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Abstract

This dissertation attempts to study Toni Morrison’s fiction from the perspective of
he self-hatred of African Americans. As an African American writer, Morrison
cannot remain indifferent to the plight of her own people, who have long been
haunted by the problem of racial inequality. Instead of focusing on the direct conflicts
between blacks and whites. Morrison shows more interest in the problems inside the
black community, the problems created by the imitation of dominant models hostile to
the characters’ interests, origins, and cultures. Through presenting the self-hatred of
some African Americans, Morrison intends to demonstrate that the internalization of
white values and the abandonment of their black identity are the most debilitating
effects of white racism on Alican Americans. Although Morrison writes about the
self-hatred that exists in the minds of some African Americans, she also uses her
fiction to tepair the psychic-scars she has exposed. On the one hand, Morrison records
those African Amcricans who intend to acquire social recognition at the expense of
their “blackness,” yet on the other hand. Morrison presents us other African
Americans who regard their cultural tradition as essential to their existence. It is those
blacks who stick to the core aspects of black culture that provide other blacks with
psychological and spiritual comfort in a hostile and culturally alienating environment
and it is also they who atiempt to connect those self-hating characters to their own
cultural heritage. Yet the purpose of Morrison’s depicting the self-hatred of African
Americans is not limited to the transformation of blacks in her work. She seems bent
on finding a culture cure which can help all those blacks who have abandoned their
own cultural heritage to assimilate into the dominant society to move from self-hatred
to self-regard, since it is not integration or assimilation but recognition and cultivation
of African-American cultural identity that serve as the prerequisites for equal
membership of blacks in American society.

Chapter One suinmarizes various forms of the self-hatred of African Americans
reflected in Morrison’s fiction. The self-hatred of African Americans is mostly

reflected in their betrayal of their racial identity. Every ethnic group possesses its own.



distinctive cultural as well as physical traits, yet Morrison’s fiction reveals that to
merge into the dominant society, some African Americans try to erase the identifying
marks of black people, both physically and culturally. Since African Americans with
their black skin and other unique physical traits are easily demarcated from white
Americans, their self-hatred is often focused on their body. In Morrison’s fiction, there
are some blacks who attempt to alter their physical appearance. Yet the abandonment
of their African cultural identity is a moce important characteristic of those self-hating
blacks, who unaware of the importance of their ancestors to them, may fail to respect
the elderly people in the black community, who may also suppress their emotional
vitality to edge towards the white model, and who for their own psycho-balance may
sacrifice the communal unity.

Chapter Two investigales the causes of the self-hatred of African-Americans
represented in Morrison’s narrative. Morrison’s fiction indicates that the self-hatred of
African Americans cannot be treated as if it were simply an issue of personality, it
actually originates in white racism, which makes it exceedingly difficult for African
Americans 1o preserve a true perspective of themselves and their groups in relation to
the larger white society. At its coarsest and most sophisticated, racism uses violence to
enforce explicit laws to subjugate and control blacks. Therefore, to survive in racist
society, African Americans have to waich over their rebellious impulses, although
such suppression may undermine their own self-confidence. Morrison’s fiction also
reveals that white economic exploitation of blacks to a certain extent purtures the
sel{-hatred in African Americans. Nevertheless, the most effective and sustained
technique adopted by whites is the ideological manipulation of blacks. It is through
media and the educational system that white ideas successfully infiltrate into the
minds of blacks, producing subtle and profound effects on them, making them accept
their inferiority. African Americans are thus trapped into helping to cause their own
victimization.

Chapter Three focuses on the remedying ways Morrison peints out to her people
to move from self-hatred to self-regard. Questioning the. imposed values and

perceptions of the dominant culture, Morrison attempts to make those self-hating
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African Americans realize that rather than the blind acceptance of white cultural
discourse, it is the adherence to their own cultural values and traditions that is of vital
importance to their recognition in American society. In Moisison’s fiction, positive
representations  of  “blackness” constantly intervene 1o counter negative
representations. By presenting the self-hatred of African Americans, which leads to a
deep sense of pain, hurt and woundedness, Morrison brings to light the devastating
impact of Euro-American cultural hegemony on African Americans, in this way
Morrison is encouraging her people to love their own culture, to preserve and
perpetuate their own distinctive ways as a source of identity and of strength.

