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“BEING” AND “BECOMING” IN EDEN:

A PHENOMENOLOGICAL APPROACH TO TONI MORRISON’S PARADISE

By
Michon Anita Benson, M.A.
Texas Southern University, 1999

Dr. Patricia R. Williams, Advisor

Resisting the negative stereotypes society has forced upon the minds and spirits of
African-American women, post-modern novelist, Toni Morrison, has assumed the
responsibility of demystifying those characteristics which have shaped her so-called
“black experience” in this country. Morrison’s primary preoccupation, however, unlike
many of those authors who precede her, lies in the ways in which philosophy facilitates
her purpose. Creating and recreating the contextual and conceptual frameworks within
which her theses exist and countering those images with the antithetical perspectives of
subsequent texts and characters has enabled the author to formulate viable, often
metaphysical, syntheses to the political, spiritual, communal, and familial phenomena
she observes.

Paradise, Morrison’s most recent novel, i1s rich with literary techniques which
lend themselves to multiple interpretations. Gates’s deconstructionist vocabulary, Freud’s

psychoanalytic methodologies, Eagleton’s Marxist notions, and Brooks’s New Historicist

vii



approaches: each holds a key to unlocking the enigmatic dialectic of the narrative.
Interestingly, many precepts of the aforementioned hermeneutical devices lend
themselves to phenomenological translations, particularly the tenets of leading
phenomenelogists Georg Hegel, Albrecht Husserl and Maurice Merleau-Ponty.

For the purpose of disclosing the various aesthetic properties and presenting
conclusions about perspectives which may have influenced the development of Paradise,
thisbstudy employs a discourse analysis method and examines the hypothesis: Toni
Morrison’s presentation of the spirit and psyche of the women in Paradise is a
signification of historical intertextuality. Extrapolation of the female psyche necessitates
a discussion of Victor Turner’s notion of communitas and liminality as well as an
explanation and application of Gates’s theory of (S)ignification. Such investigation
elucidates a phenomenological evolution, the “becoming” of womankind, and, likewise,
posits the liminal heroine in Paradise as a transcendental (S)ignification for the female

“Self,” or “Being.”
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Brooks’s New Historicist approaches provide theoretical foundations for unlocking the
enigmatic dialectic of the narrative. In fact, many precepts of the aforementioned
hermeneutical devices lend themselves to phenomenological translations, particularly the
tenets of leading phenomenologists Georg Hegel, Albrecht Husserl and Maurice
Merleau-Ponty.

For the purpose of disclosing the various aesthetic properties and presenting
conclusions about perspectives which may have influenced the development of Paradise,
this study employs a discourse analysis method and examines the hypothesis: Toni
Morrison’s presentation of the spirit and psyche of the women in Paradise i1s a
signification of historical intertextuality. This study, then, extrapolates the female psyche
and offers a discussion of Victor Turner’s notion of communitas and liminality as well as
an explanation and application of Gates’ theory of (S)ignification. Additionally, it
elucidates a phenomenological evolution, the “becoming” of womankind, and, likewise,
posits the liminal heroine in Paradise as a transcendental (S)ignification for the female

“Self,” or “Being.”
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CHAPTER 1

BACKGROUND MATERIAL AND ANALYSIS OF THE PROBLEM

Recent critical approaches suggest that twentieth-century literary hermeneutics
traverses major concepts from the classical period. Since the classical period, scholars
have been arguing about the relationship between the audience and the hermeneutic
process. The ideas of Plato, Aristotle, Horace, and Longinus, for example, reflect a shift
of importance in the role of the audience, or “reader.” Whereas the writings of Plato and
Horace de-emphasize the audience, placing more attention on the work itself, Longinus
lauds the talent of the artist as the element which most critically impacts the reader’s
interpretive process. Though many of the subsequent critical theories have evolved from
these classical points-of-view, prominent latter twentieth-century theoretical perspectives
have developed from a fundamentally Aristotelian notion that the “reader” is the ultimate
determiner of meaning in a work of literature. One of these theories is the
Reader-Response approach, and, as one of the more recent additions to the body of
hermeneutic techniques, 1t has been the focus of a considerable amount of debate.

Proponents of the Reader-Response method contend that there are two
classifications for readers who, from their vantage points, assign interpretations to any
given text. The “virtual reader,” scholars suggest, is the one to whom the author

addresses the textual discourse, and the “ideal reader” is the one who gains insight from
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the textual matter. Interestingly, these two readers may be the same operative reader, the
person who engages in the reading process. While the Reader-Response approach
acknowledges the reader as a key factor in the hermeneutic process, it does not answer
questions about how the operative reader is able to assume a simultaneous role as
“perceiver” of textual phenomena and “interpreter” of textual meaning. Further, some
scholars of the theoretical perspective contend that there exists yet a third role, the reader
as “collaborator,” which establishes the semantics of the textual discourse. In an effort to
discuss the complexities of the tripartite role of the reader, scholars defer to
philosophical investigations.

A modem philosophical tendency which explains the reader as “perceiver,”
“interpreter,” and “collaborator” of a text is phenomenology. Focusing on the
phenomena developed in the conscience of the perceiver, this philosophy is the basis
upon which the discourse of most hermeneutic discovery is predicated. Because of its
methodological construct which purports that the human mind is the centre and origin of
all meaning, the fundamental precepts of phenomenology form a heuristic for analyzing
Toni Morrison’s Paradise.  Several foundational concepts are significant to an
establishment of the value of phenomenological methods to the proposed endeavor; thus,
before disclosing them, two prefacing remarks about the text should be noted.

