
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 



lX 

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 



X 

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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