
TRUE AND ANCIENT PROPERTIES: NAMING AND SPIRITS 

IN THE NOVELS OF TONI MORRISON 

A THESIS 

SUBMITTED IN PARTIAL FULFILLMENT OF THE REQUIREMENTS 

FOR THE DEGREE OF MASTER OF ARTS 

IN THE GRADUATE SCHOOL OF THE 

TEXAS WOMAN'S UNIVERSITY 

DEPARTMENT OF LANGUAGE AND LITERATURE 

BY 

BARBARA J. WILCOTS, BA, MA 

DENTON, TEXAS 

AUGUST 1989 



Copyright c Barbara J. Wilcots, 1989 

All rights reserved 

iii 



For Richard: 
"For now he knew what Shalimar knew: 
If you surrendered to the air, 
you could ride it. 

--Song of Solomon 
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TRUE AND ANCIENT PROPERTIES: NAMING AND SPIRITS 
IN THE NOVELS OF TONI MORRISON 

The search for self-knowledge seemingly is as old as 

humankind. Since the ancient Egyptians inscribed "Man, know 

thyself'' above the entrances to their mystery temples more 

than five thousand years ago, humankind has continued its 

quest for self-understanding. 

This quest is a common theme in American literature, 

indeed in all literature. It is particularly strong in the 

writing of African-Americans as their desire for a sense of 

self is heightened by the severing of ties to their ancestry 

by the institution of slavery. Noted African-American 

authors have examined this theme in many celebrated works: 

Ralph Ellison's Invisible Man, Richard Wright's Native Son, 

and James Baldwin's Go Tell It On the Mountain have become 

the standards against which subsequent African-American 

quest novels are measured. 

Toni Morrison, then, shares excellent company as her 

work can be counted among the best of the genre. Her five 

novels, The Bluest Eye ·(New York: Washington Square, 1970), 

Sula (New York: Bantam Books, 1973), Song of Solomon (New 

York: Knopf, 1977), Tar Baby (New York: Knopf, 1981), and 
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Beloved (New York: Knopf, 1987), share the common theme of 

the search for self-actualization. In each of the works, 

Morrison asserts that self-knowledge lies in embracing one's 

"true and ancient properties" -- one's name and heritage. 

Like the quest motif, the concept of seeking and 

accepting one's heritage as the key to self-identity is a 

fairly common one in African-American literature. What sets 

Morrison's work apart is her use of the African survivals, 

naming and ancestral spirits, to represent this concept. 

Much of the criticism of Morrison's work examines the 

quest and heritage themes but focuses on the failures, 

falls, and isolation of the characters. What the criticism 

fails to do is to connect Morrison's use of naming and 

ghosts to these recurring themes and to examine them in 

conjunction with the practices involving naming and 

ancestral spirits which they parallel in African and 

African-American culture. 

This thesis examines Morrison's use of naming (the 

giving of names to one's self and to others) and spirits-

"true and ancient properties"-- in her five novels and 

illustrates their relationships to African and African

American culture. The first chapter elucidates the thesis 

and provides necessary background regarding the African

American's search for self-identity and the importance of 
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names and cultural heritage in that search. It also 

addresses briefly the shortsightedness of much of the 

criticism of Morrison's work and the subsequent importance 

of research from the perspective which this thesis provides. 

The second chapter examines the roots of naming and the 

importance of ancestors and spirits in African culture. It 

addresses the African/African-American worldview and 

examines the necessity of viewing Morrison's work from this 

perspective. 

The third chapter discusses naming and spirits as "true 

and ancient" properties in Morrison's novels. The fourth 

and final chapter discusses what conclusions can be drawn 

from such an examination of Morrison's body of work. 

vii 



DEDICATION. 

ABSTRACT 

Chapter 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

I. THE MYTH OF THE AFRICAN-AMERICAN: 

. iv 

• • V 

A PEOPLE WITHOUT A PAST ........... 1 

II. 

III. 

NAMING AND SPIRITS IN THE AFRICAN 
WORLDVIEW. . . . . . . . . . . . . 

TRUE AND ANCIENT PROPERTIES .. 

Misnaming and Madness in The Bluest 

22 

. 38 

Eye and Sula. . . . . . . . . . . . 40 

Naming, Spirits, and the Search for 
Self in Song of Solomon and Tar Baby .. 71 

Naming and Ancestral Spirits in 
Beloved ................ 99 

IV. TOWARD AN APPRECIATION OF THE AFRICAN/ 
AFRICAN-AMERICAN WORLDVIEW. . ..... 116 

REFERENCES . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 12 5 

viii 



CHAPTER I 

THE MYTH OF THE AFRICAN-AMERICAN: A PEOPLE WITHOUT A PAST 

In 1619 the first shipment of Africans, kidnapped and 

purchased from their homeland, arrived in Virginia, thus, 

initiating the institution of slavery in North America. 

African slaves had long toiled under Spanish and Portuguese 

rule in Latin America, proving their sturdiness and 

adaptability to the conditions of slavery. Recognizing the 

abilities of the Africans, the British soon established 

dominance in the African slave trade, securing it as a way 

of life in the New World. 

Since being wrenched from the arms of their mother 

Africa, African-Americans have wrestled with establishing 

and maintaining an identity in the face of being defined by 

their captors and oppressors. Too often the definition 

given of the African-American has been one of a people 

without a culture, without an identity, without a past, in 

order to justify the socioeconomic order of America. 

Critical to the entrenchment of slavery in America was 

the dehumanization of the African. In order to justify the 

enslavement, the rape, the murder of the Africans, it was 
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first necessary to define them as different from the British 

settlers, as less than human. 

Using the concept of the "Great Chain of Being" as a 

model, the settlers determined that within the hierarchy of 

man the Caucasian was at the top of the scale and the 

African at the bottom. The African was seen as little more 

than an ape--an ape-man, docile and adaptable. Marion 

Berghahn, in Images of Africa in Black American Literature, 

writes that it was commonly believed that the Africans 

belonged to "perhaps the most docile and modifiable of all 

races .... The African slaves were thought to have come 

to the United States as 'blanks'" (29). 

Any characteristics other than those which served to 

reinforce the African's status as slave were seen as 

insignificant or unimportant. The slave traders and owners 

systematically stripped the Africans of ties to their 

homeland. What remained of family ties were severed. True 

names were discarded and American names given in their 

place. African languages were forbidden. African religions 

were seen as superstitions and the Africans as pagans to be 

cleansed by Christianity. 

Thus it was believed that slavery completely erased any 

traces of African culture from the African-American. 

African-Americans are seen as a people without a past 



and, subsequently, without an identity or a future. In The 

Myth of the Negro Past Melville J. Herskovits explains, 

This myth of the Negro past, which validates the 

concept of Negro inferiority, may be outlined as 

follows: 

3 

1. Negroes are naturally of a childlike character, and 

adjust easily to the most unsatisfactory social 

situations, which they accept readily and even 

happily, in contrast to the American Indians, who 

preferred extinction to slavery; 

2. Only the poorer stock of Africa was enslaved, the 

more intelligent members of the African 

communities raided having been clever enough to 

elude the slavers' nets; 

3. Since the Negroes were brought from all parts of 

the African continent, spoke diverse languages, 

represented greatly differing bodies of custom, 

and, as a matter of policy, were distributed in 

the New World so as to lose tribal identity, no 

least common denominator of understanding or 

behavior could have possibly been worked out by 

them; 

4. Even granting enough Negroes of a given tribe had 

the opportunity to live together, and that they 
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had the will and ability to continue their 

customary modes of behavior, the cultures of 

Africa were so savage and relatively so low in the 

scale of human civilization that the apparent 

superiority of European customs as observed in the 

behavior of their masters, would have caused and 

actually did cause them to give up such aboriginal 

traditions as they may otherwise have desired to 

preserve. (1-2) 

Scores of sociologists and authors echo these views. 

Robert Bone writes in The Negro Novel in America, 

When the African slave was torn from his homeland and 

brought to the New World, he was quickly denuded of his 

native culture. Tribal organization, language, family 

structure, religion--all were systematically 

extirpated. In rebuilding his shattered life, he was 

compelled to appropriate his materials from a new 

culture. (3) 

Stanford M. Lyman writes in The Black American in 

Sociological Thought: A Failure of Perspective, 

The black has been deprived of his history, and with 

this deprivation not only the past but also the future 

is wiped out. He has neither known predecessors to 



provide tradition nor unambiguously defined successors 

to instill promise. (443) 
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A 1957 study conducted by E. Franklin Frazier quoted in 

Lawrence W. Levine's Black Culture and Black Consciousness: 

Afro-American Folk Thought from Slavery to Freedom 

concluded, 

Unlike any other racial or cultural minority, the Negro 

is not distinguished by culture from the dominant 

group. Having completely lost his ancestral culture, 

he speaks the same language, practices the same 

religion, and accepts the same values and political 

ideals as the dominant group. (183) 

Consistent with the myth that African-Americans 

retained no elements of African culture is the misconception 

that African-Americans readily discarded their heritage and 

embraced that of the dominant culture. Sociologists and 

historians look to the 1960s as the birth of African

Americans' interest in and acceptance of their African 

heritage when, in truth, the movements of the 1960s were but 

a rebirth of such concepts. 

In the earliest of African-American writings, many of 

the authors saw themselves as Africans in the New World. 

The first African-American writings are considered to be the 

poetry of Jupiter Hammon and Phillis Wheatley. Most often, 



their poetry, which mirrored their masters' concepts of 

Africa, is held as proof that the slaves had forsaken their 

homeland. However, as evidenced by the slave narrative 

published in 1789 titled The Interesting Narrative of the 

Life of Olaudah Eguiano or Gustavas Vassa the African, 

Written by Himself, some African-Americans held favorable 

views of Africa and considered it their home (Black Voices 

23). 

Just three years after the publication of Vassa's 

narrative, Benjamin Banneker, the African-American who 

served on the committee which designed the city of 

Washington, wrote to Thomas Jefferson "condemning the 

degradation and barbarism of slavery and arguing for 

recognition of the human worth and equality of 'the African 

race"' (Black Voices 23). Though bound in America, the 

slaves were yet tied to Africa. 
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Over the years, many African-Americans remained 

constant in their connectedness to Africa. However, due to 

the oppression of slavery, the Jim Crow laws, and their 

miseducation by the dominant culture, the majority of 

African-Americans succumbed to the myth and believed 

themselves to be bereft of heritage and culture. This sense 

of lost identity and the subsequent search for self is 

reflected in the literature of African-Americans from the 



time of slavery, through the rebirth of Pan-Africanism 

during the 1960s, and on into the present. Lucinda 

MacKethan, in her article, "Names to Bear Witness: The 

Theme and Tradition of Naming in Toni Morrison's Song of 

Solomon," describes the quest theme as the "dominant" 

tradition in African-American literature. She writes, 

Works in this ~radition enact quests for identity 

within a culture which systematically denies the black 

person's right to both name and identity as a means of 

denying his or her humanity. (200) 
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Richard Wright, Ralph Ellison, and James Baldwin became 

the standard bearers of the genre of literature which 

chronicled the African-American's quest for self-identity. 

Their works, Native Son, Invisible Man, and Go Tell It on 

the Mountain, defined the search and the seeker. 

Wright attributed the African-Americans' lack of 

identity to "being at odds with the prevailing culture in 

the United States" (Black Voices 32). In a lecture given at 

a New York Public Library in Harlem in 1940, Wright said of 

Bigger Thomas, the protagonist of his Native Son, 

[He] is the product of a dislocated society; he is a 

dispossessed and disinherited man; he is all of this, 

and he lives amid the greatest possible plenty on earth 



and he is looking and feeling for a way out. (Black 

Voices 550) 
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Ellison, who was Wright's junior by five years, had the 

opportunity to read Native Son "as it came out of the 

typewriter" (654). Finding himself "less of a social 

determinist" than Wright, Ellison saw the plight of the 

African-American from a different perspective. Ellison 

describes the nameless protagonist of his novel, Invisible 

Man, as "young, powerless (reflecting the difficulties of 

Negro leaders of the period) ... " (xv). In the prologue 

to the novel, the character explains the title: 

I am an invisible man. No, I am not a spook like those 

who haunted Edgar Allan Poe; nor am I one of your 

Hollywood movie ectoplasms. I am a man of substance, 

of flesh and bone, fiber and liquids--and I might even 

be said to possess a mind. I am invisible, understand, 

simply because people refuse to see me. (3) 

Ellison's Invisible Man won the National Book Award in 

1952 and was named by a Book Week poll in 1965 as "'the most 

distinguished single work' of the past twenty years" (Black 

Voices 192). He writes in the introduction of the thirtieth 

anniversary issue of the novel that he wrote Invisible Man 

in Harlem, "where it drew much of its substance from the 

voices, idioms, folklore, traditions and political concerns 



of those whose racial and cultural origins I share" (ix). 

Like Wright's and Ellison's novels, Baldwin's works 

also grew out of Harlem. His Go Tell It on the Mountain, 

The Fire Next Time, and Nobody Knows My Name examine the 

search for place and identity. Baldwin writes of the 

importance of place and past (the American past) in his 

Notes on Native Son, "We cannot escape our origins, however 

hard we try, those origins which contain the key--could we 

but find it--to all that we later become" (Black Voices 

593). 

