so much by conflicting gender roles as by 

the other 'differences' the culture offers" (Interview with 

Nellie McKay 147). Morrison's depiction of relationships in 

the plantation household of Valerian Streets significantly 

exposes the ways Imperialism wields its weapon, "cultural 

bomb" (Ngugi 3), to construct a self-alienating materialist 

world view, which in turn creates conflicts between classes 

and genders. Jadine's education, instead of being utilized 

for her community, takes her away from her people, 

"producing instead an educated alienation from the working 

class" (Grewal 90) . Though Son does not want to succumb to 

white hegemonic ideals of consumerism, his romantic 

idealization of black womanhood does not escape the 

authorial contempt either. Neither Jadine's self-alienating 

cultural views nor Son's provincial, nostalgic romantic 

sensibilities about the past can fulfil the requirements for 

an "authentic" African American experience. In the critical 

contemporary world Morrison thinks that it is nei t.her to 

"stay right where we are" nor to "pretend that there was no 

past," but the "ideal situation is to take from the past and 

apply it to the future, which does not mean improving the 

past or tomorrow. It means selecting from it" (Interview 

with Charles Ruas 112). 
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Beloved (1987), Morrison's magnum opus, sheds new 

light on the nature of history, authenticity of historical 

truth/fictionality of history, memory and several other 

controversial issues in postmodern America. Set in 1873 and 

1874, ten years after the Emancipation, Beloved takes stock 

of the slave past. In most slave narratives the past with 

The master all its inhumanity is something to leave behind. 

narrative of the slaves' history sought to avoid 

contradictions as much as it could by deleting certain 

records and ghlighting others according to its 

conveniences. The "produced" meanings offered by the 

traditional slave narratives can hardly project everyday 

lives as "lived" by blacks. Their "interior regions" remain 

unfocused since the master narrative "naturalizes" them as 

their own property and writes them off as "subjects" with 

their claim on "themselves." Beloved aims to reclaim the 

ownership of black people's selves, particularly that of 

slave women's, by focussing on their interior lives in their 

day-to-day world. Beloved, in its fictional reconstruction 

of an actual event in a slave woman's life that the author 

came to know of while editing The Black Book, offers a new 

story/history of a slave mother by deconstructing the 

stereotype of the black woman as a submissive and 

subservient breeder of slaves and reconstructing her image 

as a bold and violent, as well as a loving and caring 
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mother, who is not to be subjugated by the dominant power 

when the security of her children is in question. 

Although Morrison's historical project is to unveil 

"proceedings too terrible to relate" ("The Site" 110), many 

things nevertheless remain inaudible or buried in the novel. 

In exploring her characters' traumatic memories, something 

that is rarely done in subjective or objective historical 

accounts of slavery, Morrison is telling a story that 

creates a "space of trauma," (qtd. in Grewal 14) where the 

traumatic materials get both individual and collective 

ventilation. The narrative offers disjointed stories 

ps s and memories that must be woven together to make a 

single story for the healing of a group. Like Sethe's 

wedding dress made up of scrapes of clothes, Morrison wants 

to rewrite the history of slave women by joining the 

fragmented memories shared by her people. Still it seems 

difficult to have a "total" reconstruction of a historical 

past, nor did the novelist ever want it that way, and the 

gaps must be filled up by readers' active participation in 

the history making process. Unlike traditional history's 

sequential narrative, Morrison's "history" stresses the fact 

that black Americans, particularly freed slaves, never 

experienced time/history as an ordered/linear sequence of 

events. Remembrance of slavery, for Morrison, is "national 

amnesia" ("The Pain of Being Black" 257) and people try to 
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avoid it for the purpose of survival because historically a 

beleaguered people cannot look backwards; they must keep 

going to meet the demands of the present. It is in her 

fictional reconstruction that Morrison likes to make the 

horror of slavery "real" by letting her characters confront 

their hideous past but in such a manner that memory does not 

overpower imagination in a destructive way. Sethe's 

deliberate way of creating a "timeless present" (Beloved 

184) in order to "get to the no-time waiting for her" (191) 