Today when more and more minority groups and marginal groups are fighting for
their tecogpition, the exploration of how Toni Morrison, a spokeswoman for a
minority group, encourages her people to move from self-hatred to self-regard might
be significant, since it draws attention to the view that the genuine recognition for
minority groups and marginal groups is based not upon the abandonment of their
uniqueness but on the maintenance and development of it.

Key words: self-hatred, sclf-regard, s racism, Aflrican-American cultural identity



Acknowledgements

Tincur a debt of gratitude to a number of people who have contributed in various
ways to the completion of this dissertation.

[ am greatly indebled to Professor Qian Qing, my supervisor, for her constant
help with my English, her enlightening tutorials from which I benefited extremely, her
insightful suggestions on my study and the great pains she ook 1o read and to help me
revise this dissertation.

I want to express special thanks to Frofessor Jin Li, Professor Wang Jiaxiang, and
Professor Wang Lili, who read a preliminary draft of this dissertation and provided me
with valuable and supportive remarks.

My gratitude is also due to the comumitiee members, Professor Tao Jie and
Professor Liu Shusen of PeKing University, for their careful reading of my
dissertation and insightful comments.

This acknowledgement would be incomplete without a word of appreciation to
my friends and classmates: Liu Kuilan, Yang Weidong and Shen Changying, whose
caring {riendship, encouragement and understanding support the work of this
dissertation.

My thanks to my husband Xiao Tao are beyond words.



Contents

ACKNOWIEABEIMENTS. ... .ot ee e e v

Introduction

Chapter One Various Forms of the Self-Hatred of African Americans represented in

Mortrison’s Fiction

1 Negation of Black Physical Identity........oooomivorvmncensinn e 17

H  Abandonment of Black Cultural Identity....

Lack of Respect for the Elders—the Ancestral Figures in the Black

Community..

Suppression of Emotional Vitality

Undermining of Racial Solidarity.........ooooirin 33
Class Conflict among BIACKS. ... vveereriveiiiriinniees e 35
Gender Conflict among Blacks. ..ot

Tension Between the Racial Seif and the Raciat Community................ 43

Chapter Two Tracing the Causes of the Self-Hatred of African Americans in

MOTTISON'S FICHOM. . 1o\ttt it e se e s 50

1 Self-hatred and the Use 0f FOrce........o.oooooiiiiiiiiii 52
11 Self-hatred and Economic Oppression. ... ..ot 58
NI Self-hatred and [deological COMIOL. ......oiviiiiiiii i 69

Chapter Three From Self-Tlatred to  Seli-Regard:  The  Affirmation of

African-American Cultural Identity in Morrison’s Fiction. ... 93
T ReSPect fOr ANCESIOTS. ..oemrireriiiit it et 95
I Affirmation of Spontaneous EmMOtons. ......coooovviiiiiiieiiiiii i 100

Il Coliective Survival




Ideal Black Male-Female Relations.............ooovviviimiiiiiiiiiii, 116

Harmony Between the Racial Self and the Racial Community................ 124
IV Assertion of Ractal Beautly...........o. o 128
Conclusion..

Bibliography....... ..o 136



Introduction
Since the 1970s, we have witnessed a remarkable efflorescence of Afiican
American literary production, mostly by African American women writers. It is this
steady outpouring of Aftican American writing along with the upsurge of other
minority literature that has accelerated the reshaping of the American literary canon.
Among those writers playing active roles in promoting black voices is Toni Morrison.
Deemed as a wriler “who, in novels characterized by visionary force and poetic
import, gives life to an essential aspect of American reality”(Morrison, Lecture and
Speech of Acceptance 6), Morrison won the Nobel Prize for literature in 1993. Many
critics have focused overwheimingly on Morrison's artistic achievements. For
example, literary critic Harold Bloom claims that he “reread[s] Morrison because her
imagination, whatever her social purposes, transcends ideology and polemics, and
enters again into the literary space occupied only by fantasy and romance of authentic
aesthetic dignity” (2). However, Motrison herself seems to disapprove of the opinion
that her work “transcends ideology and polemics.” When talking about the function of
the novel, Motrison declares that a novel “should be beautiful, and powerful, but it
should also work™ (“Rootedness” 341) and “must have something in it that suggests
what the conflicis are, what the problems are” (344), which reveals her belief that
literature should be aesthetically beautiful as wetl as politically engaged. That
Morrison was awarded the Nobel Prize should be attributed not only to her enchanting
style but also to her being able to use her arfistic talents to reflect “an essential aspect
of American reality.” And this “essential aspect of American reality” is none other
than the particular plight of African Americans, a group Morrison herself belongs to.
Being an African American herself, Morrison cannot remain indifferent to the
plight of her own people, who have long been haunted by the problem of racial
inequality. Well conscious of her specific identity, Morrison has never hesitated to
render her works through this particular perspective. In an interview with Nellie
Mckay, she showed her reluctance to be compared with classic white writers:
I am not like James Joyce; I am not like Thomas Hardy; I am not like Faulkner.

