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Introduction

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.

W.E.B. Du Bois®

In African-American literature, the quest for identity is a dominant
‘motif. For writers of African descent, thematically and structurally, the
Journey to realize the full potential of their complex bi-cultural and bi-
" racial identity as African-Americans has been the focal point. In this
connection, the history of African interactions with colonial forces on the
continent and their inherent experiences in other lands play an essential
role in the creation of the black! literary point of view. Identity is thus an
important yet particularly elusive term in the context of black American
culture, with its multiple dislocations and its long history of destabilizing
social and psychological experience. It is complicated too by an
awareness of W.E.B. Du Bois’s famous concept of “double
consciousness,”> by the recognition of the “mask” and the “performance”
of the black self in response to white dominance.’ (The interchangeable
use of the terms “African-American” and “black” have been explained in
the Endnotes.)

Any examination of black literature must take this historical

context, the attitudes engendered by this history, and the renewal
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ying the rewriting of this history. For African-American writers
it often becomes necessary to challenge and interrogate
discourse to counter the distortions of received history, and to
the reality of their own experiences from an African and

n viewpoint. In such a situation, the African tradition in

an literature makes for a literary creation that “embodies '

H

in which the African American writer explores what i

ns to him or her, and what it means to the world.”*
writers, this means a return to the longstanding oral
for creative appropriation of indigenous modes
d articulation of alternative perspectives.

rican descent, Toni Morrison attaches great
f an identity and voice in black writing.
ye (1970) to Love (2003), testify to

As such, Morrison’s concern g

dentities and experience is

@@m:em is evident not only in her
black and white America — the racial
f@ﬁ@ d for so many black writers before her — but
of the multiple affiliations and points of difference

communities as they relate to issues of class, gender, and
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geographical locations. Her marked interest in historical periods of
transition and the social transitions that she explores also reveal their
impact on gender roles, and the separation of classes.

In response to the displacements they suffered ever since their
forced transportation from their homelands to other continents, African-
Americans, particularly in the American South, “embraced and deepened
their cultural traditions as a means of survival and as a chosen separation

’75

from mainstream American culture. However, as Morrison shows, the

migrations to the urban North following historical and sociological events

i

)

cause many of her protagonists to forget the South with all its repressive
connotations and often painful memories. At the same time, the South
retains a centrél place in communal memory and an abiding reality for
those who still live there. Through its interconnections by way of the
slave trade, the Middle Passage, and the colonial experience, with Africa
and the Caribbean -black history is suffused with the presence of

“Africanisms”®

that forms an ineradicable part of its culture.
Consequently, Morrison’s novels feature salient African elements
regarding language, worldviews, folklore, and religion on which she

relies for her themes and narrative structures, images and metaphors, and

artistic and ethical principles.
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‘ Toni Morrison’s concern therefore, as a “black woman writer,”” is
) to reclaim and find her place within black cultural history. An in-depth
study of her novels reveal her effort at capturing “the something that
defines what makes a bOQk,BlaCk"i’g In many other places and conté%ts,
she’ has reiterated her black cultural orientation and commitment to
reclaiming the oral traditions of Africa and Africa-America in her
writings. Her own theories of art, developed over time, are grounded on
an oral environment that is “Afrocentric,” which means “literally, placing
African ideals at the center of any thesis that involves African culture and
behavior.”® As an Afrocentric writer, she seeks to articulate a cosmology
that reflects her African cultural background, including its views of space,
time and reality as a means of confronting hegemonic distortions
projecting the experiences of African-Americans. At the same time, the
qualifier, “woman” before “writer,” in defining herself, constitutes her
response not only to cultural nationalism, but also to the historical
exclusion of black women to authorship and self-representation. This
assertion can be considered as a telling shift in African-American
literature.
Throughout their literary career, black women novelists have been
consistently preoccupied with the imaging of the black woman as a

‘whole’ character or ‘self.” Hazel Carby in Reconstructing Womanhood
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implies the importance of self-definition in the tradition of black women
novelists, a tradition in which they, as “published writers,” “had to
confront the dominant...ideologies...of womanhood which excluded
them from the definition ‘woman.””'® All too often, the complexity ahd
distinctiveness of the hjstory of black women, from the legacy of their
African past and slave experience to their experience with
industrialization and modern corporate America, have been ignored. Like
other black women novelists of the contemporary period, Morrison '
explores and analyses the relationship between race, gender and class
assumptions afflicting black people. She is concerned with sexual politics
as they affect women and shows how sexist behaviour, both within and
outside the bounds of the black community, can be oppressive. Howe{fer,
on the subject of developing a specific black feminist m’o’dglvoyf critical
‘enqumiry},“_Mon‘ison states,

there is more danger in it than fruit, because any model of

criticism or evaluation that excludes males from it is as

hampered as any model of criticism of Black literature that

excludes women from it."!

Although Morrison disagrees with a black feminist model of
criticism, she rejects the implicit assumption that men, black or white,
spoke for both genders. She has characterized her career as an attempt to

explore the kinds of experience that black male writers have failed to

encompass in their work. According to her, the black male voice could



6

¢ experience of blackness but not femaleness. She identifies
re the female voice originates as the site for self-definition
whose nourishment comes from reclamation of ancestry.
reclaim their history by writing about it. The need to
n order to define the female self in terms of inherited
st and racial urge. And Morrison offers a new kind
, that is more inclusive of black women and their
truggle. Hénée, a part of this project is to analyze
in the writings of Toni Morrison, where

~cultural and social resistance of black

‘orality, Morrison identifies discrete
¢ the spirituality and strength of
work pays tribute to the women
Ik arts of their original
ons of resistance and
a positive valuation of black
‘hese “properties,” as her works
for African-American women in order to

acist and sexist environments in the West. To be