First, it is worth mentioning that Paradise was published in 1997, and, as of yet,
no critical papers have been published which address the content of the text. Aside from
the negative reviews it has received from a handful of syndicated columnists and book

reviewers, the brief attention it gained on the Oprah Winfrey Show, and the superficial



treatment it received from public issue magazines, such as Time, Paradise has remained
on the periphery of literary discussions. Though each of the aforementioned forums has
disclosed the general premise of the narrative, none has endeavored to assume the role of
scholar and explore the theoretical framework the text constructs or its philosophical
implications. Perhaps the fear-invoking intimidation often associated with interpreting
Morrison’s novels has also arrested many scholars’ desire to address the thematization of
Paradise. Consequently, they have neither substantiated nor invalidated any of the
popularly-held criticism.

Second, 1t is also important to note that a theoretical exegesis of Paradise is in no
way a definitive explanation of authorial intent nor is it the only way of “seeing” the
phenomena presented within the narrative. However, because there is no established
authoritative approach for understanding the text, this study contends that the
phenomenological system is not only a valid means of interpreting Paradise, but it is also
a sound methodology with which to arrive at a point of departure for any ensuing
hermeneutic investigation of it.

Assuming that Paradise, or any text for that matter, is an act of discourse, one that
replaces speech, the task of reading, qua interpretation, is to fulfill the reference about
which the author is speaking. The notion of interpretation as a means of understanding is
fairly straightforward, however, the mental process which the reader employs is an
incessant system of perception, analysis, and translation of signs and signifiers whose
translations may or may not constitute objective explanations.1 Further, should two or

more people decide upon any one interpretation, there cannot be any certitude that their



objective explanations convey authorial intent. Interpretation, then, is an essentially
subjective activity and depends upon the reader’s prior knowledge. Acquiring
knowledge, immediate or prior, is the act of consciously connecting perceived
phenomena into a system of “truth;” this process is often problematic because no two
humans experience the exact same objects or events using the same cognitive systems.
Consequently, absolute knowledge occurs when someone is able to consider all
perspectives of conceivable phenomena and connect them. Just as an interpreter of
worldly phenomena considers God to be absolute knowledge, a reader interpreting a text
presumes that the author, as creator of the textual heterocosm, represents absolute
knowledge. Thus, it is arguable that textual phenomena are mimetic or reflective of a
greater Truth that exists in the cosmology of the universe, and that man has devoted
much of his time attempting to accurately delineate the interrelatedness of all
experiential phenomena -- temporal and textual.

Many scholars assume that their individual disciplines -- science, politics, art,
religion, philosophy, etc. -- enable them to develop definitive explanations and
interpretations of experiential and cognitive phenomena; each believes that his
perspective is the portal to absolute knowledge or ultimate Truth. One of the only points
upon which most scholars collectively agree is the fact that there are observable
phenomena and that perceiving them from one’s own point-of-view constitutes one’s
personal reality. If the only constant, or given, in any philosophical discussion about the
nature and acquisition of Truth is the presence of objects or events, how does one arrive

at an acceptable interpretation of a text? And if there are so may possible meanings of
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any one idea, why should anyone seek a seemingly evasive “truth” about any text? The
answer to the latter question is best answered by Dilthey. First, “the aim of hermeneutics
1s to understand the author better than [s]he understands [her]self,” and second, “the
function of hermeneutics is to establish, theoretically, . . . the universal validity of
interpretation upon which all certitude in history rests” (Dilthey 248). In essence,
obtaining understanding or truth about a text provides insight into absolute Truth of
consciousness or Being, and, in order to render textual “truth,” one must treat
hermeneutics as a process of means, not as an answer. Conclusively, interpreting any
text is a phenomenological process.

There are as many definitions for phenomenology as there are philosophers to
conceive the idea. The word “phenomenology” is derived from the Greek words
“phaenomenon,” meaning “appearance,” and “logos,” which means “reason” or

“discourse.”2

Considering this denotation, one could label phenomenology as a
discourse about appearance which seeks to discover the nature of anything about which
one can be conscious. To accomplish the aforementioned aim of establishing a heuristic
for analyzing Paradise, therefore, this particular study subscribes to the precepts of three
phenomenologists -- Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, Edmund Gustav Albrecht Husserl,
and Maurice Merleau-Ponty. Conclusively, the ideas of these thinkers contribute to
interpreting Paradise and extend rudiments of the ideology which are predicated in
Plato’s The Republic and Cartesian investigations of truth and consciousness.

According to Plato, ideas are immutable, indestructible -- they are eternal

Further, all ideas are comprised of immediate perceptions, reflections of past actions,



and/or future projections of observable phenomena. Plato’s “Allegory of the Cave” is an
illustration which puts these ideas into perspective. The prisoner in the cave is subjected
to various phenomena. Because he is not initially aware that the objects he observes and
that his imprisoned condition do not constitute the only reality, he treats his existence as
the absolute truth. It is only when he realizes that there is another possible realm of
consciousness that he seeks to expand his reality to include the new as well as the old
phenomena. In the course of his Socratic dialogue, Plato suggests to Glaucon that,
because the old reality, the old ideas, have not been destroyed, and because the prisoner
1s ever-cognizant of any and all experienced phenomena, he has free will to traverse the
realms of cognition at any time. Advising against such meandering between truth and
nontruth, Plato warns that once man attains a certain level of understanding, he cannot
return to his former consciousness. The pentral interest in Plato’s discussion is the Good,
which can here be translated as Truth. The evolution of man’s consciousness toward
ultimate Good is a critical premise of phenomenology and unfolds aspects of the
evolving female psyche within Morrison’s texts.