L am not like in that sense. I do not have objections to being compared to such



extraordinarily gified and facile writers, but it does leave me sort of hanging
there when I know that my effort is to be like something that has probably onty
been fully expressed in music, or in some other culture-gen that survives almost
in isolation because the community manages to hold on to it. Sometimes | can
reflect something of (his kind in my novels. Writing novels is a way to
encompass this—this something.” (Mckay 152)
To Morrison, it is her deep rootedness in black culture and her ability to present what
is vital to her people that contribute to her success as a writer. What she attempts to do
through her work is to speak out “the unspeakable thing”, the racial problem in
American society. To borrow Gurleen Grewal’s words, “If Morrison’s writing makes
aesthetic sense to the reader, it is not in spite of but because of the ideological vision
propelling that art” (xi). The racial problem actually serves a powerful catalyst for
Morrison’s work.
The consequences of white racism on black victims have been a prevalent topic
among the works of African American writers. The relations between blacks and
whites or the biack-white wars in northem citics have generally been the typical topics
among black writers especially black male writers. Take two eminent black male
writers for instance. While in Native Son. Richard Wright presents the shocking story
of Bigger Thomas who is driven to dismember a white gitl; in [nvisible Man, Ralph
Ellison delineates the experience of a young black man struggling in the white world.
Both books deal with the direct confrontation between blacks and whites. Although
also belonging to the group of black writers, Morrison nevertheless perceives a
difference between black male and female writers:
There is a gare that women writers seem to have that is quite fascinating to me
because they tend not to be interested in confrontations with white men—the
confrontation between black women and white men is not very important, it
doesn’t center the text. There are more important ones for them and their look
(Davis 230).

This observation can be adopted to Morrison herself, with her pushing black-white

relations to the periphery of her narrative. The focus of Morrison’s fiction is on
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relationships within black communities: “I’ve only been stimulated to write about
black people. We are people, not aliens. We live, we love, and we die” (Ruas 118),
since it is to blacks that she is addressing her wosk: “Whenever 1 feel uneasy about
my writing, T think: what would be the response of the people in the book if they read
{he book? That’s my way of staying on track. Those are the people for whom I write”
(LeClair 121).

One thing interesting I note about Morrison is that rather than idealize her people,
she attempts to teveal how some African Americans have deeply internalized racist
stereotypes and construct themselves accordingly, almost always with disastrous
results. In Morrison’s fiction, issues of race and ethnicity are no longer as simple as
the confrontation between whites and blacks but inescapably interweave with issues
of gender, class and other problems within black commumies. When talking with
Verdelle on her latest book Paradise, Morrison said: “[ think the threat for many of
our communities is internecine. By that I mean the enemy is within, as opposed to
being on the outside. Quarreling within the family” (Verdelle 80). So I think dwelling
upon the self-hatred of Aftican Americans in her novels may help us understand how
Morrison explore the racial problem in her work.

With this in mind, [ consulted the Disseriation Abstracts International from
1970--2001 and also MLA Abstracts International from }970--2001 to check whether
this topic has been much discussed. Owing to her fame, work on Toni Morrison has
always been prolific. Different aspects of her fiction have been studied through
different approaches. Feminism is the most commonly used approach because
women’s fate in Morrison’s fiction has been a common theme. Anthropological or
cultural approaches might come next, with their stress on Morrison’s use of
community, folklore, myth and a jazz and/or blues aesthetic. Marxist criticism has
been adopted to analyze Motrison’s class consciousness. The recuperation of
Adfrican-American history in Morrison's fiction has aroused the attention of historians;
and psychoanalytic, postmodern and reader-response methodologies are applied to
study the other aspects in Morrison’s fiction.

