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Since the 1970s, we have witnessed a remarkable efflorescence of Afri-

can American literary production, mostly by African American women writers.
It is this steady outpouring of African 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 writer “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 overwhelmingly
on Morrison’s artistic achievements. For example, the renowned 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). Ever since the 1960s, with the rising of various new
critical approaches to literature, which try to free readers from the control of
the author, traditional ways of reading literature have gradually been aban-
doned. Yet this separation of the literary text from its author may not work in
black literary criticism “because reclaiming an identity and ( narrative ) voice
has been important to the black writer in countering centuries of dispossession
and misrepresentation” (Peach 2000 1). For a long time, the voices of black
writers have been slighted or ignored in the literary history, when they are just
in possession of the opportunity to be heard, and to receive notice, “ they do
not want to be robbed of it again by a European, theoretical sleight of hand”
(Peach 2000 1). This also applies to Morrison. She seems to disapprove of
the opinion that her work “transcends ideology and polemics. ” On many oc-

casions, Morrison has stressed the political function of art, as for black writ-
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ers, they write not merely for aesthetic enjoyment but for the responsibility
they think they should take up to speak out for their people. To Morrison, a
novel “should be beautiful, and powerful, but it should also work” (“Root-
edness” 341) and it “must have something in it that suggests what the con-
flicts are, what the problems are” (344), which is an indication of her belief
that literature should be aesthetically beautiful as well as politically engaged.
In a recent dialogue with the famous black scholar on African-American stud-
ies Cornel West, Morrison claimed that she “always took for granted that the

’”

best art was political and was revolutionary,” and “the questions being raised
were explorations into kinds of anarchy, kinds of change, identifying errors,
flaws, vulnerabilities in systems” (“Blues, Love and Politics” 24). There-
fore, art is more regarded by Morrison as a vehicle by which she can reveal
problems in the society. West has said the following words to Morrison:
“When I read your work, I say somebody’s still serious about telling the truth
about the country, and it’s painful, it’s unnerving, it’s unhousing, but
somebody’s still telling the truth” (“Blues, Love and Politics” 18 ). That
Morrison was awarded the Nobel Prize should be attributed not only to her en-
chanting style but also to her being able to use her artistic talents to “tell the
truth” and to reflect “an essential aspect of American reality. ” And this “es-
sential 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 in 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; 1 am not like

Faulkner. I am not like in that sense. I do not have objections to being

compared to such extraordinarily gifted and facile writers, but it does

leave me sort of hanging there when 1 know that my effort is to be like



something that has probably only been fully expressed in music, or in

some other culture-gen that survives almost in isolation because the com-

munity manages to hold on to it. Sometimes I can reflect something of
this 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 pres-
ent 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” ,
that is, 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 recurrent
theme among the works of African American writers, with the relations be-
tween blacks and whites or the black-white wars in northern cities much dealt
with, especially by 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 girl; in Invisible 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 never-
theless perceives a difference between black male and female writers :

There is a gaze 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 1994 230).

This observation can apply to Morrison herself, with her pushing black-white
relations to the periphery of her narrative. The focus of Morrison’s fiction is on
relationships within black communities: “Tve only been stimulated to write

about black people. We are people, not aliens. We live, we love, and we
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die” (Ruas 118), since it is to blacks that she is addressing her work:
“Whenever I feel uneasy about my writing, I think; what would be the re-
sponse of the people in the book if they read the book? That’s my way of sta-
ying on track. Those are the people for whom I write” (LeClair 121).

One thing interesting about Morrison is that despite being a black proud
of her own ancestry, Morrison does not limit her fiction to the mere description
of the achievements of her people. On the contrary, her unique identity ena-
bles her to penetrate into African Americans, exploring their coniributions as
well as their problems. Addressing her people directly, Morrison regards her
fiction a media by which she can be free in her communication with her people
and in expressing her hopes for them. That may explain the reason why rather
than idealize her people, Morrison in her fiction attempts to reveal how some
African Americans have deeply internalized racist stereotypes and construct
themselves accordingly, almost always with disastrous results. In Morrison’s
novels, issues of race and ethnicity are no longer as simple as the confronta-
tion between whites and blacks but inescapably interweaved with issues of
gender, class and other problems within black communities. When talking
‘with Verdelle on her book Paradise, Morrison said: “I 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). Therefore, dwelling upon the self-hatred of African Americans in her no-
vels may help to better understand how Morrison explores the racial problem in
her work,

The Dissertation Abstracts International and also MLA Abstracts Interna-
tional in the past years reveal that Toni Morrison has been one of the most fa-
vored writers among researchers on American literature. Owing to her fame,
scholarship on Toni Morrison proves to be prolific. Different aspects of her fic-
tion have been studied through different approaches. Feminism is the most
commonly used approach because women’s fate in Morrison’s fiction has been
a recurrent theme. Anthropological or cultural aﬁproaches come next, with