Plato’s basic principles of the “Self” establish a means for understanding Rene
Descartes’ notion of the unified mind and body as separate, yet encapsulated, perceiving
and perceivable objects. Similar to Plato, Descartes addresses the inability of the mind
and the body to perceive and define their individual realities. Using the hypothesis
“cogito ergo sum,” the philosopher attempts to join the mind and the body; however, he
never arrives at the idea that the human body is a conscious Being comprised of “a mind,

a soul, an intellect, a reason” (qtd. in Philosophical Writings 274).



I am not present in my body merely as a pilot is present in
a ship; I am most tightly bound to it, and as it were, mixed up
with it so that I and it form a unit (“Sixth Meditation” 117).

Descartes’ approach of mixing the physiological and the psychological, while
leaving both fundamentally intact, is demonstrative of the inadequacies of traditional
explanations of human experiential phenomena. Neither Descartes not Plato equate
consciousness with Being. With reference to Plato’s myth, if the prisoner were to revert
to the cave from which he began his journey, his mind and body would be intact;
however, because his mind is aware of the reality beyond the realm of his physical
existence, his mind and body are the sum total, a synthesis, of his consciousness.
Ultimately, one of the primary functions of the phenomenological process is to explain
what happens to the unified mind and body as it aspires toward, and inevitably becomes,
the Good or Truth of universal existence.

Phenomenologists like Hegel, Husserl, and Merleau-Ponty have attempted to
identify where and how human existence rests between the physical and the psychical
perceptions of reality. Phenomenologically speaking, what both Descartes and Plato fail
to do is acknowledge a subjectivized “Self.” For example, Descartes’ positioning of the
conscious self within its body does not constitute the Self or Being. Likewise, Plato’s
prisoner gains consciousness but remains unaware of the part of his Self which first
perceived him as imprisoned. Perhaps the complexity of these ideas warrants further
illustration. A tree is an object in nature, an observable phenomenon. If someone were

to see the tree, perceive it, then he would perhaps assume two things: that the tree is a



real object because it is perceived and that he himself is a subject capable of perceiving.
Neither Descartes nor Plato extend their philosophies to include the answer to the
question the phenomenologist raises: if the observer’s perceiving the tree makes the tree
a “real” object, then who or what makes the observer an object capable of being “real”
and, thus, able to perceive the tree in the first place? Descartes attempted the answer,
but, again, he does not equate consciousness with corporeal being; hence Being, which is
synonymous with perfect knowledge, is not a possibility.

Phenomenology situates human existence between these ideas that the physical
person is an object in the world, and he, in turn, must be able to be observed by a subject.
That subject is consciousness itself, thus the ultimate quest for the observing object is to
discover that he is a subjectivized Self, not only capable of understanding Being, but also
of transcending his physicality and preserving all cognitive phenomena. As such, the
philosophical systems devised by Hegel, Husserl, and Merleau-Ponty are each necessary
in filling the ideological gap the classical thinkers created.

The German Philosopher, Georg Friedrich Hegel, coined the term
“phenomenology” in the early nineteenth century and is considered the father of the
ideology. For Hegel, the philosophy of phenomenology describes the coming or
becoming of absolute self-awareness of mind or spirit. Adopting and modifying Plato’s
Socratic methodologies, Hegel formulated a dialectical process which traces the
historical development of the mind from sensory consciousness (thesis) through
reflection (antithesis) to ultimate awareness (synthesis). The synthesized perception is

never the end of the dialectic process; it is, rather, the beginning of another which now



treats the new synthesis as a new consciousness. The cycle of the dialectic is infinite,
and, similar to Plato’s quest for the Good, conceptually spirals upward toward a
transcendental subject who has and, likewise, is ultimate Truth.

Expanding on Hegelian perspectives, Edward Husserl contributed to the concept
of transcendental phenomenology. Husserl’s notions are mimetic of Cartesian
perceptions of God as a perceiver who transcendentally objectifies all phenomena.
Essentially, Husserl espouses that man’s immediate perception of his Self is a
“phenomenological reduction” traced from God or absolute Truth. Man is perceived and,
therefore, perceives himself as a body or object rather than a subject that is constituted,
conceived and perceived by an “ich selbst” or “I myself,” which is the pure
transcendental subject. Moreover, any understanding man seeks is to be found in the
“Lebenswelt” or “life-world” the subject creates.

Both Hegel’s dialectic and Husserl’s transcendental ego comprise
Merleau-Ponty’s idea of the Self. Originally and existentialist philosopher,
Merleau-Ponty subscribes to Descartes’ “cogito ergo sum;” however, he radicalizes the
philosophy by stating that what man considers immediate experience is really a “vast
world of wide-ranging scope.” For instance, if the same prisoner in Plato’s myth were to
believe that his awareness of his imprisonment defined his situation (“I think; therefore, I
am.”), then his immediate experience would be of a cave. According to Merleau-Ponty,
the prisoner should not, however, rely on his immediate experience because he may not
be in a cave at all but, instead, positioned within an intricate system of caves, of worlds,

from which he will never fully corporeally emerge. Merleau-Ponty’s later writings
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develop into a theory of the body which reconciles man’s inability to transcend his
reality. As was mentioned, he establishes phenomenology as a hermeneutic system
capable of unifying mind and body. For the philosopher, Merleau-Ponty’s theory of the
body is one of perception (“Second Meditation” 69). His phenomenological description
of the body elucidates the need to break with the dogmatism of traditional Platonic and
Cartesian philosophy and acknowledges the body itself as “inherently expressive of
existence as a whole” (Langer 121). Ultimately, the body is capable of simultaneously
being both a perceived object as well as a transcendental Being.