Wright, Ellison, and Baldwin were the major African

American literary figures of their time. Their works were 

more widely accepted by the dominant culture than any other 

African-American's before them, yet their ideas were not 

new; they were benefactors of a long and strong African

American literary tradition. Chapman writes in Black 

Voices, 
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There is little general critical recognition of the 

fact that central metaphors and concepts of Ellison and 

Baldwin, like the "invisible man" and "nobody knows my 

name"--the invisibility and denial of identity, the 

facelessness and namelessness, which are associated 

with the Ellison and Baldwin dramatizations of the 

alienated Negro in America -- are actually deeply 



rooted in the group or folk consciousness of black 

America and were given literary expression long before 

Ellison and Baldwin ever appeared on the literary 

scene. (29-30) 
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These and other African-American writers were building 

on a literary legacy left by the slave narratives of 

Gustavas Vassa and Frederick Douglas; the protest poetry of 

George Moses Horton and Claude McKay; the short stories of 

Charles W. Chestnutt, Jean Toomer, Langston Hughes, and Zora 

Neale Hurston; on the critical writings of W. E. B. Du Bois, 

James Weldon Johnson, and Alain Locke; and the 

contributions of many others. Just as the works of Wright, 

Ellison, and Baldwin were not the first of this genre, 

neither do they represent the climax or the culmination. 

They are but one crest in the continuing tide of work in the 

African-American literary tradition. 

Toni Morrison is one author who has fallen heir to this 

extraordinary tradition. The characters of her novels 

experience the invisibleness found in Ellison, the 

namelessness found in Baldwin, the isolation and alienation 

characterized by the work of each of these authors. But 

Morrison moves beyond the standard bearers, reaching deeply 

into African and African-American culture, not only to 



examine the quest for identity, but also to provide the key 

to self-actualization. 
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Examination of Morrison's work reveals that African 

culture did not disappear from African-Americans but is 

manifest not only in their literature, but also in their 

worldview and particularly in their search for self. In 

looking for themselves by looking toward and embracing their 

heritage and ancestry, they are using devices inherent in 

their culture--they are using themselves to find themselves. 

Toni Morrison's works illustrate this concept in that her 

use of naming and spirits in her five novels is steeped in 

African and African-American cultural traditions. 

Morrison's five novels represent a cohesive body of 

work as they employ the same themes, the quest for self and 

the importance of past; yet each enlarges upon the previous 

work. The first novel, The Bluest Eye, deals primarily with 

personal identity. It is the story of Pecola Breedlove, a 

troubled youth whose need for love and acceptance manifests 

itself in a desire for blue eyes. Pecola's search for self 

ends in failure and insanity as a result of her inability to 

find self-love amidst the instability of her home life, 

racial oppression by the white community, and the class 

consciousness of the African-American community. Unable to 

find acceptance anywhere, Pecola retreats into insanity. 



She imagines her eyes the bluest in existence and, thus, 

herself the most lovable and envied person in the world. 
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The second novel, Sula, examines the identities of two 

women and the manner in which they develop in relation to 

one another. Set in the Bottom, a community in the hills 

above Medallion, Ohio, Sula addresses the title character's 

quest for self-fulfillment amidst criticism and ostracism by 

her family, her best friend, and the community in which she 

lives. The story unfolds around the friendship of Sula 

Peace and Nel Wright who complement and even complete one 

another. Sula is the rebel of the duo and Nel the 

conformist. In the novel, Morrison examines the toll life 

takes when women seek their identities in choosing either 

path. 

Song of Solomon, Morrison's third novel, focuses on 

family identity. It is the story of Milkman Dead who 

embarks on a journey in search of gold but finds instead the 

treasure of his identity. In her article "The Quest for 

Self: Triumph and Failure in the Works of Toni Morrison," 

Dorothy Lee writes that Milkman" ... travels from 

innocence to awareness, i.e., from ignorance of origins, 

heritage, identity, and communal responsibility to knowledge 

and acceptance" (353). 



Morrison's fourth and fifth novels, Tar Baby and 

Beloved compound the seai;-_g.h __ for . self .r?.Jt.h ,the problem of 
. .• .... ~,.,, ...... "'."·'···-·· ·~,,~,,~, ' .. ··~ .......... .. 

race identification and actualization. Jadine, the .... · ...... •,,. -. . . ·-· 
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protagonist of Tar Baby, is confronted with the distance she 

has placed between herself and her race by Son who clings to 

his past with a vengeance which does not allow him comfort 

in the present. 

Beloved tells the tragic story of Sethe, her daughter 

Denver, and their haunting guest, Beloved. Sethe is an 

escaped slave who prefers death to the horror of slavery and 

in making that choice, sets in motion the events which take 

place in the novel. Sethe slashes her baby daughter's 

throat with a handsaw in order to save her from slavery. 

Years later, Beloved, the daughter, returns from the dead to 

disrupt Sethe's existence. As in Tar Baby, Beloved 

addresses the problems of either accepting or "holding the 

past at bay" while building upon it in order to embrace the 

future. 

Valerie Smith writes in an article printed in the 

July, 1985, issue of Southern Review, "These stories, in 

general, demonstrate what it means to find inaccessible the 

possessions and attributes that one's culture values" (722). 

Wright, Ellison, and Baldwin, found these "inaccessible 



possessions and attributes" to be rooted in the present 

rather than in the past. 
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In his article "Five Writers and Their African 

Ancestors," printed in PHYLON in 1960, Harold Isaacs writes 

that Wright "does not want an identity made up of what he 

sees as the useless baggage of the past, and in his own past 

sees little that he wants to carry forward with 

him at all'' (257). Wright strongly denied any connections 

between American "blacks" and Africans. He wrote in Black 

Power: 

According to popular notions of "race" there ought to 

be something of "me" down there in Africa. Some 

vestige, some heritage, some vague but definite 

ancestral reality that would serve as a key to unlock 

the hearts and feelings of the Africans whom I'd 

meet. But I could not feel anything African 

about myself, and I wonder, "What does being African 

mean?" ( 3-4). 

Ellison showed less interest in Africa than did Wright 

and also denied any relation between African-Americans and 

Africans. In an interview with Isaacs, Ellison said, "Who 

was it that saw the Americans as 'a people without a history 

but with a new synthesis?' The thing to do is to exploit the 

meaning of the life you have" (Isaacs 320). He continued, 
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For me, the Negro is a member of an America-bound 

cultural group with its own idiom, its own psychology, 

growing out of its preoccupations with certain problems 

for hundreds of years, out of all history. The 

American Negro stock is here, a synthesis of various 

African cultures, then of slavery, and of all the 

experience of Negroes since. . The African content 

of American Negro life is more fanciful than actual. 

(322) 

Baldwin, too, doubted African connections and emphasized the 

importance of an immediate past. He wrote in his journal, 

The African ... has endured privation, injustice, 

medieval cruelty; but the African has not yet endured 

the alienation of himself from his people, his past. 

His mother did not sing "Sometimes I Feel Like a 

Motherless Child," and he has not, all his life long, 

ached for acceptance in a culture which pronounced 

straight hair and white skin the only acceptable 

beauty. They face each other, the Negro and the 

African, over a gulf of three hundred years. 

324) 

(Isaacs 

Morrison believes in bridging that "gulf," recognizing 

the importance not only of the American past but of the 

African past as well. Unlike Wright, Ellison, and Baldwin, 



she looks toward the past in search of these "inaccessible 

attributes." Morrison dedicates her novel, Tar Baby, to 

five women and "each of their sisters, all of whom knew 

their true and ancient properties" (dedication page). The 

"true and ancient properties" which she describes in Tar 

Baby are the "inaccessible attributes"--the names and 

ancestry that are important in each of her novels. 
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The emphasis on names and ancestral spirits varies from 

one of Morrison's novels to the next. However, the message 

that each carries in her works remains the same. Morrison's 

message is that the key to self-identity, self-knowlege, or 

self-actualization lies in the ability to make one's name 

one's own and to embrace one's past and heritage, taking 

from them that which is important in building for the 

future. 

Morrison's interest in names and ancestry arises 

naturally from her personal life. She never knew the "real" 

names of her father's friends, and in an interview with 

Thomas LeClai~ printed in The New Republic, she explained, 

"They used other names. A part of that had to do with 

cultural orphanage, part of it with the rejection of the 

name given to them under circumstances not of their 

choosing" (Leclair 28). Morrison continues, 
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If you come from Africa, your name is gone. It is 

particularly problematic because it is not just your 

name but your family, your tribe. When you die, how 

can you connect with your ancestors if you have lost 

your name? That's a huge psychological scar. The best 

thing you can do is take another name which is yours 

because it reflects something about you or your own 

choice. ( 28) 

Morrison imbues her writing with her personal values 

which are inextricably tied to the African-American 

experience. In her interview with Leclair, Morrison 

discussed her purpose in writing: 

I think long and carefully about what my novels ought 

to do. They should clarify the roles that have become 

obscured; they ought to identify those things in the 

past that are useful and those things that are not; and 

they ought to give nourishment. (26) 

Much of the criticism of Morrison's work falls short in 

examining the related themes of her novels. The critics 

focus on the individual failures of Morrison's characters or 

embrace peripheral points in the works and declare them 

dominant themes. They often recognize the quest theme in her 

works but overlook Morrison's key to that quest or the role 



that African culture plays in both the search and its 

solution. 

Together, the critics provide bits of insight to 

Morrison's puzzle but do not seem to put all the pieces 

together. Lee focuses on the failed quests of the 

characters, not recognizing, as Jean Strouse does in her 

article "Toni Morrison's Black Magic," that "In all of 

Morrison's stories, seeking or denying one's cultural roots 

is more important than happy endings" (337). 
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Jane Bakerman writes of female initiation in Morrison's 

works and posits that the female characters in The Bluest 

Eye, Sula, and Song of Solomon did not succeed in their 

initiation experiences because they failed to love and be 

loved by men. Barbara Christian writes in "Community and 

Nature: The Novels of Toni Morrison" that "Song of Solomon 

is structurally based on the conflict between this 

preoccupation with earthly matters and the need to fly" 

(61). Angelita Reyes describes Song of Solomon as a "quest 

story with Biblical and folkloric motifs" whose central 

theme is "bridging the gap" between "southern black culture" 

and "middle-class Euro-American community values" (Reyes 

19). In "Theme, Characterization and Style in the Works of 

Toni Morrison" Darwin Turner finds a similar theme in Tar 

Baby. He writes that the characters in the novel were 



"created solely to demonstrate the clash of class and 

culture" (369). 

19 

Reyes also examines "ancient properties" in her article 

"Ancient Properties in the New World: The Paradox of the 

'other' in Toni Morrison's Tar Baby": 

When the old woman Therese tells Son why he should 

forget Jadine Childs, she sums up the central theme in 

Toni Morrison's novel, Tar Baby: Black people of the 

New World diaspora must not lose sight of their African 

consciousness. From the onset of her literary career, 

Toni Morrison has been writing about the "ancient 

properties" of black men and women in the New World. 

In all of her previous novels ... she has been deeply 

concerned with the preservation of black folklore and 

with sustaining positive black cultural values .. 

As a writer of the African diaspora, Morrison is linked 

or "connected" . to the collective unconsciousness of the 

Old World and the ancestors from the Past. Toni 

Morrison does not dwell in the Past but consciously 

represents in her writing the psyche-cultural and 

mythic properties of the Past in order to understand 

the Present. (19-20) 

MacKethan addresses the manner in which Morrison 

employs the device of naming in Song of Solomon: 



She explores the many options available within the 

power to name that belong rather uniquely to the black 

man and woman within American culture and emerges with 

a novel that affirms both the heritage of the name as 

"gift" of others and the function of the name as 

"witness bearer" to an individual's treasure of 

selfhood. (202) 

Reyes, MacKethan, and others have focused on the 

important elements in Morrison's works but do not seem to 

recognize their relationships, nor do they see the vital 

connection to African culture. In order to comprehend this 

vital link and to grasp the magnitude of Morrison's 

accomplishments, one must consider her entire body of work, 

recognizing the themes which bind them. 
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Vital to this conception is Morrison's view of herself 

as she fits into the scheme of life and the growth she has 

experienced through her writing. In an interview with 

author Gloria Naylor, Morrison related the story of her 

"dead girl." Morrison said that at one point in her life 

she had begun to feel as if she did not belong in the world 

anymore. She felt herself "dead" and began to seek that 

"dead girl" who came to represent everyone who is not seen 

or heard. Through her writing, Morrison began to rescue the 

"dead girl": 



Bit by bit I had been rescuing her from the grave of 

time and inattention. Her fingernails maybe in the 

first book; face and legs, perhaps, the second time. 

Little by little bringing her back into living life. 
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So that now she comes running when called--walks freely 

around the house, sits down in a chair; looks at me, 

listens to Gloria Naylor and anybody else she wants to. 

She cannot lie. Doesn't know greed or vengeance. Will 

not fawn or pontificate. There is no room for pupils 

in her eyes. She is here now, alive. I have 

seen, named and claimed her--and oh what company she 

keeps. ( 593) 

Morrison's description of finding herself--the dead 

girl-- embodies both the concepts of naming and spirits. 

With this insight, we can begin to ~xamine the body of 

Morrison's work and to piece together the "dead girl" who 

has come to know her "true and ancient properties" and, 

thus, has learned to live. 



