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Abstract

Toni Morrison’s works are among the most important novels that debate
racism, sexism and the complex links between them. Because of their powerful
political position and ability to depict the social realities, they deserve close
examination. Some of her works may seem to lack discussion on the current issues of
African American life and experience because of the specific historical backdrops
such as slavery era, emancipation, Civil Rights Movements and generally the events
of the past decades; but the authenticity of the representation of black people’s life,
the origin and function of racism proves them valuable and demands more analysis.
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Introduction:

As Keith Byerman writes in Remembering the Past in African American
Fiction, Toni Morrison cannot be understood as a writer who stands outside her
historical moment and produces ‘transcendent’ works of literature. She is a product
of her time and her position within a market-oriented culture, and therefore must be
her writings; she must use the discourse available, and reflect social conditions and
values. But she is not merely a product; she is also an agent, to some extent based on
her understanding of and achievements within the culture. As an agent, she is capable
of critically understanding and signifying upon that same historical reality. (7)

Morrison’s ten novels: The Bluest Eye (1970), Sula (1974), Song of Solomon
(1977), Tar Baby (1981), Beloved (1987), Jazz (1992), Paradise (1997), Love (2003),
A Mercy (2008) and Home (2012) provide the literary grounding for this study, which
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proposes the analysis of racism and sexism and their interaction in the novels. The
socio-historical contexts that give rise to these issues are also crucial to this research.
Morrison’s works are taught and read all over the world; they are more or less
analyzed, reviewed and examined by so many critics, reviewers, and scholars from
different perspectives and various aspects. Many feminist scholars who consider her
works in the feminism category have read her novels through this lens. Among these
feminist theorists, one can name Bhasker A. Shukla, the writer of Morrison: the
Feminist Icon, and Barbara Smith, the Black feminist critic and thinker in her
breakthrough article “Toward a Black Feminist Criticism,” emphasizes on the
necessity of a black feminist approach to deal with and understand the black woman’s
fiction. Postcolonial scholars have paid more attention to the issue of race, racism and
the image of black people represented in African American post-colonialist literature.
J. Brooks Bouson discusses the connection between class and shame in Morrison’s
novels, and “the damaging impact of racial shame” as well as intra-racial prejudice
on the psychological well-being of African Americans. Bouson explains how “the
painful sense of exposure that accompanies the single shame event and also the
devastating effect of chronic shame on characters’ sense of individual and social
identity” causes trauma for blacks depicted novels (3-4).

Amy K. Levin discusses the importance of rituals, ceremonies, African
traditions and appearance of certain animals in Morrison’s novels. She argues that
“Morrison’s body of work enacts liminality as it bridges two cultures” (49). She
highlights the role of “Africanism and ancestry” “in shaping the lives of African
American women.” Levin writes: “Morrison’s novels narrate social dramas of
initiation and liminality, offering communitas or female communities in contrast to
larger, more ordered towns or cities, where many females strive to conform to white
mores, even when these efforts crush their souls and families” (76). Keith Byerman
discusses Morrison’s telling of the stories of the past from the slavery era to the
continuing racial discrimination of the twentieth century as an effort to grasp the
meaning of black life as it is lived today in the contradictions, complexities, and
jumble that is American culture. Because this ‘jumble’ seems to have many negative
effects on black life, part of the function of the writing is therapeutic (9). Byerman
explains that telling historical and cultural trauma stories can help heal the “scars of
the past” (15).
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Jill Matus also focuses on Morrison’s engagement with African-American
history and the role of “cultural memory” in “historical trauma” (1). She examines
the various different forms of trauma that oppress black Americans, including daily
racial exclusion and racial hierarchy; and the firsthand personal trauma which she
calls “real” trauma. Lucille P. Fultz explores the interaction of multiple levels of
difference such as gender, race, class and economic status that have shaped the reality
of black life and traces Morrison’s depiction of African American women’s
vulnerability in the face of racial discrimination. Andrea O’Reilly explores the role
of black women as culture bearers and conveyors of ancient properties in the lives of
African Americans, and uncovers “Morrison’s theory of motherhood as a site of
power and motherwork as concerned with the empowerment of children.” She goes
on explaining “how mothers, raising black children in a racist and sexist world, can
best protect their children, instruct them in how to protect themselves, challenge
racism, and for daughters, the sexism that seeks to harm them” (1). Gurleen Grewal
to articulate the postcolonial “pick[s] up the theme of internal colonialism concerns
Morrison’s literary production” (x). He explains how Morrison’s works do “the
difficult work of decolonization, demystification, and social redress within the
dominant language” (18). Others have highlighted the role of class and economic
status of black Americans in Morrison’s fiction. There are many ways of reading and
making sense of her profound works and ideologies embedded in them, for example,
understanding the relationship between the two distinct but closely related categories
of ‘race’ and ‘gender,” labeled by Frances Beale as the “double jeopardy” (109) or
what later Deborah King expanded by looking at “the nature of black women’s
oppression,” and termed as “multiple jeopardy” that Black women face in White
America are the main concerns of this research. King writes:

The modifier ‘multiple’ refers not only to several, simultaneous oppressions
but to the multiplicative relationships among them as well. . . In other words, the
equivalent formulation is racism multiplied by sexism multiplied by classism. (47).
Although these concepts introduced by Black feminists are a tool to combat female
subjugation and empower women in the society, in the present research, this approach
does not equate gender to femininity to merely depict the black woman’s oppression.
The black man’s marginality and the controlling derogatory images of them
introduced to the mainstream literature, as well as the counter images made by
African American writers, and Morrison’s challenge with these images to resist the
L
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negative evaluations and form a self-defined standpoint for Africana people is the
subject of close scrutiny. In this study, mainstream culture refers to white American
culture that is regarded as the most typical, normal and conventional because the
whites belong to the assumed superior race, they are slaveholders and masters who
define the rules, the system of education, the standards of beauty and generally what
is good and what is bad. Because this study is concerned with aesthetic intention, the
aesthetic that is inevitably political, it privileges not narrative techniques but the
detailed analysis of characters to see the impact of race and gender on the individual’s
mind and identity and on the collective memory and collective identity of blacks in
America and the representation of these fundamental issues. The individuals who are
metonyms for the many black men and women who live their lives in marginality and
under oppression; they suffer invisibility and the pain of Otherness.

The individuals may not have similar situations and the same pain such as
Jadine and Thérése in Tar Baby. One’s face appears on the cover of a French fashion
magazine; the other’s invisibility has made her to be known as ‘different Marys, but
the source of their vulnerability and pain is the same. Morrison ensures that their
voices are heard. As discussed in the theory of Global Village (by Marshal McLuhan),
through electronic technology we are linked across the globe and the media has
enabled us to connect and communicate with people who live on the other side of the
world regardless of their race, ethnicity, religion and the factors that have always
tended to separate people. In this way, one can experience events and participate in
them through this web of connectedness.

As technology helps human beings to understand their environment, it brings
responsibility to act accordingly and live together harmoniously. Learning about
oppressed people all over the world who experience dehumanization and
marginalization based on their skin color, gender and basically their identity or part
of their identity, and how oppression works in the context of social justice through
privileges afforded to the oppressor, negative attitudes towards the subordinate group,
their institutional exclusion and other forms of discrimination make one to think about
one’s role in the whole process of oppression.
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