It is not difficult to draw parallels between the phenomenological process of
man’s progressive consciousness of his existence and that of interpreting a text. The link
1s Husserl’s concept of the Lebenswelt. The hermeneutics of phenomenology enables the
reader to perceive the textual heterocosm as a universe that he author constructs for
himself by imitating the paradigmatic creation of God. Realistically, God remains the
Ideal (as Plato would say), and though the subordinating premise for reading the narrative
i1s to understand the author’s references, the primary purpose for reading is to gain
additional insight into that Ideal - Being, ultimate Truth, absolute knowledge -- of the
subject matter.

Toni Morrison’s novels may be viewed as subjectivized expressions of the
phenomenological ideology. Many of her narratives, because they position women as the
centre of the textual life-world, provide readers the opportunity to perceive the evolution
of the female psyche and establish “truth” about her Self. Morrison’s previous novels

represent the thetical and antithetical perceptions of the female, and Paradise unveils the
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newly synthesized vision of the female’s transcendental, subjectivized Self. As a
foundation for this discussion, chapter two traces the evolutionary presence of women by
investigating the phenomenological manifestations in the female communities through

The Bluest Eye, Sula, Tar Baby, and Beloved to Paradise.



CHAPTER 2
THE EVOLUTION OF THE FEMALE PRESENCE IN
TONI MORRISON’S NARRATIVES: HISTORY AND THEORY

The presence of female communities in literature is not a new phenomenon.
Commencing with the Greek mythological tradition, griots and rhapsodies have told tales
about women who banded together to affront their lack of social power and their
collective victimization by the patriarchy. Beginning with the Graie, the old, decrepit
sisters who had to share a glass eye; the Amazons, who mutilated their bodies in order to
compete with their male counterparts; the Muses, Zeus’ daughters; and the Fates, who
controlled both human and divine destiny, storytellers and mythographers have traced the
spirit and psyche of the female as evolving from a state of crippled impotence to one of
all-powerful divination and immortality. Interestingly, just as cultural perspectives
continue to change, so too do the images of the female communities. Throughout
history, cultural and literary imagination fuse with historical reality; ironically, the same
women who are initially depicted in literature as anti-structural or anti-societal
phenomena become mimetic of the time period in which they are scrutinized and from
which they are eventually outcast. This changing conception of “womanhood” forms the
foundation for historical intertextuality within the novels of Toni Morrison. It further
lends impetus to the hypothesis for this study: the collective psyche of the female

communitas in Paradise is a signification of historical intertextuality.

s
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In her book, Communities of Women: An Idea in Fiction, Nina Auerbach
analyzes several British and American novels which illustrate the evolution of
communities of women. Auerbach says that literature boldly does what history hesitates
to do. It not only “accomplishes the aspirations of women, but literary history also “has
moved through a series of emancipations and expand[ed] fields of conquest” (Auerbach
17).

Communities of women growing in time constitute a drama

of widening cultural consciousness, finally taking shape as an
evolving literary myth that sweeps across official cultural images
of female submission, subservience, and fulfillment in a bounded
world. As the myth takes shape . . ., so does the fictional reality of
women’s autonomy; for though the communities gain substance
and stature . . . their isolation has had from the first the self-sustain-
ing power to repel or incorporate the male-defined reality that
excludes them (Auerbach 28).

Focusing on the traditional canon of American literature, Auerbach does not cite
novels which explore the evolving African or African-American female presence.
Nevertheless, Black women have historically created their own communities and have
empowered themselves to “repel” and “incorporate” the exclusionary patriarchal society.
Prior to the twentieth-century, African-American women had not occupied positions of
prominence within society; consequently, literature reflects their absence. Although

African-American males endured a similar condition of invisibility, there is a literary
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record of the black males who were able to tell their stories of injustice and racial hatred.
Olaudah Equiano, for example, mastered the English language and wrote the story of his
struggle as a captured slave. Likewise, Frederick Douglas transcended his oppressive
epistemological boundaries and wrote eloquently about his life. These men’s spirits
emanate from the textual content of their respective narratives, and readers are able to
trace more clearly the evolutionary presence of the Black males’ psychical beings as
opposed to those of their female counterparts. In retrospect, because they have produced

3, it seems as if African-American males were always

such a large amount of literatur
conscious -- as if they never lost their sense of Self. Contrastingly, African-American
females have been the ones to bear the burden of the double-consciousness. For so long
Black women have been forced to, or, for the sake of family, have chosen to suppress
their true sensibilities about mankind, religion, and their individual and collective Self.
Consequently, spiritual, psychical, communal, and maternal truths are so deeply
embedded in their subconscious that they cannot, without assistance, re-store or
remember their Being.

Within each of her novels, post-modernist Toni Morrison engages in a Socratic
dialogue with the reader as she searches for the definition of universal black womanhood.
Rather than psychoanalyzing the African-American female, however, Morrison presents
various phenomenon from her collective past, activating her memory and allowing her to
develop and/or re-store her own truths about her existence and consciousness. Very

similar to the transformation women have undergone throughout the course of literary

history, each of Morrison’s female communities assists the African-American female
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consciousness to progress from a crippled condition to one of omniscience and
immortality. The evolving presence of the female communities and the physical and
psychological empowerment of the unit positions the female Being as a simultaneous
object and corporate subject in each of Morrison’s narratives. Each of the hermeneutic
devices of phenomenology mentioned in the previous chapter — Hegel’s tripartite
paradigm, Husserl’s notions of the “ich selbst” and “lebenswelt”, and Merleau-Ponty’s
emphasis on the relationship between multitudinous perspectives and the transcendental
Being -- facilitates the process of evolution towards consciousness. All three
phenomenologists seek to explain how one derives the truth about one’s self and, thus,
the absolute truth about the universe. Although one of Toni Morrison’s intentions may
be to disclose the mysteries of the relationship between womankind and the cosmos, her
primary focus is to dispel myths about origins, influences, and the evolutionary path of
the collective African-American female psyche.