CHAPTER II 

NAMING AND SPIRITS IN THE AFRICAN WORLDVIEW 

Her major complaint regarding the criticism of her 

work, says Toni Morrison, is the misinterpretations 

resulting from the misdirected perceptions of critics: 

Critics of my work have often left something to be 

desired, in my mind, because they don't always evolve 

out of the culture, the world, the given quality out of 

which I write. Other kinds of structures are imposed on 

my works, and therefore they are either praised or 

dismissed on the basis of something that I have no 

interest in whatever, which is writing a novel 

according to some structure that comes out of a 

different culture. I am trying very hard to use the 

characteristics of the art form that I know best, and 

to succeed or fail on those criteria rather than on 

some other criteria. I tend not to explain things very 

much, but I long for a critic who will know what I mean 

when I say "church" or "community," or when I say 

"ancestor" or "chorus." Because my books come out of 

those things and represent how they function in the 

black cosmology. (McKay 425) 
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Though informed by a Western cultural perspective, 

Morrison's works grow out of and represent an 

African/African-American worldview. Her use of language, 

the rhythm with which she writes, the oral quality of her 

work are African/African-American in their origin. Her 

sense of community and place, her concepts of time and 

nature are undeniably African/African-American. Her 

perspective of good and evil, of success and failure, again, 

are African/African-American. The manner in which she 

examines the universal themes of the search for identity, 

filial relationships and responsibilities, friendship, love, 

is African/African-American in its approach. 

One need not be African or African-American to 

appreciate the magnitude of what Morrison accomplishes in 

her work. However, one must recognize that cosmologies 

other than the Western worldview exist within Western 

society--cosmologies which are neither less valid nor less 

important than the dominant perspective. One also must be 

willing to attempt to approach Morrison's work from an 

alternative worldview, the African/African-American 

perspective. 

In order to recognize and examine naming and spirits in 

Morrison's novels as African survivals, one must first 

acquire a basic understanding of the African world from 



which they survived. In examining this world and 

considering that the African people consist of numerous and 

varied peoples with multifarious views, religions, 

philosophies, and ways of life, one might question the 

feasibility of determining an "African" worldview without 

resultant gross generalizations. Despite the enormity of 

the various African views one must consider, defining an 

"African" worldview is possible as many similar tenets of 

philosophy and religion pervade much of the continent and 

its people. Folklorist Harold Courlander explains, 
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There are many cultural developments and concepts that 

over centuries and millennia have permeated most of the 

continent .... River highways and camel caravans have 

carried not only men and goods, but information, 

traditions, tales and beliefs .... Thus the 

literature of Africa reflects ideas, themes, 

suppositions and truths that are widely shared, at the 

same time that it reveals creations unique to and 

particularized by a tribe, village or region. 

(Courlander 2-4) 

In this chapter, the discussion of the African 

worldview in reference to naming, spirits, and ancestor 

reverence reflects the practices and beliefs of various 

African peoples. Important to this discussion is the 
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recognition that all societies are dynamic. African 

societies have undergone and continue to experience dramatic 

change. Hence this examination of an African worldview and 

naming, spirits, and ancestor reverence should not be 

considered a definitive discussion, one which expresses the 

views of all Africans for all times. Rather, it presents an 

overview of those "traditional" philosophies which inform 

the perspective from which Africans and their African

American descendents view the world. 

Dr. Na-im Akbar, a clinical psychologist, professor of 

psychology at Florida State University, and author of Chains 

and Images of Psychological Slavery, speaking at The African 

Origin of Civilization Conference in Dallas, Texas on April 

29, 1989, noted, 

It is important to understand that the nature of the 

African world is a world that is unique within the 

dynamics of how people see and organize reality. It is 

important to understand the workings and the concepts 

of African people within the context of African 

reality. If we don't do that, we are prone to the 

kinds of distortions and confusion that is so 

characteristic of the Euro-centric attempt to analyze 

what is a reality that they know nothing about .. 

African people ... have always conceived of the world 
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as being a spiritual entity. Africans have always 

assumed that the reality was the invisible. They have 

always assumed that the nature of what could be seen 

was no more than at best a reflection of what was, that 

the essence and the substance of things was out of 

sight, hidden underneath and operating in unpredictable 

and unobservable ways, and you could only infer what 

really was by what you could see. The empiricist 

judges reality by what the five senses can see. The 

African mind judges reality by what the inner senses 

give him. 

Because of the African view of reality as spiritual as 

described by Akbar, studies done from a Western worldview of 

African societies and their religious practices often 

reveal, among other things, that Africans are polytheistic 

and that they count their ancestors among the deities which 

they worship. In addition to polytheism and ancestor 

worship, terms such as superstition, fetishism, animism, and 

paganism have been inappropriately applied to African 

religions. 

Studies done by theologians such as John S. Mbiti and 

Geoffrey Parrinder recognize the bias inherent in such 

descriptions and contribute a great deal toward a better 

understanding of African religion and, subsequently, the 



African worldview. Mbiti and Akbar point out that religion 

permeates every aspect of African life. Additionally, 

Africans find God manifest in everything, animate and 

inanimate. Mbiti writes, 

According to African peoples, man lives in a religious 

universe, so that natural phenomena and objects are 

intimately associated with God. They not only 

originate from Hirn but also bear witness to Hirn. 

(African Religions 62) 
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The African's personifications of God's manifestations 

in nature often are referred to as "nature spirits." This 

category of spirits is thought to be created by God to 

control natural phenomena. They often are divided into "sky 

spirits" and "earth spirits." Natural phenomena associated 

with the sky, such as rainbows, shooting stars, thunder, 

lightning, rain, wind, and the like, are considered to be 

either spirits or to be inhabited by spirits. Earth spirits 

are thought to inhabit trees, lakes, rivers, mountains, 

animals, and such. 

Parrinder writes that "All the great waters, and many 

lesser ones, are believed to be inhabited by powerful 

beings .... Lakes too are believed to be inhabited by 

spirits" (African Mythology 82). In West African Religions, 

he writes, 



Some peoples consider that the spirit which inhabits 

the tree is particularly concerned with the fertility 

of human beings. The souls of those about to be born 

may be said to live in trees, or thickets of bamboos. 

( 54) 

Believing that God's spirit is present in all things, 

Africans then believe that all of nature should be revered. 

One should ask permission or provide an offering to those 

things in nature of which one makes use. This reverence is 

mistaken for worship by the Western observer. Mbiti 

explains that Africans seek to establish a "direct 

relationship with the world around them" in order to make 

use of the "visible and invisible parts of the universe" 

(Introduction 39): 

Man is not the master of the universe; he is only the 

centre, the friend, the beneficiary, the user. For 

that reason he has to live in harmony with the 

universe, obeying the laws of natural, moral and 

mystical order. If these are unduly disturbed, it is 

man who suffers most. African peoples have come to 

these conclusions through long experience, observation 

and reflection. (Introduction 39) 
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Africans' association with another category of spirits, 

human spirits, often is considered ancestor worship. 
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Ancestor reverence is practiced by many African peoples, yet 

not all of the dead are ancestors and not all ancestors are 

revered. 

The category of human spirits is divided into two 

groups. The first consists of those thought to be the 

spirits of humans who have died and have lost their names, 

meaning they are no longer remembered by their descendants. 

According to Mbiti, this "mode of the spirits is a 

depersonalization" and means "the withering of the 

individual, so that his personality evaporates, his name 

disappears and he becomes less and not more of a person: a 

thing, a spirit and not a man anymore" (African Religions 

103). This group is dreaded and feared by the living. 

These lost spirits, called ghosts, are thought to possess 

human beings and cause insanity, deafness and dumbness, and 

other diseases such as meningitis. They also are thought to 

provide diviners and medicine men some of their knowledge. 

These ghosts are neither inherently good nor evil but can be 

responsible for both. 

The second category of spirits is called the "living 

dead," the deceased of up to five generations. Their 

families still know their names and have memories of them. 

Mbiti writes, 



They return to their human families from time to time, 

and share meals with them, however symbolically [e.g. 

the pouring of libations]. When they appear, . 
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they enquire about family affairs, and may even warn of 

impending danger or rebuke those who have failed to 

follow their special instructions. They are the 

guardians of family affairs, traditions, ethics and 

activities. (African Religions 108) 

According to Mbiti, because the living-dead spirits 

have a "foot in both worlds" and can speak the language of 

the living and of the spirits, humans often seek their help 

for "minor needs in life." Because the elders generally are 

closest to death they are thought to be closest to the 

spirit world and are called upon to intercede on a family 

member's behalf. As they believe it is rude to ask God 

something directly, family members also seek their 

ancestors' intercession in prayer. 

Dreams also are a means of communicating with the 

ancestors. Luisah Teish writes that the living family and 

the ancestor can develop a "secret language" or system of 

symbols with which to exchange information. She contends 

that in Native American cultures "dreaming and dying are 

closely linked," and that "people who consciously control 



their sleep patterns can make the transition from life to 

death as easily as going to sleep" (98-99). 

Another method of contacting the deceased is by 

"carrying the corpse." Parrinder describes an occasion on 

which he witnessed this practice: "A rolled mat containing 

the nails and hair of the deceased and wrapped in a blue 

cloth was carried on the shoulder of two women" (West 

African Religions 151). 

He addresses this practice and beliefs associated with 

ancestor reverence in his work: 
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Belief in the continued existence and influence of the 

departed fathers of the family and tribe is very strong 

in all West Africa. Not only are the ancestors revered 

as past heroes, but they are felt to be still present, 

watching over the household, directly concerned in all 

the affairs of the family and property ..•. They are 

the guardians of the tribal traditions and history. 

(115) 

Family members show their respect and keep the departed 

"alive" by pouring out drink or setting out food for them 

during meals. They hold ceremonies to seek the advice or 

assistance of the departed. Parrinder describes a Yoruba 

ancestral ceremony: 
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The great annual appearances of the Egungun are the 

chief communal ancestral rites of the Yoruba. In early 

June, the time of farming, when the help of the 

ancestors is most needed, their visible representatives 

appear .... When the robed figures appear in the 

town, often twenty or thirty of them at a time, they 

walk through the excited crowds, preceded by their 

attendants and policemen ... e They have been called 

"all Souls" festivals, when the dead are remembered and 

their continued existence in the world beyond is 

affirmed. (West African Religion 123) 

Reincarnation is another affirmation of the ancestors' 

existence. In many African societies, the living dead are 

thought to return in new born babies. When a baby is born 

with features similar to the deceased, the ancestor is 

thought to have come back in the child. The child might be 

given an ancestor's name in honor and remembrance of the 

departed. 

Names and naming are extremely important in African 

societies, and naming customs are many and varied. Almost 

all names mean something in African societies. Walter 

Sangree examines names and naming and their relationships to 

ancestor reverence in his article, "Youth as Elders and 

Infants as Ancestors: The Complementarity of Alternate 



Generations, Both Living and Dead in Tiriki, Kenya, and 

Irigwe, Nigeria." Sangree explains that Tiriki children 

never receive the names of living relatives but are given 

names of ancestors by their grandparents. The grandparents 

must select an appropriate name for the child and find 

comfort that the child will remember them when he or she 

becomes a grandparent and will bestow their names on his or 

her own grandchildren. 
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Not all African children are named for ancestors. The 

circumstances of birth--the day, the time, the place, the 

child's position in the family, multiple births--all may 

affect the naming of the child. Some societies name 

children twice. Fon children are given a "day name" on the 

day of birth and don't receive a "personal name" until the 

eighth day after they are born. In other societies, if 

previous children have died, the newborn's name may reflect 

this. Parents also may give the child an animal name or an 

"ugly name" to keep the "ghost mothers" responsible for the 

death of previous children away from the new born. Names 

may reflect the attitudes of the parents--if they had waited 

and prayed for a child for some time or if they had 

quarrelled during the pregnancy. Religious beliefs and 

family backgrounds also may play a role in a child's name. 

According to Mbiti, "In some countries such as Burundi, 
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Rwanda, Uganda and Sudan, the name of God is often made part 

of the child's name" (Introduction 89). They also use 

religious names from their faiths and sacred books. 

Naming customs are not reserved for birth rites. In 

many societies, an individual continues to amass names 

throughout his or her life. Herskovits discusses this 

practice and the importance of "real" names in The Myth of 

the Negro Past: 

Names are of great importance in West Africa. Names 

are given at stated periods in an individual's life, 

and, as among all folk where magic is important, the 

identification of a "real" name with the personality of 

its bearer is held to be so complete that this "real" 

name, usually the one given him at birth by a 

particular relative, must be kept secret lest it come 

into the hands of someone who might use it in working 

evil magic against him. That is why, among Africans, a 

person's name may in so many instances change with 

time, a new designation being assumed on the occasion 

of some striking occurrence in his life, or when he 

goes through one of the rites marking a new stage in 

his development. (190) 

Herskovits writes of naming as an African survival in 

the New World; and, indeed, the importance, if not all of 



the practices, has survived in African-Americans from times 

of slavery to the present. Herskovits documents instances 

in Mississippi where children born of slaves were not named 

until they were nine days and, in some instances, one month 

old. 
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MacKethan found in a study of African-American 

autobiographies collected by Sidonie Smith that "the rite of 

naming came to symbolize the act of liberation" for slaves 

(200). Such beliefs were still held more than one hundred 

years later as civil rights activists debated the 

significance of individual and race names. In the 

Autobiography of Malcolm X, X wrote that he renounced his 

"slave name," Little, and adopted an "X" as most Muslims do 

to symbolize the "true African family name" they would never 

know (199). 