can never be a solut for the demands/complaints of a 

repressed past. Her creation of "no-time" present 

124 must be broken; otherwise she will be strangled as 

she had been almost in the Clearing Scene, and her history, 

namely the history of all black women, 11 be erased from 

the cultural memory of African Americans. The 

"unspeakability" of slavery that has made her people 

voiceless and thus "absent" in the enlightenment tradition 

is a challenge for Morrison, who in her new history has made 

them powerful by giving them their own voice and thus 

provided a "present" presence rather than an "absent" 

presence for African Americans as in mainstream literature. 

Sethe's raw act of defiance runs counter to the dominant 

power politics that tries to interfere with a mother's 

choice. Through her reconstruction of the life of the slave 

mother Morrison wants to understand what psychic power one 
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has to have to resist devastation in an unconventional way. 

Beloved makes it brutally clear that aside from the equality 

of oppression that black men and women suffered, black women 

were also oppressed as women. They were routinely subjected 

to rape, enforced childbirth and natal alienation from their 

children. The novel investigates the cost of Sethe's 

resistance. Her infanticide is registered as a heroic act 

of resistance that Morrison defines as a "desperate 

strategy" (qtd. in White) in an interview. 

Jazz (1992) is a sequel to Beloved in recalling a 

traumatized past. As a therapeutic historian, Morrison has 

presented before the public a story of dispossession and 

loss in such a manner that it is not autonomous or 

predetermined but rather open-ended with an invitation to 

modify/remake it. In her Nobel Lecture Morrison noted, 

"Narrative is radical, creating us at the very moment it is 

being created." Jazz registers a mutual space between the 

speaker and listener, the writer and reader, who in their 

jo venture of surveying the African American past make 

the present lovable and envision a better future. The 

narrative voice gossips about Joe shooting his eighteen

year-old lover, Dorcas, and about his wife Violet running to 

deface the corpse. It is through the complexity of survival 

that individual story becomes a part of a larger history. 

History is never over; past repeats itself and it also gets 
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rewritten. The narrator not only intrudes but comments on 

her own ability to make the story "right." Her role in 

recreating a past, using her imagination to supplement 

history, is continually highlighted in the novel. Jazz 

seeks to reconstitute the social history of America by 

constructing historical knowledge from the vantage point of 

its oppressed players. In the novel the male, middle class 

New Negro is replaced by working class men and women who 

exploit each other mutually in an atmosphere of 

dispossession and longing. The husband has betrayed his 

fe but kills another girl for "betraying" him. The wife 

treats the girl most savagely for dispossessing her of her 

husband. Though Dorcas falls victim to both Joe and Violet, 

all three are finally victims of an oppressive society. 

Traumatic memories exert themselves viscerally in 

involuntary acts of the body. Nevertheless, the trauma of 

history is prevented from being all-consuming. By the end 

of the novel the troubled triad of Joe-Violet-Dorcas is 

replaced by the healing triad of Joe-Violet-Felice 

According to Grewal, "Jazz highlights the consciousness of 

black women's struggle to survive the violence of 

disenfranchisement reverberating across generations, across 

the North South, rural-urban divide. , (123). Though the 

history of denial and dispossession is unavoidable in the 

lives of black women, they must not allow themselves to be 
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subdued by its reiteration. Morrison has shown how the 

emergent bond among black women may hasten healing of the 

blacks who have been distracted by geographical and 

emotional dislocation, caused by migration. Alice, Dorcas's 

aunt, finds that she is not far removed from the woman she 

once called "Violent." Eventually they find a steady 

friendship, each seeing in the other a reflection of her own 

tortured self. True to the spirit of jazz, the characters 

are bound yet have space in which they can improvise and go 

ahead of the beat. The narrative voice urges a space for 

agency order to expose the wounds cast on black women by 

the treason of story. The novel ends with a 

readerly/writerly desire: "Say make me, remake me" (229); 

the narrative voice appeals to the reader to lay hands on 

the past so that a history of a group can be delivered anew 

by the joint venture of both writer and reader. 