In order to perceive the interrelatedness of Morrison’s novels, one must dissect
the communities of women in terms of Victor Tumner’s notions of liminality and
communitas. Liminality is the “middle phase in the pattern of the rite of passage
(Waigwa 1-4). According to Turner, there are three phases of ‘this process: one,
separation;, two, limen or “threshold”; and three reincorporation. This idea is very
similar to the Hegelian construct. In the first stage, the initiate is stripped of his/her
“property, status, rank, and role or position in a kinship system.” While in the second
stage, once the individual or group has been separated from a “fixed point in the social

structure,” he or she bears few or none of the attributes of the past or coming state. In
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essence, he or she is invisible or dead, “temporarily buried, as it were, between two fixed
points” -- those of being and becoming. During this period of invisibility, a “special
relationship born of solidarity and shared experience” develops among those undergoing
the initiation. This bond manifests itself in communitas -- a special fellowship of
members who are “initiation comrades” (Waigwa 94-95). In the final stage, the initiate is
reincorporated into the social order and acquires a specific role and status within its
structure. Bearing this information in mind, it can be said that Morrison’s texts create a
series of liminal novels, or those which allow their characters to mentally and physically
“come of age.”

Using the models of liminality and communitas, Morrison illustrates the
African-American female as a liminal heroine whose passage to a new status or
progressing consciousness does not conclude with the end of each novel. Instead, each
community’s fate serves as a perpetual beginning; each subsequent representation
becomes more comprehensive, hence more of a signification of the transcendent qualities
of the African-American female Being. Within each of her seven novels, Morrison
provides roadmaps upon which the course of female Self discovery can be traced;
however, several of her texts more concretely elucidate the premise of this study.
Therefore, Song of Solomon and Jazz, though both an integral part of the textual and
thematic continuum, will not be discussed. This examination will focus on the

communities of women and chart the evolving presence of the liminal heroine in the

Bluest Eye, Sula, Tar Baby, and Beloved.
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Toni Morrison’s first novel, The Bluest Eye (1970), reflects the social context of
a black community struggling with the idea of race and selfhood in white America.
Symbols of beauty such as fair skin; long, silky hair; and blue eyes are those of which
Pecola, the central character of the novel, has been phenotypically dispossessed.
Suffering an identity crisis, Pecola desires to possess those traits; moreover, without
them, various people within the black community, including herself, perceive her as a
pariah.

This novel is a fitting point of origin for any discussion about the evolution of the
female Self. Historically, Western culture has viewed the African-American as “the
Other.” Likewise, because Western culture is male oriented, African-American females
are perceived as the other “Other.” Pecola Breedlove is representative of the objectivized
black female Self; she is a manifestation of what happens to the psyche of the
African-American female as a result of her lack of whiteness and her lack of maleness.
Morrison’s placing a pre-adolescent at the beginning of the evolutionary process
poignantly displays the writer’s sensibilities about the parallelisms between a child’s
societal impotence and victimization and that of a mature African-American female.

Concomitant to the point of this investigation, it would be appropriate to discuss
Pecola in Heglian terms and label her the thesis of the tripartite formula. If, then, she is
the thesis, the people around her - those who reinforce her feelings of selflessness, or
“negative sense of self” such as Maureen Peal, Geraldine, and Pecola’s parents - also
comprise part of the thesis (Johnson 22). The same way in which Pecola is victimized by

her lack of self, these other protagonists are powerless against the society which allows
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them to feel as if they are superior to Pecola In the text, Claudia, the story’s narrator,
attempts to discern why Maureen, for example, is so insistent on demoralizing Pecola.
She, Claudia, eventually concludes that “Maureen Peal was not the Enemy and not
worthy of such intense hate. The Thing to fear was the Thing that made her beautiful and
not us” (62). The character’s sentiment makes it clear that perception and interpretation
of the phenomena which society values or deems invaluable determine self worth.
Hence, the other protagonists, like Pecola, are objects who raise the status of society to a
subjectivized self that defines the “acceptable” black female’s physical and psychical
Self.

Pursuant to establishing the thesis, it is important to give attention to the
anti-thetical figures in the novel. In The Bluest Eye, two key characters emerge to
counter Pecola’s lack of identity. First, Cholly Breedlove, Pecola’s father, is one of the
characters who most dramatically impacts Pecola’s persona. Though he has endured the
abandonment of his parents as Pecola has, and though his being black has made him the
victim of social and psychological disenfranchisement, he does not suffer the same
identity crisis as his daughter. Cholly represents what Houston Baker has alluded to as
the freedom to define and/or recreate the self.

Cholly was free . . . Free to feel whatever he felt -- fear, guilt, shame,
love, grief, pity. Free to be tender or violent . . . He could go to jail
and not feel imprisoned, for he had already seen the furtiveness in
the eyes of his jailer, free to say “No, suh,” and smile . . . He was

alone with his own perceptions and appetites, and they alone
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interested him (Baker 147).
Mirroring the African-American male’s sense of Self that was mentioned previously,
Cholly’s presence in the novel grants the reader insight into the difference between the
Black male’s psyche and that of the African-American female. It is the anti-thetical
structure of the three communities of women within the narrative which fosters the
evolutionary process of the black female’s psychical Being.