An article written in Ebony in 1967 by Lerone Bennett, 

Jr. addressed the position of the activists: 

Even the name "Negro" is today the subject of intense 

debate among Negroes. . . . the pr_o-black contingent 

contends that names are of the essence of the game of 

power and control. (Black Voices 28) 

The same political controversy continues in 1989 as 

Americans of African descent debate whether the race should 

be called "Black" or "African-American." 



Just as the importance of names and naming have 

survived the middle passage and slavery, so has a belief in 

spirits. Levine writes that ghosts were "as common as pig 

tracks" to the slave (79). Ghost stories and tales of the 

supernatural abound in African-American folktales. Just as 

their ancestors did, African-American slaves often linked 

the existence of spirits with religion: 
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"Does I believe in spirits?" Charles Hayes asked. "Sha 

I does. When Christ walked on de water, de Apostles 

was skeered he was a spirit, but Jesus told dem dat he 

warn't no spirit, dat he was as 'live as dey was .. 

He tol' em dat spirits couldn't be teched, dat dey jus' 

melted when you tried to. So, Mistis, Jesus musta 

meant dat dere was sich a thing as spirits." (Levine 

57) 

According to Levine, slaves believed that spirits 

inhabit lakes, rivers, forests, trees and on occasion one 

another just as their ancestors believed. They often told 

stories of ghosts returning to haunt wicked masters. Some 

even buried their dead face down to prevent the return of 

the spirit. Levine found that the slaves saw spirits "in 

the African tradition": 

That is, they were natural phenomena and by no means 

invariably a source of fear. The ghosts of loved ones 



frequently returned to render aid and protection, give 

counsel, and even occasionally point the way to hidden 

treasure. ( 7 9 ) 
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In numerous interviews, Toni Morrison has discussed the 

relevance of ghosts and the supernatural in African-American 

life. She tells that she was "brought up" on ghost stories 

and wanted to include that part of her heritage in her 

writing: 

I also wanted to use black folklore, the magic and 

superstitious part of it. Black people believe in 

magic. Once a woman asked me, "Do you believe in 

ghosts?" I said, "yes. Do you believe in germs?" It's 

part of our heritage. (Watkins 50) 

Naming and spirits are a part of the African-American 

heritage. They are African survivals yet alive in the New 

World. Morrison's work reflects this heritage, not because 

of her knowledge of African culture, but because she is in 

touch with African-American culture. Close examination of 

Morrison's work reveals the strains of African heritage 

inherent in her use of naming and spirits and the nuances of 

change effected by life in the New World. 



CHAPTER III 

TRUE AND ANCIENT PROPERTIES 

In Morrison's view, the successful search for self

identity originates and culminates with love. In her 

novels, the capacity to love self, others, family, race, or 

humanity hinges upon one's ability to recognize one's true 

and ancient properties--to make one's name one's own and to 

embrace one's past, taking from it that which enhances self

actualization and discarding that which encumbers it. 

As names represent true properties in Morrison's novels, 

spirits represent ancient properties--the past. In her 

work, as in many African cultures, naming and spirits are 

inexorably linked. Morrison takes three distinctive 

approaches in delineating this link as she examines the 

power of naming and spirits and their relationship to the 

ability to love. 

In her first two novels, The Bluest Eye and Sula, 

Morrison examines the protagonists' inability to love or 

accept themselves or be loved and accepted by others. They 

are, in the African worldview, tormented by lost spirits 

because those who affect their lives have lost touch with 
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their names and pasts. The characters are misnamed in these 

novels, and spirits are manifested in madness. 

In Song of Solomon and Tar Baby, the protagonists, 

unlike those of the previous novels, may exercise options in 

confronting their pasts and in the act of naming. They may 

choose to claim their names and build upon the past or to 

sever the ties and become lost in the future. These novels 

encompass self-love, familial love, and love of one's race. 

Morrison's last novel, Beloved, provides the foundation 

for the previous four. Beloved addresses the conditions 

which precipitated the African-American's search for self. 

It illustrates how African-Americans were denied the right 

to name and love themselves and one another and how love 

survives despite the denial. 
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Misnaming and Madness in The Bluest Eye and Sula 

Madonne Miner writes in "Lady No Longer Sings the 

Blues: Rape, Madness, and Silence in The Bluest Eye," 

As described by various psychologists and 

psychoanalysts, the process of identity construction 

and personal integration involve an extremely sensitive 

and constantly shifting balance between seeing and 

being seen--so that, for example, only after an infant 

sees itself reflected in the mother's eyes (that is, 

given a presence) can the infant, through its own eyes, 

bestow a presence on others. (184) 

In The Bluest Eye, Pecola Breedlove has no presence, 

can construct no identity because the reflection she sees in 

the eyes of her mother, her father, and nearly everyone she 

encounters is one of loathing. At 11 years of age, Pecola 

has never known love or acceptance because she believes she 

is ugly. Everyone in her family accepts the shawl of 

ugliness: 

Except for the father, Cholly, whose ugliness (the 

result of despair, dissipation, and violence directed 

toward petty things and weak people) was behavior, the 

rest of the family--Mrs. Breedlove, Sammy Breedlove, 

and Pecola Breedlove--wore their ugliness, put it on, 
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so to speak, although it did not belong to them .... 

It was as though some mysterious all-knowing master had 

given each one a cloak of ugliness to wear, and they 

had each accepted it without question. The master had 

said, "You are ugly people." They had looked about 

themselves and saw nothing to contradict the statement ; 

saw, in fact, support for it leaning at them from every 

billboard, every movie, every glance. "Yes," they had 

said. "You are right." And they took the ugliness in 

their hands, threw it as a mantle over them, and went 

about the world with it. (The Bluest Eye 34) 

Their conviction in their ugliness is reflected not 

only in their eyes, but also in their actions. Cholly finds 

solace in drinking and fighting with his wife, and his rare 

attempts at love result in rape. Mrs. Breedlove finds 

beauty in the blond-haired, blue-eyed child she cares for 

and consolation for her powerlessness in the pride she takes 

in her work. Sammy runs away, and Pecola prays. Pecola 

lives in a world where blue eyes have value and black skin 

does not, so she prays, "each night, without fail" for blue 

eyes: 

It had occurred to Pecola some time ago that if her 

eyes, those eyes that held the pictures, and knew the 



sights--if those eyes of hers were different, that is 

to say, beautiful, she herself would be 

different .... If she looked different, beautiful, 

maybe Cholly would be different, and Mrs. Breedlove 

too. Maybe they'd say, "Why look at pretty-eyed 

Pecola. We mustn't do bad things in front of those 

pretty eyes." (40) 
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When Pecola's dream for blue eyes is realized, the result is 

madness. 

Although the narrator posits that one can only "take 

refuge in how" Pecola's story unfolds, an examination of 

naming and spirits in the novel reveals the why. In the The 

Bluest Eye, Morrison's characters use naming to malign, to 

protect, to show ownership, and to reveal broken ties to 

ancestry. Each of the characters affected by naming in the 

novel are connected and important to Pecola. 

As her rapist, her father Cholly is very much 

responsible for Pecola's state of insanity. Equally 

responsible is Soaphead Church who, through his "magical" 

powers, bestows blue eyes on Pecola. Miner suggests Cholly 

and Soaphead's reactions to Pecola's self-loathing are 

similar in their motivation: 

In its emotional complications, Soaphead's response to 

Pecola's request resembles Cholly's response to 



Pecola's defeated stance; both men move through 

misdirected feelings of love, tenderness, and anger. 

(188) 
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Cholly and Soaphead's inabilities to express love 

properly result from their inability to love or accept 

themselves. The novel's descriptions of Cholly and 

Soaphead's pasts and the manner in which they acquired their 

names offer an understanding of their misdirected attempts 

at love: 

When Cholly was four days old, his mother wrapped him 

in two blankets and one newspaper and placed him on a 

junk heap by the railroad. His Great Aunt Jimmy, who 

had seen her niece carrying a bundle out of the back 

door, rescued him .... He had four years of school 

before he got courage enough to ask his aunt who and 

where his father was. 

said. 

"That Fuller boy, I believe it was," his aunt 

"What name he have?" asked Cholly. 

"Fuller, Foolish." 

"I mean what his given name?" 

"Oh." She closed her eyes to think, and sighed. 

"Can't recollect nothing no more. Sam, was it? Yeh. 



Samuel. No. No, it wasn't. It was Samson. Samson 

Fuller." 

"How come you all didn't name me Samson?" 

Cholly's voice was low. 
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"What for? He wasn't nowhere around when you was 

born. Your mamma didn't name you nothing. The nine 

days wasn't up before she throwed you on the junk heap. 

When I got you I named you myself on the ninth day. 

You named after my dead brother. Charles Breedlove. A 

good man. Ain't no Samson never come to no good end." 

(The Bluest Eye 105-106) 

Cholly's naming resembles the practice of the Fon, who 

name their children on the eighth day after birth. As 

documented by Herskovits, slaves in Mississippi named their 

children on the ninth day, just as Cholly was named. Also 

like his African ancestors, Cholly was named for a dead 

relative. However, unlike his predecessors, Cholly finds 

little comfort in his naming. He never learns to make his 

name his own. He feels his name should have been Samson, 

and the name Charles Breedlove will always belong to his 

dead great uncle. 

Morrison's description of Cholly's naming also depicts 

the severing of ties to his heritage. His mother abandoned 

him twice--on the junk pile and again after Aunt Jimmy 
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retrieved him. His father rejected him twice, abandoning 

him before he was born and sending him away when Cholly 

searches for and finnds him after Aunt Jimmy's death. Cholly 

never learns to accept the loss of love in his past; 

subsequently, he never learns to love in the present. 

Like Cholly, Soaphead Church had no mother's eyes in 

which to find his own reflection. His mother died soon 

after he was born. Soaphead's father offered him discipline 

and "controlled violence" instead of love. Born of a people 

with a strong hatred of all black peoples, Soaphead, too, 

despised his own people. Yet he settled among them in 

Loraine, Ohio, and there acquired his colorful name: 

Although his given name was printed on the sign in his 

kitchen window and on the business card he circulated, 

he was called by the townspeople Soaphead Church. No 

one knew where the "Church" part came from--perhaps 

somebody's recollection of his days as a guest 

preacher .... But everybody knew what "Soaphead" 

meant--the tight, curly hair that took on and held a 

sheen and wave when pomaded with soap lather. (132) 

After she was raped and had become pregnant by her 

father, Pecola went to Soaphead, his card announcing his 

powers clutched in her hand, and asked him to give her blue 

eyes. Soaphead's own self-hatred allowed him to find Pecola 
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ugly, too; and her request, therefore, was reasonable to 

him. Thus, hating himself and angry with God for making him 

what he was, Soaphead gave Pecola what she wanted. He then 

sat down and wrote God a letter: 

Att: TO HE WHO GREATLY ENNOBLED HUMAN NATURE BY 

CREATING IT 

Dear God: 

The Purpose of this letter is to familiarize you 

with facts which either have escaped your notice, or 

which you have chosen to ignore. (139) 

Soaphead writes to God of his life, his pain, his anger and 

hatred, and finally of Pecola. He tells God that Pecola 

came to him for blue eyes after He had ignored her requests 

for too long: 

She came to me for them. She had one of my cards. 

(Card enclosed.) By the way, I added the Micah--Elihue 

Micah Whitcomb. But I am called Soaphead Church. I 

cannot remember how or why I got the name. What makes 

one name more a person than another? Is the name the 

real thing then? And the person only what his name 

says? Is that why to the simplest and friendliest of 

questions: "What is your name?" put to you by Moses, 

You would not say, and said instead "I am who I am." 

Like Popeye? I Yam What I Yam? Afraid you were, 



weren't you, to give out your name? Afraid they would 

know the name and then know you? Then they wouldn't 

fear you [God]?. (142) 
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In questioning God about names, Soaphead addresses 

beliefs found in the African worldview. As discussed by 

Mbiti, Herskovits, and Parrinder, names and naming are 

extremely important in African culture (see Chapter II). 

Mbiti writes, "The name is considered in African societies 

to be very much part of the personality of the person" 

(Introduction 87). Keith Byerman notes that in some African 

cultures the name is the "expression of the soul," and to 

"lose the name" is an "offense against the spirit" (201). 

African cultures have thousands of names for God which 

reflect what he is to them. Although Soaphead suggests that 

God wants to be feared, in the African worldview God is not 

feared. He is called "Friend" and the "Greatest of 

Friends." According to Mbiti, 

People feel at home with him, believing that he is 

trustworthy, faithful, close to them and ready to help 

them just as a true human friend would do. Because he 

is their Friend, they can speak to him or with him 

freely as they wish. They know that he is always there 

for them. (Introduction 47-48) 
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Soaphead is removed from this worldview. He does not know 

the God of his ancestors. Neither does he know himself. He 

admits that he does not know how he obtained his name. 

Though he tries to name himself, he cannot. No one 

acknowledges his true name, and even he accepts the name 

Soaphead Church given to him by others. Soaphead does not 

love himself; he has not known love, and he cannot show 

love. He believes, however, that he has loved Pecola by 

providing her blue eyes: 

I gave her those blue eyes she wanted. Not for 

pleasure, and not for money. I did what You did not, 

could not, would not do: I looked at that ugly little 

black girl, and I loved her. (143) 

Like Cholly's, Soaphead's "love" of Pecola is not love 

at all. It is hatred disguised. Mrs. Breedlove, on the 

other hand, does not conceal her contempt, as evidenced in 

the following episode. Pecola and her friends Claudia and 

Frieda go to the house where Mrs. Breedlove works to pick up 

laundry. As they wait in the kitchen for Mrs. Breedlove to 

bring in the basket, they notice a hot berry cobbler. While 

they examine the pie, a small "yellow-haired" child enters 

and asks where Polly is. 