their stresses on Morrison’s use of community, folklore, myth and a jazz and/
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or blues aesthetic. Marxist criticism has been adopted to analyze Morrison’s
class consciousness. The recuperation of African-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 those Ph. D. dissertations focusing on
Toni Morrison with the majority comparing her works to those of other writers
and the rest totally devoted to her work alone, none undertakes a systematic
study of self-hatred in Toni Morrison’s fiction, although there are indeed sev-
eral Ph. D. dissertations related to this theme. Denise Heinze uses Du Bois’
view of double-consciousness to analyze Morrison’s novels, from which she
draws the conclusion that Toni Morrison’s oeuvre is influenced by her immer- -
sion in two distinet cultures, one American and one Black ;© Julia Leigh Eich-
elberger discusses the characters in The Bluest Eye, who internalize racist ide-
ology ;@ Joyce Russell Robinson also adopts Du Bois’ theory of double-con-
sciousness to analyze The Bluest Eye, calling attention to the media and Amer-
ican standards of beauty as factors creating a sense of duality among African
Americans ;@ Michele Lisa Simms-Burton discusses intra-racial class conten-
tion in Tar Baby. ® Besides these dissertations, there are some books and arti-

cles connected to the theme. The books include Philip Page’s Dangerous Free-
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dom ; Fusion and Fragmentation in the Novels of Toni Morrison and Doreatha
Drummond Mbalia’s 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 con-
sciousness. What should also be included on the list is the book Quiet as It’s
Kept: Shame, Trauma, and Race in the Novels of Toni Morrison by J. Brooks

Bouson, in which Bouson discusses the feeing of shame and the painful expe-

@ The Dilemma of “ Double-Consciousness” ; Toni Morrison’s Novels. ﬁAI 51 (1991). 8.

@ Ideology and the Individual in Novels by Ralph Ellison, Toni Morrison, Saul Bellow, and Eud-
ora Welry. DAI 53 (1993). 9.

® The Shadow Within: Du Boisian Double Consciousness in Five African-American Novels. DAI
52 (1992) . 12.

@ Narratives of Black Bourgeois Desire: Examining the Class-Line in Twentieth-Century Black
Women’s Fiction. DAL 59 (1998) . 4.
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rience African Americans go through under the oppression of white racism.

The articles include Judylyn S. Ryan’s “ Contested Visions/Double-Vi-
sion in Tar Baby,” Roberta Rubenstein’s “Pariahs and Community,” Michael
Awkward’s “ “ The Evil of Fulfillment’ ; Scapegoating and Narration in The
Bluest Eye,” Marilyn Sanders Mobley’s “Narrative Dilemma: Jadine as Cul-
tural Orphan in Tar Baby,” Cynthia A. Davies’ “Self, Society, and Myth in
Toni Morrison’s Fiction,” John N. Duvall’'s “ Descent in the ° House of
Chloe’; Race, Rape, and Identity in Toni Morrison’s Tar Baby,” Cynthia Du-
bin Edelberg’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 “Out of Sight: Toni Morrison’s Revision of
Beauty,” and Elaine Jordan’s “ ‘ Not My People’ : Toni Morrison and Identi-
ty. ” 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 are still different from what this book attempts to
explore. 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 American, a Negro; two souls, two
thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; two warring ideals in one dark
body, whose dogged strength alone keeps it from being torn asunder.
(5)
On the one hand, Du Bois attributes the affliction of African Americans to
their double-consciousness; yet on the other hand, he regards the double-con-
sciousness 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-con-

sciousness. Like Du Bois, they noticed the negative as well as positive effects
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of double-consciousness on African Americans. In her article “Contested Vi-
sion/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 manipulated
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 re-
flects 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 hierar-
chy is generated among different visions, which will grant advantages to some
while denying rights to others. To African Americans, the resolution of the
conflict between the black culture and the white culture is often based on the
sacrifice of the former. Ryan goes on to argue that although double-conscious-
ness is initially a negative experience characterized by an unreconciled and
self-alienating “two-ness of being” in which externally derived distorted per-

ceptions of the African identity are dominant, it can be “cleansed” / trans-
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formed into a positive potential—double vision. . .. The person “gifted” with
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this double-vision achieves 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 perceiving the possibility of
transforming it into a gifted diversified vision.

Denise Heinze holds the similar view that even though double-conscious-
ness perhaps can never be integrated into a single vision, by orchestrating a
sense of connectedness between cultures rather than attempting to dissolve the
differences, African Americans can turn this double vision into something
beneficial. Morrison herself is such an example who draws from both her Afri-
can and European heritage and who benefits from a hybrid cultural back-
ground. She seems not to utterly oppose double-consciousness when she de-

clares that “finding or imposing Western influences in/on Afro-American liter-
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”

ature 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” ( “Unspeaka-
ble Things Unspoken” 10). Morrison’s words reveal that the problem with Af-
rican Americans is not that they have two kinds of consciousness but that white
racism forces them to hate their African consciousness. Rather than the differ-
ence between black culture and white culture, it is the cultural hegemony, the
systematic negation of one culture by another, the suppression by the suprem-
acist white culture of the subaltern black culture that threatens the natural de-
velopment of African Americans and nurtures their hatred towards their own
culture which is counted as worthless by the defining society. What can be
perceived from Morrison’s fiction is that African Americans can never part with
their double-consciousness, yet self-hatred is an unhealthy state of r-nind,
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 culture,
strengthening their sense of dislocation and depriving them of their authentici-
ty. It is a psychological scar left by racial discrimination on black personality.
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. Morrison’s
novels demonstrate that only after African Americans get rid of their self-ha-
tred 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-ha-
tred. African Americans’ feeling of shame may come from their lack of confi-
dence under the pressure of white racism, but it can also arise from their dis-
satisfaction with their own action of trying to cater to racist society. The former
is destructive and degrades their African tradition while the latter is construc-
tive 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