Diametrically opposed to Pecola’s false sense of Self, the identities of the
communities of women pose alternative perspectives of what it means to be whole and
female. Clenora Hudson-Weems and William Samuel discuss the community of
prostitutes -- China, Poland and Miss Marie -- who are “independent and self-reliant”
(Samuels and Weems 10-30). Though they appear to lead lives which are “free” of
society’s moral codes, their love of self grows and is as fervent as the “hate” they harbor
for men. While Weems and Samuels suggest that this hatred is directed toward men
themselves, it can be argued that, instead, the women hate the fact that males place more
emphasis on women’s physical beauty, and women, therefore, are forced to use their
bodies as means of prospering in a patriarchal society. To modify Claudia’s notion,
“[men] were not the Enemy; the Thing to fear was the Thing that made the [prostitutes],
[or any woman], beautiful.” Fortunately, these women were able to use their hate and
fear as a catalyst for “creative forces” (Samuels and Weems 20). Contrasting Pecola’s
life, “these women’s present lives of venture and adventure” suggest that they possess
tremendous moral, societal, and physical freedom. Most importantly, they are able to

“form a unit akin to a neighborhood” -- a communitas, in which “the crucial element is
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caring for one’s neighbors” (Samuels and Weems 21). Because Pecola had neither grown
up in an environment which cared for her nor had she cultivated a need to care for
herself, the prostitutes show her a positive alternative, or anti-thetical perspective, of
life.

The second group of women is comprised of those who congregate to prepare
Aunt Jimmy for her funeral. They were the older women in the town who had
experienced societal oppression. All of them had witnessed the ways that each of the
other women had acquiesced to the pressure of re-defining herself according to male’s
perspectives, and they had endured the same hard lessons as the prostitutes had.
However, unlike Pecola, these women were older; moreover, they understood that they
could remake themselves for themselves. An example of these women’s claiming their
power to define who they were is evident in the ritual of preparing Aunt Jimmy.
Dressing her in a white wedding dress, “to wear when she met Jesus,” (111) the women
cast aside worldly perceptions of the deceased and re-created a pure, holy acceptable one.
Though Aunt Jimmy most assuredly struggled with her identity in life, the community of
old women ensured that she would be her true Self in death.

The third enclave of women which contrasts Pecola’s persona is that of her peers,
Claudia and Frieda McTeer. Though the girls are young, they have already developed
enough of a sense of Self to know, unlike Pecola, that having blue eyes and blonde hair
will not give them the “wholeness” they desire. A large part of their self-awareness can
be attributed to their stable familial background; however, more significantly, they have

the opportunity to observe Pecola, and they are able to determine that her level of
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consciousness is anti-thetical to their perceptions of life. One of the most important
aspects of this group of young women is the fact that Claudia is the only one within the
group to persevere. She is able to successfully thwart Pecola’s notions about beauty and
self—worthﬂ and develop a self-affirming posture. Additionally, because Claudia is the
narrator, she presents an interesting phenomenological perspective. Though she is the
narrating subject, she occupies the position of object for the reader of the novel
Consequently, because the information presented in the story about race, perception,
community, love and Self affects the reader’s sensibilities, he or she becomes a
simultaneous perceiving subject and perceived object. What is being perceived are the
various psychological perspectives of the African-American female reader. Just as
Claudia gains insight about her own existence by studying Pecola’s story, the reader
learns about her Self by reading Claudia’s account of the story. Essentially, were it
mapped out in a Platonic context, Pecola’s, Maureen’s, Pecola’s parents and Geraldine’s
character’s consciousness would comprise the center of the cave, perceiving shadows and
imprisoned. Claudia and her sister, the community of prostitutes and that of the older
women would occupy the next level of consciousness, thus the reader would be on the
subsequent level peering down on the previous two. Applying Heglian notions to the
structures within the narrative enables the reader to understand that these perspectives,
though spiraling upward toward infinity, or God, which is absolute truth, and the textual
content within The Bluest Eye provides only one dimension about African-American
womanhood. At the end of the novel, Claudia emerges as the liminal heroine; however,

the evolutionary process does not conclude. The evolved Claudia, bearing a new sense of
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self, becomes a thesis for the subject matter of Morrsion’s subsequent novel. The Bluest
Eye 1s replete with racial issues; nevertheless, it obliquely explores the black feminine
difference from the Black Aesthetic. This difference occupies the centre of Morrison’s
second novel (Peach 70). Whereas Morrison’s first novel could be viewed as a novel of
separation in the conceptualized rites of passage ritual, Sula is more a novel of
“threshold,” pressing epistemological boundaries of black feminism. Claudia’s spirit and
sense of black female Self transcends the textual matter of The Bluest Eye, and though
she is not a character in Sula, her spirit and quest for selfhood are reincarnated in the
psyche of those black women who do live “up in the Bottom.”

Literary critics such as Barbara Jean Vargas Coley and Jerry Bryant contend that
while The Bluest Eve explores the ways in which the issue of race has impacted the black
female’s psychological rite of passage, Sula emphasizes black female sexuality.
Additionally, these same critics argue that Morrison creates a diverse community of
women in order to confront pervading social issues of the late 1960°s and early 1970s
such as black nationalism and the black women’s role in the feminist movement. Starkly
contrasting Pecola’s persona, Sula is, according to Roseann Bell, an affirmation of the
black, female nationalist. “Sula rejects the old image of blacks as victims and reaches
for an identity free of the past of racial oppression” (Rice 124). Demonstrating the
presence of historical intertextuality, Sula’s rejection by the larger black community is
mimetic of the response black nationalists received during that volatile period.