Perhaps embarrassed or nervous, Pecola spills the 

cobbler, splattering blueberries on the floor and hot juices 



on her legs. Mrs. Breedlove walks in to find the mess and 

sees her daughter jumping up and down in pain: 

In one gallop she was on Pecola, and with the back of 

her hand knocked her to the floor. Pecola slid in the 

pie juice, one leg folding under her. Mrs. Breedlove 

yanked her up by the arm, slapped her again, and in a 

voice thin with anger, abused Pecola .... (86) 

49 

The yellow-haired girl begins to cry and "Polly" soothes 

her: "Hush, baby, hush. Come here. Oh, Lord, look at your 

dress. Don't cry no more. Polly will change it" (87). 

Claudia is angered that the child--younger then she, 

Frieda, and Pecola--calls Mrs. Breedlove "Polly" when 

Pecola, Sammy, and even Cholly always call her Mrs. 

Breedlove. Yet Mrs. Breedlove readily accepts the name and 

the definition given her by her employers and their child. 

Power, praise, and luxury were hers in this household. 

They even gave her what she had never had--a nickname-

Polly. It was her pleasure to stand in her kitchen at 

the end of a day and survey her handiwork .... 

Hearing, "We'll never let her go. We could never find 

anybody like Polly. She will not leave the kitchen 

until everything is in order. Really, she is the ideal 

servant." (101) 



In allowing others to name and define her, Mrs. Breedlove 

loses herself and contributes to her daughter's loss of 

self. 
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In the cases of Cholly, Soaphead, and Mrs. Breedlove, 

Morrison has used naming to establish a sense of isolation 

in the characters which affects Pecola's perception of self. 

Morrison also uses naming in the novel to attack, to defend 

and to express affection; and each instance of such use 

involves Pecola. Using Pecola's relationship with the three 

whores who live above her and her friendship with Claudia 

and Frieda, the only relationships in which she is shown 

kindness, Morrison shows that names are important to 

Pecola's sense of self. 

Pecola loved the three whores, especially the one 

called the Maginot Line. Morrison writes that "Pecola loved 

them, visited them, and ran their errands. They, in turn, 

did not despise her" (43). The Maginot Line used naming to 

express her affection for Pecola: "Marie seldom called 

Pecola the same thing twice, but invariably her epithets 

were fond ones chosen from menus and dishes that were 

forever uppermost in her mind" (44). In turn, Pecola shows 

her affection for the Maginot Line by using her true name 

when Frieda and Claudia call her the only name they know: 

"Who told you I was here?" 



"The Maginot Line." 

"Who is that?" 

"That big fat lady. She lives over you." 

"Oh, you mean Miss Marie. Her name is Miss Marie." 

(84) 

Frieda and Claudia value true names as well and, 

therefore, know the power of naming. They defend Pecola 

when she comes under attack by Maureen Peal, a little girl 

who has the "beauty" that Pecola craves. Maureen, who has 

long brown hair and "sloe green" eyes, seemingly befriends 

Pecola, buys her ice cream, and tries to trick her into 

admitting that she had seen Cholly naked. "'You stop 

talking about her daddy,'" Claudia says. Maureen turns on 

them, calling them "Black e mos." Claudia and Frieda call 

her the name they had christened her--Six-finger-dog-tooth

meringue-pie. 

After Pecola has drifted into madness, it is this 

episode with Maureen that Claudia remembers. She also 

recalls Mrs. Breedlove's abuse of Pecola in the yellow

haired girl's kitchen. In reflecting on the cause of 

Pecola's madness, she speaks of Miss Marie and Cholly as 

well and how they "loved" Pecola. With the exception of 

Soaphead, Claudiaa mentions everyone in the novel with whom 

naming is associated. 

51 



52 

In each instance of naming in The Bluest Eye, Morrison 

illustrates that there is power--both "control and negation" 

in naming (Byerman, "Beyond Realism" 192}. The characters 

in the novel who are misnamed, in losing control of their 

names and having nothing to pass on to Pecola, have 

contributed to the madness which destroys her. 

Chikwenye Ogunyemi, in "Order and Disorder in Toni 

Morrison's The Bluest Eye, expresses concern that Pecola's 

madness is a "deus ex machina" as little foundation for 

insanity seems to be provided in the novel. However, from 

an African worldview, madness is a natural end for Pecola. 

In many African cultures, madness is a result of possession 

by a spirit whose name is forgotten (see Chapter II}. 

Additionally, some cultures hold that unconsciousness allows 

association with spirits (Lewis 92}. In either case, Pecola 

is a candidate for spirit contact. She lies unconscious 

after Cholly rapes her; and, as evidenced by her family's 

loss of past, nameless spirits are a part of her heritage. 

Morrison accepts this African worldview of madness, and 

in response to the suggestion that critics who do not 

understand the "mythic elements" in her work often consider 

them "a way out," Morrison writes, 

People either ignore that part of perception or 

cosmology, or life, or when they confront it they won't 



conunent. I suppose if one had a visitation of some 

sort, it would be too terrifying to think about. Some 

forms of it lie in madness, and you're frightened of 

that because it looks like you might not get back. 

(Ruas 236) 
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Morrison makes use of this form of madness again in her 

second novel, Sula. She begins with Shadrack's spirit

induced insanity and ends with Sula's spirit. 

Just as Morrison extends her use of spirits in Sula, 

she also makes greater use of naming. She examines the 

names or the misnaming of characters connected with Shadrack 

and Sula and their vital connection--death. 

Morrison opens the novel with a description of how the 

community, the Bottom, acquires its name: 

A joke. A nigger joke. That was the way it got 

started. Not the town, of course, but that part of 

town where Negroes lived, the part they called the 

Bottom in spite of the fact that it was up in the 

hills. Just a nigger joke .... (Morrison, Sula 4) 

It seems a farmer promises freedom and bottom land to 

one of his slaves in exchange for getting a difficult job 

done. After the slave completes the task, the farmer 

decides to renege on his promise and tells the slave that he 

must give him valley land, tricking him into accepting "the 



bottom of heaven," land up in the hills above Medallion, 

Ohio. 

The town, which is the first object of naming, 

functions as a character much like a chorus in a Greek 

drama. Once Morrison has established the role of the town, 

the town then introduces the important characters of the 

story: 
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They were mightily preoccupied with earthly things--and 

each other, wondering even as early as 1920 what 

Shadrack was all about, what that little girl Sula who 

grew into a woman in their town was all about, and what 

they themselves were all about, tucked up there in the 

Bottom. (5) 

Sula's story begins with Shadrack, a shell-shocked 

World War I veteran who in one moment watches a headless 

body run across a battle field in France and in the next 

awakens to find himself in a strange place where his hands 

grow in "higgledy-piggledy fashion like Jack's beanstalk all 

over the tray and bed" (7). Shadrack's unconsciousness and 

insanity establish him, in the African worldview, as one who 

is in touch with the spirits. His preoccupation with death 

and his associations with water connect him with water 

spirits and the spirit of death--the two spirits which link 

him with Sula. 
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When we first meet Shadrack, he is marching along a 

stream in France. As he crosses the stream and exits on the 

far side, he becomes engulfed by shellfire where the death 

surrounding him causes his insanity. After his release from 

the hospital, Shadrack settles by the river in the Bottom of 

Medallion and makes his living as a fisherman. In African 

culture rivers are natural places associated with spirits: 

"They are symbolically the meeting-point between the heavens 

or sky and the earth, and therefore of the invisible and 

visible worlds" (Mbiti, Introduction 146). It is by the 

river, surrounded by death, that Shadrack meets the spirits 

which guide his actions and associations throughout the 

novel. 

Upon his awakening in the hospital, Shadrack finds 

himself without a name: 

He wanted desperately to see his own face and connect 

it with the word "private"--the word the nurse (and the 

others who helped bind him) had called him. "Private" 

he thought was something secret, and he wondered why 

they looked at him and called him a secret. (8) 

He awakens without a past, with nothing: 

Twenty-two years old, weak, hot, frightened, not daring 

to acknowledge the fact that he didn't even know who or 

what he was ... with no past, no language, no tribe, 



no source ... and nothing nothing nothing to do. 

(10) 

Shadrack's state of lostness is similar to that of African 

spirits four or five generations removed from their 

descendants. Such lost spirits are said to possess humans 

and cause insanity. 
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Morrison intimately connects Shadrack with the spirit 

world, and it is the spirit of death which dominates this 

association. Terrified, not of death, but of the 

unexpectedness of death, Shadrack seeks to control it by 

setting aside a day for dying. Drawing from the tradition 

of his ancestors who held annual festivals of the dead, 

Shadrack institutes National Suicide Day. Each January 3 

Shadrack emerges from his shack by the river, ringing his 

cowbell, swinging his rope, and shouting to the people. He 

tells the community that Suicide Day is the only day of the 

year on which they may kill themselves or others. With the 

exception of Helene Wright, each of the characters in Sula 

who are named or misnamed joins Shadrack on National Suicide 

Day in 1941. 

The daughter of a whore, Helene Wright values order and 

rectitude and seeks to instill such virtues in her daughter 

Nel: 



Under Helene's hand the girl became obedient and 

polite. Any enthusiasms that little Nel showed were 

calmed by the mother until she drove her daughter's 

imagination underground. . She lost only one 

battle--the pronunciation of her name. The people in 

the Bottom refused to say Helene. They called her 

Helen Wright and left it at that. (16) 

The naming battle which Helene loses symbolizes a 

greater loss. Though she tries to rise above her past, to 

forget her birth in a whore house, to forget the language 

her mother speaks, to place her daughter above it all, she 

does not succeed. Helene is the only misnamed character in 

the novel whose ancestors are given names. Nel knows those 

names, and they empower her. 

As Helene tells her to pull her too-flat nose, (which 

symbolizes Helene's attempt to separate Nel from her 

heritage) Nel listens, but she does not hear: 

Nel sat on the red-velvet sofa listening to her mother 

but remembering the smell and the tight, tight hug of 

the woman in yellow who rubbed burned matches over her 

eyes. (24) 

Later that night she looks into the mirror and recognizes 

her power to name herself: 
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There was her face, plain brown eyes, three braids and 

the nose her mother hated. She looked for a long time 

and suddenly a shiver ran through her. 

"I'm me. I'm not their daughter. I'm not Nel. 

I ' m me . Me . " 

Each time she said the word me there was a 

gathering in her like power, like joy, like 

fear. . The trip, perhaps, or her new found me-

ness, gave her the strength to cultivate a friend in 

spite of her mother. (24-25) 

That friend was Sula. 
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The novel examines the friendship between Sula and Nel, 

exploring the question of good and evil. The two characters 

complement one another, making it difficult to decide who is 

good and who is evil. At first glance, Sula seems the evil 

one. After overhearing that her mother, Hannah, does not 

like her, Sula goes off to play with Nel and ends up 

throwing a little boy into the river. These events change 

her life; and she grows up to live as she sees fit, 

answering to and caring for no one. She loses her ability 

to love or be loved. Morrison describes Sula: 

Sula was distinctly different. Eva's arrogance and 

Hannah's self-indulgence merged in her and, with a 

twist that was all her own imagination, she lived out 
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her days exploring her own thoughts and emotions, 

giving them full reign, feeling no obligation to please 

anybody unless their pleasure pleased her. As willing 

to feel pain as to give pain, to feel pleasure as to 

give pleasure, her's was an experimental life--ever 

since her mother's remark sent her flying up those 

stairs, ever since her one major feeling of 

responsibility had been exorcised on the bank of a 

river with a closed place in the middle. The first 

experience taught her there was no other that you could 

count on; the second that there was no self to count on 

either. She had no center, no speck around which to 

grow. ( 10 2-10 3 ) 

After overhearing her mother and drowning Chicken Little, 

Sula begins to destroy herself, her family, and her past, 

believing that in doing so she is creating herself. She 

believes she must sever all ties to family and past in order 

to survive alone and on her own terms. Sula recognizes that 

Hannah and Eva, her grandmother, are not able to provide the 

properties she needs to develop and survive as a whole 

woman. Because Eva and Hannah cannot meet their ancestral 

obligations to Sula, she cannot fulfill her responsibiities 

to them. 



This idea of responsibility between generations is 

important to Morrison. In her interview with Ruas, she 

says, 
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Certainly since Sula I have thought that the children 

are in real danger. Nobody likes them, all children, 

but particularly black children .... The 

relationships of the generations have always been 

paramount to me in all of my works, the older as well 

as the younger generation, and whether that is healthy 

and continuing. I feel that my generation has done the 

children a great disservice. I'm talking about the 

emotional support that is not available to them any 

more because adults are acting out their childhoods. 

They are interested in self-aggrandizement, being 

"right," and pleasures. (227). 

such is the case with Eva and Hannah. Hannah is more 

concerned about her own mother's love than with loving her 

daughter. Hannah asks Eva if she loved her children; but 

never receiving a satisfactory answer, she seeks solace in 

loving as many men as she can rather than ensuring that Sula 

feels loved. 

Eva seems to love no one but performs acts of charity 

out of a sense of self-importance. She sits back on her 

wagon throne and directs the lives of others. She runs a 



boarding house where she, Hannah, Sula, Tar Baby, and the 

deweys live. 