Among the 163 Ph. D. dissertations related to Toni Morrison, including 130



compating her works to those of other writers and 33 totally devated to her work alone,
none undertakes a systematic study of self-hatred in Toni Morrison’s fiction, aithough
there indeed exist several related Ph. D. dissertations. Denise Heinze uses Du Bois’
view of double-consciousness to analyze Morrison's novels, {rom which she draws the
conclusion that Toni Morrison’s oeuvre is influenced by her immersion in two distinct
cultures, one American and one Black;' Julia Leigh Eichelberger discusses the
characters in The Bluest Eye, who intetnalize racist ideclogy;” Joyce Russell
Robinson also adopts Du Bois® theoty of double-conscionsness to analyze The Bluest
Eye, which calls attention to the media and American standards of beauty as factors
that create a sense of duality among African-Americans; > Michele Lisa
Simms-Burton discusses intra-racial class contention in 7ur Baby* Besides these
disserfations, there are some books and articles related to the theme. The books
include Philip Page’s Dangerous Freedom: Fusion and Fragmentation in the Novels of
Toni Morrison and Doreatha Drummond Mbalias Toni Morrison’s Developing Class
Consciousness. with the former analyzing the double-consciousness in Morrison’s
fiction and the latter referring to intra-racial class prejudices while discussing
Morrison’s class consciousness. And also J. Brooks Bouson's Quiet as It's Kept:
Shame, Trauma, ond Race in the Novels of Toni Morrison in v hich Bouson discusses
the feeing of shame and painful experience African Americans go through under the
oppression of white racism.

The articles include Judylyn S. Ryan’s “Contested Visions/Double-Vision in Tar
Baby,” Roberta Rubenstein’s “Pariahs and Community,” Michae! Awkward’s ““The
Evil of Fulfillment’: Scapegoating and Narration in The Bluest Eye,” Marilyn Sanders
Mobley’s “Nairative Dilemma: Jadine as Cultural Orphan in 7ar Baby,” Malin Lavon
Walther’s “Out of Sight: Toni Morrison’s Revision of Beauty,” Cynthia A. Davies’

“Self, Saciety, and Myth in Toni Morrison’s Fiction,” John N. Duvail’s “Descent in

\The Delemma of “Double - Consciousness™: Toni Morrison's Novels, DAY 51 {1991): 8.

* Ideology and the Individual in Novels by Ralpt Eltisan, Tori Morrison, Saul Beflow, and Eudora Welty. DAL 53
(1993): 9.

> The Shadow Within: Du Boisian Double C: in Five Afric {merican Novels. DAL 52 (1992): 12.

* Narratives of Black Bourgeais Desire: Examining the Class-Line in Twentieth-Century Black Women s Fiction.
DAI 59 (1998): 4.




the “House of Chloe™: Race, Rape, and Identity in Toni Morrison’s Tar Baby,”
Cynthia Dubin Edclberg’s “Morrison’s Voices: Formal Education, The Work Ethic,
and the Bible,” Edward Guerrero’s “Tracing “The Look” in the Novels of Toni
Morrison,” Malin Lavon Walther’s “QOut of Sight: Toni Morrison’s Revision of
Beauty,” and Elaine Jordan’s  ‘Not My People’: Toni Morrison and Identity.” These
articles either use the theory of double-consciousness to analyze Toni Morrison’s
novels or discuss intra-racial prejudices.

All of these dissertations, articles and books have been enlightening, but in one
way or another, they arc still different from what I am going to discuss.
Double-consciousness is a term first introduced by the black scholar W. E. Du Bois
almost a hundred years ago:

It is a peculiar sensation, this double-consciousness, this sense of always
looking at one’s self through the eyes of others, of measuring one’s soul by the
tape of a world that looks on in amused contempt and pity. One ever feels his
twoness, --an Ainerican, a Negro; two souls, two thoughts, twe unreconciled
strivings; two warring ideals in one dark body, whose dogged strength alone
keeps it [rom being torn asunder. (5)
On the one hand, Du Bois attributes the affliction of Afirican Americans to their
double-consciousness; yet on the other hand, he regards the double-consciousness as
a “gifted second-sight,”(5) which means African Americans actually possess more
perspectives to view this world. Many critics have tried to analyze Morrison’s fiction
from the perspective of Du Boisian double-consciousness. Like Du Bois, they noticed
the negative as well as positive effects of double-consciousness on African Americans.
In her article “Contested Vision/Double-Vision in Tar Baby,” Judylyn S. Ryan
contends that
Diversity among human beings guarantees a potentially beneficial range of
different visions. However, when these different visions are manipulaied to
determine and denote advantages (economic, political, and social) and
disadvantages, choices available and choices unavailable, these differences