There are two female communities in Sula. The first is composed of a family of

self-sufficient characters: Eva Peace, the family’s matriarch; her daughter, Hannah; and
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Eva’s granddaughter, Sula Peace. Together these women form an anti-thetical structure
to the second communitas -- the family of Helene and Nel Wright. Nel, much akin to
Plato’s prisoner, is forced to live an existence of falsehoods which her mother Helene
perpetrates. Though Nel knows her background — she is the daughter of a prostitute --
her mother encourages her to pose as an upstanding member of her community.
Consequently, Nel must deny that part of herself which desires to break from society’s
oppressive, puritanical class struggles. At one point in the narrative, she ventures outside
the Bottom and her consciousness is awakened. For the first time in her life, Nel realizes
how alienated she has been from the “Truth” about her Self. Despite Helene’s attempts
to shelter her, Nel becomes friends with Sula and is thrust into an anti-thetical world of
chaos and discontinuity. Critics perceive the girls’ relationship as one which creates
another, more complete persona that cannot exist when the girls are separate. Naana
Banyiwa-Horne suggests that Sula and Nel “experience total harmony . . . together;”
therefore, “neither feels the need to assert her separate identity” (Banyiwa-Horne 28-31).
Further, Robert Stepto posits that Morrison has put a new twist on the concept of good
and evil by allowing Nel to represent the “good” in her acquiescence to patriarchal
expectations while Sula, the “evil” one, remains an enigmatic presence. Interestingly,
Sula is not, in literary terms, as round a character as Nel. Morrison gives the reader the
most insight about Sula through Hannah, Eva, and Helene. There are several examples
which illustrate Morrison’s technique of alluding to Sula’s character in terms that are
anti-’good”: early in the narrative, Hannah says that she loves her daughter, but “[she]

[just] [doesn’t] like her;” later, when Hannah burns to death, Eva believes Sula watches
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“with interest;” and the reader discovers that Helene likes Sula because she is not at all
like Hannah. Each of these comments may appear insignificant; however, one must bear
in mind the elements that Morrison presented in The Bluest Eve. Just as Claudia’s spirit
is reincamated -- Nel most closely resembles Claudia’s character - so too is the “Thing,”
the “Enemy,” that women must acknowledge in order to achieve a sense of self.
Consequently, Sula is a signifying object for the “Enemy.”

Sula leaves at the end of part one of the novel, and when she and Nel are
reacquainted in part two, their new relationship becomes one which is communally
antithetical. Sula has an affair with Jude, Nel’s husband. Not only does the affair betray
Nel’s friendship, but it also contradicts society’s moral code. Severing the tie between
herself and Nel, Sula, for Nel, embodies the extremist posture that a life of wild
imagination creates. No longer in opposition to the way Helene raised her, Nel
re-envisions her old desire to be one with Sula. At the end of the novel, she is able to see
that both extremes - the puritanical perspective about life as well as one that is more
liberal - must be considered in order to define one’s Self. Much like Claudia’s revelation
about the presence of Pecola in the community, Nel realizes that Sula’s persona was a
necessary presence, allowing her to further explore the possibilities for her life (Bjork
82). Nel and Sula and the community create the dialectic necessary for Nel’s
self-discovery. Morrison’s female persona, however, does not yet evolve into a
conclusive synthetical representation of the black female Self because she continues to
perform the liminal function of Morrison’s collective communitas -- to illustrate the

transcendental nature of “human diversity and potential” (Bjork 82).
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The theme of communitas is recurrent in Toni Morrison’s fourth novel. Tar Baby
(1981), like Sula, is a “threshold” novel in that Morrison continues to reincarnate the
characters’ spirits or consciousness into scenarios which obliquely give insight into
female inyisibility or lack of Being. In this new novel, the female character remains
disconnected from her community and her memory. The only tie she has with the past is
relayed through dreams (Bjork 112). Dreams are phenomena which are neither present
nor absent. The prevalence of dreams in Tar Baby is another indication that the novel
occupies the threshold phase of the liminality. The first two personae, Claudia and Nel,
resurrect in the protagonist, Jadine. While Jadine could not be perceived as an after shot
of Pecola - had Pecola received her blue eyes and blonde hair while maintaining her
sanity - she does provide the reader with insight into what the black female psyche

endures when society’s more popular or palatable views of the Black Aesthetic?

prevail.
Jadine has obtained a formal education, is “attractive,” and ambitious, yet, like the other
members of the Street household, is alienated from society because she does not share a
common tradition or past. Orphaned when she was twelve, Jadine, also known as “Jade,”
does not know her “place,” and, therefore, does not know what it means to be a black
female. Consequently, her psyche is disconnected from her cultural heritage. As was
previously mentioned, the only clues the protagonist has about her past are conveyed
through her dreams. Jadine is often visited by a group of women who stand over her

and her lover Son’s bed:

Cheyenne got in, and then the rest; Rosa and Therese and Son’s
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dead mother and Sally Sarah Sadie Brown and Ondine and Soldier’s
wife Ellen and Francine from the mental institution and her own
dead mother and even the woman in yellow. All there crowding in
the room . . . spoiling her lovemaking, taking away her sex like
succubi, but not his. He fell asleep and didn’t see the women in

the room and she didn’t either but they were there crowding each
other and watching her. Pushing each other -- nudging for space,
they poured out of the dark like ants out of a hive. (258)