Eva commands the power to name in Sula, however she 

does not bestow names out of love. It was Eva who gave the 

deweys their names: 
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They came with woolen caps and names given to them by 

their mothers, or grandmothers, or somebody's best 

friend. Eva snatched the caps off their heads and 

ignored their names. She looked at the first child 

closely, his wrists, the shape of his head and the 

temperament that showed in his eyes and said, "Well. 

Look at Dewey. My my mymymy." When later that same 

year she sent for a child who kept falling down off the 

porch across the street, she said the same thing. 

somebody said, "But Miss Eva, you calls the other one 

Dewey." 

"So? This here's another one." 

When the third one was brought and Eva said 

"Dewey" again, everybody thought she had simply run out 

of names or that her faculties had finally softened. 

"How is anybody going to tell them apart?" Hannah 

asked her. 

"What you need to tell them apart for? They's all 

deweys." (Morrison, Sula 32) 
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Here Morrison explores the power of naming. In naming 

the deweys, Eva follows the practice of both her African and 

American ancestors. Like her African ancestors, she 

examines each child to find an appropriate name. Like the 

slave masters of her American ancestry, Eva finds no 

differences in the deweys and give them all the same name. 

In naming them the same, she makes them all the same: 

Slowly each boy came out of whatever cocoon he was in 

at the time his mother or somebody gave him away, and 

accepted Eva's view, becoming in fact as well as in 

name a dewey--joining with the other two to become a 

trinity with a plural name • inseparable, loving 

nothing and no one but themselves. (33) 

The deweys are rootless as well as nameless and serve 

as Morrison's comment on the state of African-American 

youth. Later, in 1965, Nel remarks that "The young people 

had a look about them that everybody said was new but which 

reminded Nel of the deweys .... " (140) Morrison makes Eva 

responsible for the deweys' state just as she holds today's 

older generation accountable for the rootlessness of the 

young. 

Morrison suggests that Eva sometimes gives names out of 

wickedness: 
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The deweys came in 1921, but the year before Eva had 

given a small room off the kitchen to Tar Baby, a 

beautiful, slight, quiet man who never spoke above a 

whisper. Most people said he was half white, but Eva 

said he was all white. That she knew blood when she 

saw it, and he didn't have none. When he first came to 

Medallion, the people called him Pretty Johnnie, but 

Eva looked at his milky skin and cornsilk hair and out 

of a mixture of fun and meanness called him Tar Baby. 

(34) 

Tar Baby spent his time drinking cheap wine, singing 

"In the Sweet By-and-By" in church, and thinking about his 

death. Everyone in the Bottom came to realize that Tar Baby 

had sought their conununity as a place where he could die 

"privately but not quite alone." He and the deweys were the 

first to join Shadrack on National Suicide day. 

Just as death ties Shadrack and Tar Baby together, it 

also binds Hannah with Eva, Eva with Sula, Sula with Nel, 

and Nel and Sula with Shadrack. Fire and water are the 

media which link the characters together in a circle of 

death. Eva sets her son Plum on fire, and Hannah finds this 

secret in her mother's eyes as she tells her that Plum is 

burning. Sula watches Hannah as she is engulfed in flames, 

and Eva knows that Sula stood in the doorway watching with 
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"interest" rather than concern as her mother burns to death. 

Nel watches as Sula tosses Chicken Little into the river and 

is more concerned that Shadrack has seen them than she is 

with Chicken's death. 

It is by the river, connected by death, that Shadrack 

and Sula meet. Vasti Crutcher Lewis in "African Tradition 

in Toni Morrison's Sula," posits that Shadrack and Sula are 

water spirits who share a "spiritual kinship." Shadrack 

seems to hold the same view. He senses a relationship with 

Sula when he meets her in his cabin just after Chicken's 

death: "She had a tadpole over her eye (that was how he knew 

she was a friend--she had the mark of the fish he loved)" 

(135). 

Lewis also suggests that Shadrack is "Sula's ancestral 

presence--a representation of an ancestral spirit, ... 

dispensed by the gods to 'always' be there for the displaced 

Sula'' (Lewis 92). Indeed Shadrack attempts to comfort Sula 

and to help her meet death: 

When he looked at her face he had seen also the skull 

beneath, and thinking she saw it too--knew it was there 

and was afraid--he tried to think of something to say 

to comfort her, something to stop the hurt from 

spilling out of her eyes. So he had said "always," so 

she would not have to be afraid of the change--the 



falling away of skin, the drip and slide of blood, and 

the exposure of bone underneath. He had said "always" 

to convince her, assure her of permanancy. (135) 

Shadrack was successful in his attempt although he never 

knew it. Sula thought of him, though not by name, as she 

lay dying nearly 20 years later. 

Sula's death, as well as her life, had a profound 

effect on the community of the Bottom. Her relationships 

with the community and Nel result from her lack of roots. 

Growing up in search of herself, Sula had "clung to Nel as 

the closest thing to both an other and a self" until they 

grew up and Nel married. Sula left the Bottom and returned 

10 years later to quickly become the town pariah. 
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She began by putting Eva in a retirement home, 

distressing the elderly of the cormnunity. Next she earned 

the hatred of the women by picking up and dropping their 

husbands and lovers with no hint of emotion or concern. The 

men despised her because they said she did the 

unforgivable--sleeping with white men. Finally Sula 

alienated Nel by sleeping with her husband Jude. The Bottom 

called Sula a "roach" and a "bitch." They all turned away 

from her, including Nel, and pulled closer together. 

Morrison uses incidents of naming to illustrate Sula's 

isolation. She begins with Nel's withdrawal from Sula. 
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Sula understood why the town hated her but could not 

comprehend Nel's reaction. She and Nel had always shared 

everything. She believed she knew Nel: "Nel was the first 

person who had been real to her, whose name she knew" (103). 

Next Morrison illustrates the town's withdrawal from 

Sula with the story of Teapot's Marruna: "Her name was Betty 

but she was called Teapot's Marruna because being his marruna 

was precisely her major failure" (98). When Teapot went to 

Sula's home looking for bottles, he fell and suffered a 

fracture. Teapot's Mamrna accused Sula of pushing Teapot and 

began to care for and protect him. Husbands and wives 

became closer. Children began to take care of parents. 

Everyone began to avoid Sula--everyone except Ajax. 

Finally, Morrison uses the naming of Ajax to illustrate 

Sula's complete isolation. Ajax likes Sula's independence 

and begins to bring her gifts. As their relationship 

develops, Sula changes. She settles down and wants to 

domesticate Ajax, too. Ajax leaves and Sula, looking for 

evidence that he had once been with her, finds his driver's 

license and his name. Once again, Morrison uses naming to 

illustrate Sula's isolation. Sula becomes aware that you 

cannot know someone unless you know his name: 



But what was this? Albert Jacks? His name was Albert 

Jacks? A. Jacks. She had thought it was Ajax. All 

those years .... And even later, when for the 

first time in her life she had lain in bed with a man 

and said his name involuntarily or said it truly 

meaning him, the name she was screaming and saying was 

not his at all. I didn't even know his name. 
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And if I didn't know his name, then there is nothing I 

did know and I have known nothing ever at all since the 

one thing I wanted was to know his name so how could he 

help but leave me since he was making love to a woman 

who didn't even know his name. (116-117) 

As these passages explain, names are important to Sula. 

They are what connect her to others. Yet as she reaches out 

to others, seeking to know their names, she pushes them 

away, believing that what she wants for herself is to be 

left completely alone. However, even in death, Sula is not 

alone. She thinks of Shadrack and Nel: 

It was as though for the first time she was completely 

alone--where she had always wanted to be--free of the 

possibilities of distraction. It would be here, only 

h that she might ... float over and down ere, ... 

the tunnels, just missing the dark walls, down, down 

until she met a rain scent and would know the water was 
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near, and she would curl into its heavy softness and it 

would envelop her, carry her, and wash her tired flesh 

always. Always. . Who was it that promised her a 

sleep of water always?. 

While in this state of weary anticipation, she 

noticed that she was not breathing, that her heart had 

stopped completely. A crease of fear touched her 

breast, for any second there was sure to be a violent 

explosion in her brain, a gasping for breath. Then she 

realized, or rather sensed, that there was not going to 

be any pain. She was not breathing because she didn't 

have to. Her body did not need oxygen. She was dead. 

Sula felt her face smiling. "Well, I'll be 

damned," she thought, "it didn't even hurt. Wait'll I 

tell Nel." (128) 

In her haunting description of Sula's death, Morrison 

supports the African worldview of death. Death is not the 

end of Sula. As long as someone remembers her name, she 

will exist. Always. 

When Shadrack sees Sula again, she lies dead on the 

undertaker's table. He thinks, 

"It was surely the same one. The same little-girl 

face, same tadpole over the eye. So he had been wrong. 



Terribly wrong. No "always" at all. Another dying 

away of someone whose face he knew. (135) 

It appears that Shadrack might be right, as no one in the 

Bottom went to help Sula. No one would give the police who 

came for her her first name. 
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After Sula's death, she continues to affect the Bottom. 

Teapot's Mammano longer feels the need to protect Teapot 

and goes back to her old ways. Husbands and wives grow 

apart. Children neglect their elderly parents. And 

Shadrack becomes despondent. On National Suicide Day in 

1941, a few months after Sula's death, all but one of the 

misnamed in the novel join Shadrack's march--Tar Baby, the 

deweys, Teapot's MaIDina. Passing Helene Wright on their way, 

they march down to the tunnel by the river where they, and 

several others who had joined them, drown. Shadrack, 

standing on the bank, watches them march into the river and 

continues to ring his bell. 

In Sula and The Bluest Eye Morrison uses naming and 

spirits to symbolize those things which the protagonists 

have lost and which contribute to their inability to love or 

be loved. Sula and Pecola are lost spirits because those 

who love them are lost. Their parents and grandparents have 

no pasts, no names to pass on to them, so Pecola and Sula 

have nothing on which to build. 
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Though important to the development of the stories, 

naming and spirits play minor roles in Sula and The Bluest 

Eye. The part they play recalls Morrison's comment 

regarding her novels as comprising separate parts of her 

"dead girl": "Her fingernails maybe in the first book; face 

and legs perhaps, the second time." Morrison's next two 

novels, Song of Solomon and Tar Baby move closer to 

restoring the composite girl. Morrison enlarges her use of 

naming and moves away from the spirit-induced insanity and 

nature spirits she employs in Sula and The Bluest Eye toward 

a strong use of ancestral spirits. Names and spirits no 

longer represent the end as they do in The Bluest Eye and 

Sula. They become the means to an end in Song of Solomon 

and Tar Baby as they aid in the protagonist's search for 

self. 



Naming, Spirits, and the Search for Self in Song of Solomon 

and Tar Baby 
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In Song of Solomon and Tar Baby, Morrison chronicles 

the search for self-identity as she explores not only self

love, but also familial love and love of one's race. The 

protagonists of the novels, Milkman Dead in Song of Solomon 

and Jadine Childs and Son Green in Tar Baby, have the 

opportunity to attain self-actualization, unlike the 

protagonists in Morrison's previous novels. Dead, Childs, 

and Green face the choice of embracing their true and 

ancient properties or discarding them in pursuit of an empty 

future. 

Morrison makes extensive use of naming and spirits in 

depicting the properties so important to the protagonists' 

quests. It is to these two novels that most critics turn in 

examining naming and heritage ~ecause they are so clearly 

expressed. Most critics, however, disregard Morrison's use 

of spirits in these novels and, in doing so, overlook half 

of her message. Morrison employs ancestral spirits in Song 

of Solomon and couples them with nature spirits in Tar Baby 

to point the way to selfhood. She weaves the medium and the 

message, intricately connecting naming and spirits to the 

quest for self-identity. 
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As indicated by the novel's inscription--"The fathers 

may soar/And the children may know their names"--names and 

heritage are critical in Song of Solomon. As with Sula, the 

first instance of naming in Song of Solomon involves the 

town. With this example, Morrison establishes the 

community's acknowledgement of the importance and power of 

naming: 

Town maps registered the street as Mains Avenue, but 

the only colored doctor in the city had lived and died 

on that street, and when he moved there in 1896 his 

patients took to calling the street, which none of them 

lived on or near, Doctor Street. (3) 

In an effort to stop the practice, city legislators posted 

bulletins stating that the avenue "had always been and would 

always be known as Mains Avenue and not Doctor Street." The 

Southside residents responded to the bulletins by calling 

the avenue "Not Doctor Street, and were inclined to call- the 

charity hospital at its northern end No Mercy Hospital since 

it was 1931 ... before the first colored expectant mother 

was allowed to give birth inside its wards and not on its 

steps" ( 4). 

The first "colored" child born in No Mercy Hospital is 

Macon Dead III. Born to Macon Dead and Ruth Foster Dead, 

the daughter of the town's only colored doctor, the child 



enters the world in the midst of turmoil. His mother loves 

him too much, and his father does not love him enough. 
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Little Macon Dead acquires his nickname because of his 

mother's overindulgence. She nurses him until he is old 

enough for knickers and she is caught by Freddie, the town 

gossip. Freddie christens the child Milkman. The community 

accepts the nickname as a matter of course; however, it 

becomes a source of concern for the senior Macon Dead: 

Macon Dead never knew how it came about--how his only 

son acquired the nickname that stuck in spite of his 

own refusal to use it or acknowledge it. It was a 

matter that concerned him a good deal, for the giving 

of names in his family was always surrounded by what he 

believed to be monumental foolishness .... Without 

knowing any of the details, however, he guessed, with 

the accuracy of a mind sharpened by hatred, that ... 

the name was not clean. (15) 

Names were important to Macon Dead because he 

remembered the ritual with which his sister's name was 

bestowed. He had held on to this tradition, naming his 

daughters the same way. The parent would take a Bible and 

blindly select a name from it. In this way his daughters 

became "Magdalene called Lena Dead and First Corinthians 
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Dead." Only his first son did he refuse to name in this 

manner. 