My thesis does not include separate chapters on 

Paradise (1998), Love (2003) because of time and space 

constra S., But here I wish to add that the first of the 

last two novels also deals with the key moments of African 

American history to focus on the compl€x issue of black 

identity. The text extends the project begun with Beloved 

and Jazz in recalling traumatic histories, by using religion 

and spirituality in innovative ways that try to lessen the 

pains of history. According to Romero, "the novel 
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encourages its readers to re-imagine more inclusive, 

accepting communities that disrupt the violent exclusions 

that characterize both mainstream American and traditional 

African American conception of race, history, and 

nation" (415). In spite of Ruby's superior self-narrative, a 

fissure comes up between the community's perfect and stable 

self-image and its actual conditions/cultural practices. 

Most ironically, however, when it comes to defining 

themselves in relation to a group of unconventional women 

both young and old males connive, if you will, to unleash 

terror on that group. Rather than a perfect paradise, the 

novel ends up presenting a conservative, patriarchal, 

thoroughly racialized and violent community. It not only 

deconstructs the master narrative of American isolationism 

and exceptionalism but also "enforces a response in 

literature" whereby readers "care about," "dislike," or 

"dismiss the characters based on important information" 

other than race, and it is also "a way of saying that race 

is the least important ece of information about another 

person"(qtd. in Fultz 79). Paradise thus offers a 

counternarrative that resists any (totalizing) national 

historical narrative, Eurocentric or Afrocentric, and seeks 

an agency not only for the African American community but 

also for those excluded "others." The novel again 

authenticates readers' participation in reinterpreting the 
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history of a nation, an action that, instead of working out 

narrow ideas of constructing and achieving paradise, focuses 

on the connection between an individual/community and the 

rest of the world. 

Love (2003) is about a charismatic but dead hotel 

owner, Bill Cosey. It is interesting to note how the people 

around him continue to be affected by his life even long 

after his death. The characters sharing his mansion used to 

be friends but are now sworn enemies. Morrison's split 

narrative helps her susta the reader's interest till the 

very end. She once ag roduces a character as a medium 

to connect the dead Bill Cosey to the world of the li ng. 

Morrison's latest novel A Mercy (2008) to be published in 

November will be Morrison's ninth and last novel so far, 

which looks at racism in three periods of American history: 

in the year 2000; colonial beginnings in 1660; and a "middle 

period" of legalised racism. 

Morrison's fiction rewrites predetermined white 

discourses on blacks and brings up African American writing 

to a level of global recognition. She forges anew new 

identities for her people in a manner that is of utmost 

socio-political as well as of aesthetic interest. 

Morrison's re-reading and rewriting of the history of black 

women modifies and widens the world's outlook on a minority 

group in a way that broaches and yet transcends gender, 
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class and race. Here lies the greatness of the author who 

can work from both within and without--with equal 

understanding and gusto. Her constant experiments with 

form, style and narrative strategies in order to make her 

stories speak, attest to the power of her work to engage her 

readers in her illuminating forays into the political and 

cultural contradictions of America, past and present. 

Language in her hands becomes a tool to inspire humans 

towards love and liberation, and she is acutely aware, as 

she makes it clear in her Nobel Prize Lecture, of its 

potential to be misused. The present thesis may generate 

further study of Toni Morrison who always looks forward to a 

better society that would narrow the vast gap between the 

privileged and the oppressed. Above all, Morison's work 

challenges us all to deal with the "bird" in the tale of the 

"old woman" (I refer to the Nobel Lecture) and make it as 

"lovely" as we can: "Look. How lovely it is, this thing we 

have done-together" (273). 
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