accrue an element of contestation....Double-consciousness not only attests to



the existence of these contesting visions, but it also reflects a “resolution” of

sorts, in the acceptance of the dominant world view on the part of some

African-Americans. (600)
These words indicate that double-consciousness can be problematic if a hierarchy is
generated among different visiuﬁs, which will grant advantages to some, while
denying rights to others. To African Americans, the resolution of the conflict between
the black cultute and the white culture is often based on the saciifice of the former.
Ryan goes on to argue that although double-consciousness is initially a negative
experience characterized by an unreconciled and self-alienating “two-ness of being”
in which externally derived distorted perceptions of the African identity are dominant,
it can be ‘cleansed™/transformed into a positive potential—double vision...The person
“gifted”” with this double-vision achicves an understanding that is greater than the
sum of the constituent realities™(605). Here Ryan points out the disunity in the
double-consciousness while at the same time percciving the possibility of
transforming it into a gified diversified vision.

Denise Heinze holds the similar view that even though double-consciousness
perhaps can never be integraled into a single vision, by orchestrating a sense of
connectedness between cultures rather than attempting to dissolve the differences,
African Americans can tumn this double vision into something beneficial. Morrison
herself is such an example who draws from both her African and European heritage
and who benefits from a hybrid cuitural background. She seems not to utterly oppose
double-consciousness when she declares that “finding or imposing Western influences
in/on Afro-American literature has value.” What she disagrees with is the hegemony
hiding in the double-consciousness as she continues to say “but when its sole purpose
is to place value only where that influence is located it is pernicious”(*“Unspeakable
Things Unspoken” 10). Morrison’s words reveal that the problem with African
Americans is not that they have two kinds of consciousness but that white racism
forces them to hate their Alrican consciousness. Rather than the difference between
black culture and white culture, it is the cultural hegemony, the systematic negation of

one culture by another, the suppression by the supremacist white culture of the



subaltern black culture, that threatens the natural development of African Americans,
that nustures their hatred towards their own culture which is counted as worthless by
the defining society. Thus African Americans can never part with their
double-consciousness, yet self-hatred is an unhealthy state of mind, which needs to be
eradicated if African Americans want to lead a healthy life, since it will lead to their
alienation from their own people and own cuiture, strengthening their sense of
dislocation and depriving them of their authenticity. In this aspect, the exploration of
the self-hatred theme in Morrison’s fiction has a different significance from the
investigation of the double-consciousness in that it discusses a more urgent problem
to African Americans. Only after African Americans get rid of their self-hatred can
they truly benefit from their double-consciousness, otherwise, they will forever live in
a torturing dilemma.

As to the shame felt by African Americans, it still differs from self-hatred.
African Americans’ feeling of shame may come from their lack of confidence under
the pressure of white racisin, but it can also arise from their uissatisfaction with their
own action of trying (o cater to racist sociely. The former is destructive and degrades
their African tradition while the latter is constructive in its adherence to African
values. What’s more, although some books and articles have dealt with the intra-racial
biases in Morrison’s fiction, they fail to take in its complexity and comprehensiveness.
Self-hatred not only lies in one or two of Morrison’s novels, but is a recurrent theme
in all her fiction, and its representations not only include hatred towards oneself but
also aggression against one’s own people.

It was Kurt Lewin, an expert on Jewish self-hatred, who influenced the study of
minority identity in the United States. According to him, the self-hatred of blacks is
“one of the better known and most extreme cases.” Lewin’s view was incorporated
into the thinking of Abram Kardiner, Lionel Oversey and Kenneth Clark. In Mark of
Oppression (1951), the two psychiatrists, Kardiner and Ovesey made their famous

statement on African Americans: “the Negro has no possible basis for a healthy

* Kurt Lewin. “Selt-Hatred among Jews,” in Resolving Social Conflicts: Selected Papers on Group Dynamics, ed.
Gertrude Weis Lewin, (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1948) 189, gtd. in Scott 26 .
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