Like an African griot, Morrison repeats certain 

elements of the novel such as the story of how the Deads 

acquire their names. Maureen Howard writes in "Fiction 

Chronicle," printed in The Hudson Review, "Morrison has a 

strong narrative voice and much of her novel's charm comes 

from an oral tradition, the love of simply telling, for 

example, how places and people got their names and how these 

names ... contain history" (186). It is through this 

simple telling that Morrison unfolds the story of Milkman 

Dead and the history of the Dead family. She juxtaposes 

Milkman against his father Macon, who has lost his name and 

past; his aunt Pilate Dead, who carries her name and past 

with her; and his friend Guitar Bains, who finds neither 

name or past of consequence and, thus, searches for himself 

in the future. 

Though names and heritage are important to Macon Dead, 

he believes they are inaccessible and looks to the tangible 

properties in the present in order to build his future. In 

reflecting on Milkman's name and names in general, Macon 

thinks, 

surely . he and his sister had some ancestor, 

some lithe young man with onyx skin and legs as 
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straight as cane stalks, who had a name that was real. 

A name given to him at birth with love and seriousness. 

A name that was not a joke, nor a disguise, nor a brand 

name. But who this lithe young man was, and where his 

cane-stalk legs carried him from or to, could never be 

known. No. Nor his name. (Morrison, Song of Solomon 

17-18). 

Believing this, Macon does not look back and encourages 

Milkman not to either. When Milkman begins associating with 

Pilate, Macon discourages the relationship. "Pilate can't 

teach you a thing you can use in this world," he tells 

Milkman. "Let me tell you right now the one important thing 

you'll ever need to know: Own things. And let the things 

you own own other things. Then you'll own yourself and 

other people too" (55). 

What Macon does not realize is that the things he 

"owns" really own him. In seeking his sense of self in 

possessions and wealth, Macon exists only in terms of what 

he owns. The community does not see him as Macon Dead, the 

man; they see him as Macon Dead, the landlord. He even sees 

himself foremost as a "colored man of property." Yet 

despite his sense of self-importance and his disdain for 

Pilate and her way of life, Macon sometimes feels himself 

drawn to her. He sometimes takes a short-cut home in order 



to pass her house to catch a glimpse of her or to hear her 

sing. He has no self and cannot relate to others and, 

therefore, must stand outside life looking in as does when 

he watches Pilate, her daughter Reba, and granddaughter 

Hagar through the window. 

Like Macon, Pilate also believes names are important. 
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She wears her name--the only thing her father ever wrote--in 

an earring dangling from her left ear. Following the 

tradition of her father, and he his African father before 

him, Pilate named her daughter Reba from the Bible: 

Remembering how she got the name that was folded in her 

ear, when the nine days' waiting was done she asked one 

of the women for a Bible. There was a hymnal, they 

said, but not a Bible on the island .. 

"Can you tell me a nice name for a girl that's in 

the Bible?" Pilate asked. 

"Oh, plenty," they said, and reeled off a score, 

from which she chose Rebecca and shortened it to Reba. 

(148) 

True to her African heritage, Pilate believes not only 

in naming, but in spirits as well. She tells Guitar and 

Milkman, 

I saw Papa shot. Blown off a fence five feet into the 

air. I saw him wigglin on the ground, but not only did 



I not see him die, I seen him since he was shot •... 

I see him still. He's helpful to me, real helpful. 

Tells me things I need to know. (141) 
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Shortly after Reba's birth, the spirit of her father 

appeared to Pilate and said, "Sing. Sing." Later it leaned 

in her window and said, "You can't just fly off and leave a 

body" (148). Pilate took this message to mean that she must 

return to the cave where she and Macon had hidden as 

children to escape the men who had murdered their father. 

In the cave, they had encountered an old white man whom 

Macon killed out of fear. Pilate returned to the cave, 

gathered the bones of the old man, and tying them in a green 

sack, carried them with her wherever she went. Pilate, in 

carrying what she learned was her father•s remains, 

unknowingly was performing a West African ritual called 

"carrying the corpse" in which one bears the remains of an 

ancestor in order to enhance communications with his or her 

spirit. The closeness of her father's remains no doubt 

contributed to the frequency with which Pilate communicated 

with his spirit. 

Pilate believes strongly in embracing one's name and 

heritage; yet because she does not know her ancestor's 

names, she is burdened by lost spirits and trapped in the 

past. she is unable to understand her father's message so 
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that she can take from the past that which is important and 

let the rest go. Pilate's lostness and isolation contribute 

to the lostness of Reba and Hagar. Morrison writes in 

"Rootedness: The Ancestor as Foundation" that "the 

difficulty that Hagar has is how far removed she is from the 

experience of her ancestor" (344). Without her parents' 

names, Pilate is unable to decipher her father's message and 

pass on the family heritage to her descendants. 

Unlike Macon and Pilate, Guitar finds nothing redeeming 

in the past and no value in his name. He considers Pilate 

foolish and the Deads self-centered and naive. Guitar's 

method of loving himself and all African-Americans is to 

ensure equality in numbers. He reasons that each time a 

white person murders a black person, he or she kills six or 

seven generations with the victim. Guitar and the secret 

society to which he belongs even out the numbers by killing 

a white person each time a black person is murdered. When 

Guitar confides in Milkman, he responds, 

You sound like that red-headed Negro named X. Why 

don't you join him and call yourself Guitar X?" 

"X, Bains--what difference does it make? I don't 

give a damn about names." 

"You miss his point. His point is to let white 

people know you don't accept your slave name." 
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"I don't give a shit what white people know or 

even think. Besides, I do accept it. It's part of who 

I am. 

name. 

Guitar is !!!Y name. 

And I'm all of that. 

Bains is the slave master's 

Slave names don't bother 

me; but slave status does." (161) 

Though Guitar claims the power to name himself, he 

loses the ability to define himself. In joining the Seven 

Days and becoming a murderer, Guitar is allowing the society 

he hates to define him. He reacts rather than acts and in 

doing so becomes inextricably bound to the most heinous 

crimes of his enemy. He is nothing without them and can do 

nothing until they act. Then, and only then, can he mirror 

their actions. Rather than giving Guitar an identity, the 

Seven Days has taken his identity from him. 

When Guitar's day to commit murder comes, he turns to 

Milkman for money to help carry out the executions. 

Convinced by his father that Pilate's green bag contains 

gold taken from the old man killed in the cave, Milkman 

steals the bag and finds it contains only bones. His father 

assumes the gold must still be in the cave, so Milkman heads 

for Danville, Pennsylvania, to find the cave and the gold. 

When Milkman embarks on his journey in search of gold, 

he believes only slightly in the power of names. The three 



episodes which follow illustrate the extent of Milkman's 

interest in names and naming. 
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On remembering how he earned his nickname, Milkman asks 

Guitar about it. Guitar responds, 

"What's your trouble? You don't like your name?" 

"No." Milkman let his head fall to the back of 

the booth. "No, I don't like my name." 

"Let me tell you somethin, baby. Niggers get 

their names the way they get everything else--the best 

way they can. The best way they can." (88) 

Milkman is disgusted by how his grandfather received 

his name: 

name? 

"Say, you know how my old man's daddy got his 

"Uh uh. How?' 

"Cracker gave it to him." 

"Sha 'nough?" 

"Yep. And he took it. Like a fuckin sheep. 

Somebody should have shot him." 

"What for? He was already Dead." (89) 

Milkman begins to wonder about his girlfriend Hagar's name: 

"Sweet Hagar. Wonder what her name is." 

"You just said it." 

"I mean her last name. Her daddy's name." 
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"Ask Reba. " . . . 

"Ask anybody but Reba," said Milkman. "Reba don't 

know her own last name." 

"Ask Pilate." 

"Yeah. I'll ask Pilate. Pilate knows. It's in 

that dumb-ass box hanging from her ear. Her own name 

and everybody else's. Bet mine's in there too. I'm 

gonna ask her what my name is." (89) 

In a manner of speaking, Pilate did have Milkman's name 

in the box dangling from her ear. It was Pilate's respect 

for her name and past which enabled Milkman to discover his. 

During his trip Milkman was able to piece together Pilate 

and Macon's stories to learn his grandparents' and great

grandparents' names and the lore that accompanied them. He 

learns of the people and places which bear his ancestors' 

names. More than that, according to MacKethan, he learns 

the power inherent in naming: 

Knowledge of name and past endows Milkman with no more 

than a beginning, a zero point to start from; they bear 

witness to but do not fix or limit his life and way of 

living. What Milkman can learn from all his 

relationships is that the power to give a name is a 

trifle; the power to give a name its meaning is the 

power over life itself. (206) 



Milkman learns that neither Macon, Pilate, nor Guitar has 

the answer to the search for self-identity. It cannot be 

found by simply staking claim to the present, nor by 

embracing fully the past, nor by running empty-handed into 

the future. It takes a combination of parts of these 

answers. 

At his journey's end, Milkman believes strongly in 

names and ancestors. He thinks about names as he rides 

home: 
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How many dead lives and faded memories were buried in 

and beneath the names of the places in this country. 

Under the recorded names were other names, just as 

"Macon Dead," recorded for all time in some dusty file, 

hid from view the real names of people, places, and 

things. Names that had meaning. No wonder Pilate put 

hers in her ear. When you know your name, you should 

hang on to it, for unless it is noted down and 

remembered, it will die when you do. (333) 

The beliefs that Milkman comes to accept and the 

concepts that Morrison illustrates in the novel echo 

perfectly the African worldview of names and ancestors. The 

past, present and future constitute an unbroken circle in 

which names and ancestral spirits play a critical part. As 

ancestors often provide names, names keep alive ancestors. 
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One ensures the other. In addressing this concept, Morrison 

writes, 

It is if we don't keep in touch with the ancestor that 

we are, in fact, lost. The point of the books is that 

it is our job. When you kill the ancestor you kill 

yourself. I want to point out the dangers, to show 

that nice things don't always happen to the totally 

self-reliant if there is no conscious historical 

connection. (Morrison "Rootedness" 344) 

Morrison addresses the importance of ancestors in her 

fourth novel, Tar Baby, as well. Morrison dedicates Tar 

Baby to five women "and each of their sisters/--and each of 

their sisters,/all of whom knew/their true and ancient 

properties." Morrison's true and ancient properties in Tar 

Baby are those properties which bind generation to 

generation. Again, Morrison uses naming and spirits to 

illustrate those connections although to a lesser degree 

than in Song of Solomon. The naming episodes of the novel 

focus on Jadine's inability to learn Son's true name. 

However, Morrison also uses misnaming to demonstrate the 

distance which Jadine, Sydney, and Ondine have placed 

between themselves and their people. Nature spirits 

dominate in Tar Baby although ancestral spirits are employed 



in the tales told by the islanders as well as in the waking 

dreams which haunt Jadine. 
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The protagonists of the novel are Jadine Childs and Son 

Green. Reyes writes that Morrison's theme is that "Euro

American New World culture usurps people like Jadine and 

makes them lose sight of their connected properties" (21). 

Rather, Morrison's point is that people like Jadine and Son 

may choose to embrace fully Euro-American New World views or 

their true and a~cient properties or a combination of the 

two. Morrison makes Jadine and Son extremes so that the 

reader may see the dangers inherent in blindly adopting 

either opposing posture. 

Jadine is the niece of Sydney and Ondine Childs, 

servants to a candy manufacturing mogul, Valerian Street. 

Street becomes Jadine's benefactor and educates her at the 

Sorbonne. She is a beautiful model who seeks refuge one 

sununer in the Streets' island home as she sorts out her 

values and her future. 

Jadine, who believes she has completely adopted Euro

American values, first is shaken in her commitment by a 

beautiful African woman and later by Son, a fugitive who is 

found in Mrs. Street's closet. Jadine encounters the 

African woman in a market in Paris. Dressed in a canary 
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yellow dress with matching headwrap, the woman walks into 

the market, picks up three eggs, and walks toward the clerk. 

Jadine gasped. Just a little. Just a sudden intake of 

air. Just a quick snatch of breath before that woman's 

wornan--that mother/sister/she; that unphotographable 

beauty--took it all away .... And there, just 

there--a moment before cataclysm when all loveliness 

and life and breath in the world was about to 

disappear--the woman turned her head sharply around to 

the left and looked right at Jadine. Turned those eyes 

too beautiful for eyelashes on Jadine and, with a small 

parting of her lips, shot an arrow of saliva between 

her teeth down to the pavement and the hearts below. 

(46) 

The way Morrison describes the African woman reveals 

that she is more than an ordinary woman, and she is. In an 

interview with Nellie McKay, Morrison describes the woman in 

yellow as "the original self--the self that we betray when 

we lie, the one that is always there. And whatever that 

self looks like--if one ever sees that thing, or that 

image--one measures one's other self against it" (422). 