Though the protagonist believes that these women are out to destroy her and,
likewise, the identity she has tried so hard to establish, critics suggest that the “night
women” represent that part of her blackness, of her black female Self, which is sacred
and needs to be preserved. The night women represent that past that must be
re-discovered if Jade is to be successful in her rites of passage process. Weems and
Samuels assert that “each of the [night] women represents an authentic existence” and
that none has “lost her contact with her culture.” Further, because of their consciousness,
“the night women have condemned her [Jadine] and so has the narrator of the story”
(Samuels and Weems 144). At one point in the narrative, the narrator asks rhetorically,
“culture bearing black woman, whose culture are you bearing?” (269)

Having adopted Parisian culture, Jadine presents an antithetical perspective to the
night women’s sense of African cultural heritage, and she, therefore, does not recognize
their attempt to “nurture” her back to her “authentic” sensibilities. Considering the social

context within which Tar Baby was written, one could argue that Morrison is addressing
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the emerging bourgeois or Black Urban Professionals (“Buppies”) who chose to adopt
Western culture while suppressing or severing conscious ties to their cultural heritage.
Eventually, though Jadine flees Jamaica, the home of her benefactors, and Morrison
never disgloses exactly how she has been affected by the night women’s’ visit, Jadine’s
struggle with culture and the past as it determines her sense of wholeness is preserved
and resurrected in Morrison’s fifth novel, Beloved (1986).

Prior to Beloved, Morrison did not address elements in the collective
African-American female past which contributed to their developing self-hate and lack of
selfhood. While the author addresses those notions women adopted as a means of
surviving in a male-dominated, racially oppressive, and class-oriented society, not much
attention is placed on the role that slavery played in the suppression of the
African-American female Being. In her essay entitled “Unspeakable Things Unspoken,”
Morrison refers to the pain and the unspeakable suffering that Black females have
endured and acknowledges the repression of those unpleasant phenomena in their
subconscious. Each of the aforementioned novels is set in the twentieth century;
however, Beloved is anachronistically placed in 1873. Morrison chose to reincarnate the
spirit of the black female in a time which is the historical present; therefore, the
characters within the narrative are neither past nor present, real nor imagined, visible nor
invisible; they are on the threshold of being. Beloved is the last in the series of “coming
of age” novels.

Remembering and reconstructing the past are tools that Morrison uses to “give

birth” to Sethe’s murdered daughter Beloved. Just as memory is the black female
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reader’s surrogate mother for Sethe’s persona, re-memory is Beloved’s womb into
Sethe’s temporal world. In the previous novels, each representative of the liminal
heroine -- Claudia, Nel, and Jadine - had a mid-wife or mid-wives, so to speak, who
assisted them in giving birth to their consciousness. Claudia, as the heroine, has the
female prostitutes and the old women, and each of them had Pecola. Nel had
perspectives of her family, the opposing views of Sula’s family, and she had Sula.
Finally, though Jadine is deprived of her biological family, Valerian and Margaret Street,
as well as the night women, form a dialectic which facilitates a birthing process for
Jadine’s psyche.

Unfortunately, Sethe has no one to help her develop what Weems and Samuels
refer to as a “cultural code.” There are those who may argue that Sethe is a member of
three female communitas who helped her in her evolution. Nevertheless, though each of
these groups could provide her with insight about her Self, Sethe is too young, too naive,
and, perhaps, too damaged to personally benefit from her relationship with them.
Ironically, throughout the course of Beloved, Sethe gives birth to herself as a liminal
hero. Such a process begins early on in her development when she learns that, as a slave
girl, she is nothing more than property. Sethe overhears schoolteacher telling his
nephews to “put [Sethe’s] human characteristics on the left; her animal ones on the right”
(100). Later, Sethe discovers that the word “characteristics” is schooteacher’s way of
distinguishing Sethe from her children, and that he intended to sell her children at some
point. Upon learning of her master’s plans, Sethe resolves to run away to Ohio. Her

subsequent flight is the centre of Sethe’s liminality, and though she is spatially and
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temporally removed from the other heroines, Sethe’s running away allows her to achieve
what the others within her conceptualized rites of passage initiation have done -- she
becomes invisible or dead, “temporarily buried,” as it were, between two fixed points --
those of being and becoming. As was mentioned earlier in this discussion, it is during
this period of invisibility that a “special relationship born of solidarity and shared
experience” develops among those undergoing the initiation. This bond manifests itself
in “communitas” -- a special fellowship of members who were “initiation comrades.”

Returning to the focus on the communities of women in Beloved, Sethe’s early
life experiences make her similar to Jadine in that she (Sethe) is a biological and cultural
orphan. Though slave narratives and other accounts attest to the fact that strong female
communitas did exist, Sethe was taken away from her mother at a young age and did not
remember anything she had learmed from the strong women in her family. This is
another aspect of the cultural code Weems and Samuels mention. Much like Claudia,
Sethe is forced to establish her sense of self through a vicarious interaction with three
distinguishable groups of women.

The relationship that Sethe forms with Amy impacts the runaway’s sense of self.
Because Amy does share some of the same characteristics with Sethe —- she is a runaway,
teen-aged orphan and daughter of indentured servants - the acquaintance of the two
young girls could be considered a communitas. Undeniably, Amy endures pain which
parallels Sethe’s, and similar to the relationship forged by Nel and Sula, Sethe and Amy
are anti-thetical characters. Interestingly, though Amy appe<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>