Jadine does measure herself against the woman and finds that 

she falls short of the mark. She tells herself that the 

modeling agencies would find the woman's hips too wide, her 



bust too big, and her skin too dark, yet the woman still 

disturbs her: 
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She couldn't figure out why the woman's insulting 

gesture had derailed her--shaken her out of proportion 

to incident. Why she had wanted that woman to like and 

respect her .... The woman had made her feel lonely 

in a way. Lonely and inauthentic. (47-48) 

Although Jadine has all of the accoutrements of a whole 

woman, she is yet incomplete. The woman in yellow, holding 

the eggs aloft, symbolizes the origins, the heritage, the 

ancestors which Jade has thrown away in attempting to become 

a woman of the 80s with the "Talk Shit. Take None" 

attitude. The woman is in touch with her true and ancient 

properties and knows that Jade is not, having exchanged them 

for a college education and a sealskin coat. 

shows her contempt for what Jade symbolizes. 

Her gesture 

Deep down 

inside, Jadine realizes this, hence the feeling of 

loneliness and unauthenticity. However, Jadine is not ready 

to understand why she reacted so strongly to the woman, so 

she escapes to the Isle de le Chevalier/Isle des Chevaliers 

where she runs into Son. 

son disturbs Jadine, too. He has jumped ship and, in 

search of food, wandered onto the Streets' property. He is 
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discovered in Mrs. Street's closet and in a moment of whimsy 

is invited to dinner rather than arrested. 

Jadine finds him both attractive and repulsive, and the 

conflicts that often precede romance begin soon after they 

meet. As Son stands in her room in too-small pajamas, 

Jadine tells him that the hired man can provide clothing for 

him: 

"Yardman can get some things for you." 

"Who?" He turned away from the coat. 

"Yardman. The gardener." 

"That his name?" 

"No." She smiled, searching the leashes of the 

small dark dogs. "But he answers to it. Which is 

something, at least. Some people don't have a name of 

any kind." 

He smiled too, moving away from the bed toward 

her. "What do you like? Billy? Paul? What about 

Rastus?" 

"Don't be funny. What is your name?" 

"What's yours?" 

"Jade." 

He shook his head as though he knew better. 

"Okay. Jadine. Jadine Childs." (115) 
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In this encounter, Morrison establishes that Jade 

wishes to distance herself from her heritage as evidenced by 

her name change from Jadine to Jade. Morrison also reveals 

that Son is perceptive, easily recognizing what Jadine was 

attempting by changing her name, and disapproving. 

Names and naming cause discord between the two 

throughout the novel. A greater source of conflict, of 

which the naming conflicts are but a symptom, is their 

opposing world views. Jadine, who has been accused of 

"abandoning" her "history" and "people" by Michael Street, 

has indeed embraced the western worldview and finds nothing 

appealing in her past or her people. For example, Jadine 

comments in a conversation with Valerian that "Picasso is 

better than an Itumba mask. The fact that he was intrigued 

by them is proof of his genius, not the mask-makers'" (74). 

Son, on the other hand, holds contempt for all things 

occidental and embraces his past, refusing to live in 

Jadine's world. In describing Son, Morrison writes, 

The conflict between knowing his power and the world's 

opinion of it secluded him, made him unilateral. But 

he had chosen solitude and the company of other 

solitary people--opted for it when everybody else had 

long ago surrendered, because he never wanted to live 

in the world their way. {166) 
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Son becomes friends with the hired help, whose names 

Jadine, the Childs, and the Streets refuse to know. He 

visits Gideon and Therese and learns from them the lore of 

the island. He learns that the island is named for a race 

of slaves who were struck blind the moment they saw 

Dominique. The slaves were aboard a French ship which sank, 

throwing horses and slaves into the ocean. Some were not 

completely blinded and were taken back into slavery. Others 

escaped and hid on the island. 

turned 40 or 50 became blind. 

Their children, as they 

Gideon tells Son that Therese 

is of this race and that "what they saw, they saw with the 

eye of the mind, and that, of course, was not to be trusted" 

(152). Son asks, 

"What ever happened to the ones who hid on the 

island? Were they ever caught?" 

"No, man, still there," said Gideon. "They ride 

those horses all over the hills. They learned to ride 

through the rain forest avoiding all sorts of trees and 

things. They race each other, and for sport they sleep 

with the swamp women in Sein de Vieilles." (153) 

The story which Gideon and Therese share introduces the 

nature spirits of the novel which represent the African past 

that distances Jade and Son. Each must confront these 

spirits in making the choice of which world to embrace. 
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Gideon and Therese are against Son's involvement with 

Jadine. They warn him that she lives in a different world 

from his. Gideon counsels him that "Yallas don't come to 

being black natural-like. They have to choose it and most 

don't choose it" (155). Therese urges him to forget Jadine 

because she has lost her "ancient properties." 

Son ignores his friends' warnings and approaches Jadine 

anyway. Again, their naming/mating ritual begins: 

"You haven't seen your family in eight years. 

Even your mother must have forgotten your name by now." 

Son?" 

"She's been dead. My father raised us." 

"He know your name?" 

"He knows it. Sure, he knows it." 

"I don't. What is it?" 

"I told you already--everybody calls me Son." 

"I want to know what's on your birth certificate." 

"No birth certificates in Eloe." 

"What about your social security card. That says 

"No. That says William Green." 

"At last." 

"One of them anyway. I got another that says 

Herbert Robinson. And one says Louis Stover. I got a 

driver's license that says--" 
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"Okay. Okay. But I can't call you Son." 

As Herskovits explains in The Myth of the Negro Past, 

to many African cultures, 

The identification of a "real" name with the 

personality of its bearer is held to be so complete 

that this "real" name, usually the one given him at 

birth by a particular relative, must be kept secret 

lest it come into the hands of someone who might use it 

in working evil magic against him. (191) 

In the African tradition, Son does not give Jadine his 

"real" name as a means of protecting himself. Morrison 

suggests this earlier as Son first approaches the island: 

In eight years he'd had seven documented identities and 

before that a few undocumented ones, so the name most 

truly his wasn't on any of the Social Security cards, 

union dues cards, discharge papers, and everybody who 

knew or remembered it in connection with him could very 

well be dead. Son. It was the name that called forth 

the true him. The him that he never lied to, the one 

he tucked in at night and the one he did not want to 

die. The other selves were like the words he spoke-

fabrications of the moment, misinformation required to 

protect Son from harm and to secure that one reality at 

least. (139) 



Jade seeks his name as a means of knowing him. Yet in 

rejecting the name "Son," she is rejecting the man. 

Morrison provides this ambiguity regarding Son's name to 

establish him as an African-American "everyman" who must 

face Son's choice in finding self. 

At every turn, Jadine faces this choice, confronted by 

the spirits of her ancestry. After she and Son complete 

their naming dance, Jadine goes for a walk in the Sein de 

Vieielles and encounters the swamp women. Having stepped 

into a quicksand-like substance, Jadine struggles to free 

herself and looks up to find the swamp women surrounding 

her: 
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The women looked down from the rafters of the trees and 

stopped murmuring. They were delighted when first they 

saw her, thinking a runaway child had been restored to 

them. But upon looking closer they saw differently. 

This girl was fighting to get away from them. The 

women hanging from the trees were quiet now, but 

arrogant--mindful as they were of their value, their 

exceptional femaleness; knowing as they did that the 

first world of the world had been built with their 

sacred properties; that they alone could hold together 

the stones of pyramids and the rushes of Moses's crib; 

knowing their steady consistency, their pace of 
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glaciers, their permanent embrace, they wondered at the 

girl's desperate struggle down below to be free, to be 

something other than they were. (183) 

Morrison's moving account of the spirits in the trees 

indicates the African myth of the tar lady who "held 

together things like Moses's little-boat and the pyramids" 

and for Morrison came to symbolize "the black woman who can 

hold things together" (Leclair 27). Jadine, then, as she 

struggles to free herself, in Morrison's view, is trying to 

be something other than black. This would suggest that even 

if Jadine succeeds in getting away from her true and ancient 

properties, she fails because she will always be black; only 

she will have chosen to be incomplete. 

Jadine faces her ancestral spirits again in Eloe. 

After living Jadine's way in New York for a few months, Son 

persuades her to visit his home, Eloe. Eloe holds for Son 

all of those elements that Jade has discarded. He finds 

comfort there in the easy town. Jadine, on the other hand, 

does not. Son informs Jadine that they cannot share a bed 

in Eloe and takes her to his Aunt Rosa's house. That night 

Jadine is visited by what she later calls the diaspora 

women: 

Rosa and Therese and Son's dead mother and Sally Sarah 

Sadie Brown and Ondine and Soldier's wife Ellen and 
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Francine from the mental institution and her own dead 

mother and even the woman in yellow. All there 

crowding into the room. Some of them she did not know, 

recognize, but they were all there. . (258) 

The women exposed their breasts to Jadine, and she shouted 

at them, "'I have breasts too,' she said or thought or 

willed, 'I have breasts too.' But they didn't believe her" 

(258). The women again offer Jadine a choice. Standing 

before her, exposing their breasts, they represent the 

nurturing part of Jadine that she feels she no longer needs. 

They are the reminders that being nurturing is part of 

Jadine's being. However she is still not ready to 

understand. 

Jadine demands that Son take her away from Eloe. She 

leaves, running from the "night women"; but Son remains 

behind, promising to follow in a couple of days. When he 

returns to New York, their differences seem greater. They 

each fight to "save" the other. Morrison sums up the 

conflict between Jade and Son in one passage: 

This rescue was not going well. She thought she was 

rescuing him from the night women who wanted him for 

themselves, wanted him feeling superior in a cradle, 

deferring to him; wanted her to settle for wifely 

competence when she could be almighty, to settle for 
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fertility rather than originality, nurturing instead of 

building. He thought he was rescuing her from 

Valerian, meaning them, the aliens, the people who in a 

mere three hundred years had killed a world millions of 

years old .... Each knew the world as it was meant or 

ought to be. One had a past, the other a future and 

each one bore the culture to save the race in his 

hands. Mamma-spoiled black man, will you mature with 

me? Culture-bearing black woman, whose culture are you 

bearing? (269) 

Both Jadine and Son have adopted a Western worldview in 

addressing this problem, although Son is not aware of this 

influence. It is in the Western cosmology which values 

Jade's perception over Son's that their situation becomes a 

dilemma. In the African worldview, compromise is the 

answer. Both Jadine and Son are wrong, and the answer lies 

in garnering the best from both worlds. 

Jadine finally leaves Son to escape the choice which 

confronts her. She returns to the island to pick up her 

sealskin coat and return to Paris. Ondine challenges her 

choice: 

"Jadine, a girl has got to be a daughter first. She 

have to learn that. And if she never learns how to be 

a daughter, she can't never learn how to be a woman. I 
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mean a real woman: a woman good enough for a child; 

good enough for a man--good enough even for the respect 

of other women .... You don't need your own natural 

mother to be a daughter. All you need is to feel a 

certain way, a certain careful way about people older 

than you are .... A daughter is a woman that cares 

about where she come from and takes care of them that 

took care of her. No, I don't want you to be what you 

call a parent. Not me and not Sydney either. What I 

want from you is what I want for you. I don't want you 

to care about me for my sake. I want you to care for 

me for yours." (281) 

Ondine is explaining carefully to Jadine that in 

discarding her ancestors she is throwing away her chances 

for self-actualization, for fulfillment. Jadine rejects 

Ondine's counsel: 

"There are other ways to be a woman, Nanadine, 

Jadine went on. "Your way is one, I guess it is, but 

it's not my way. I don't want to be ... like 

you. . I don't want to learn how to be the kind of 

woman you're talking about because I don't want to be 

that kind of woman." 

"There ain't but one kind .... " (282) 



Jadine has made her choice to "live in this world," 

rather than in the past, and in doing so chooses a 

foundation that can be shaken each time she encounters a 

woman in yellow or a son. 
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As Jadine faces Ondine, Son decides that he cannot live 

without her. He returns to the islands to find her and 

seeks Gideon and Therese's help. Gideon refuses to take him 

to the island where the Streets live. Therese takes him to 

the back of Isles des Chevaliers: 

"This is the place. Where you can take a choice. Back 

there you say you don't. Now you do." ... "Small 

boy," she said, "don't go to L'Arbe de la Croix." . 

"Forget her. There is nothing in her parts for you. 

She has forgotten her ancient properties." (305) 

Morrison does not disclose which choice Son makes. In 

her interview with Ruas, she sums up the choices that Son 

and Jadine face. Son can join the twentieth century and 

become like Jadine or join the blind horsemen. "He would 

lock himself up forever from the future," Morrison says. 

"He may identify totally and exclusively with the past, 

which is a kind of death, because it means you have no 

future, but a suspended place" (237). 

In assessing Jadine's position, Morrison says, "She is 

an orphan in the true sense. She does not make connections 



unless they serve her in some way .... She is cut off. 

She does not have, as Therese says, her ancient properties; 

she does not have what Ondine has" (Ruas 228). 
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Morrison does not suggest that Jadine become like 

Ondine or Son like Sydney. Instead, what she posits is that 

"the ideal situation is to take from the past and apply it 

to the future, which doesn't mean improving the past or 

tomorrow. It means selecting from it'' (Ruas 237). 

In exploring Jadine and Ondine's relationship, Morrison 

addresses, as she does in Sula, the responsibility that one 

generation has for another. Advocating a reciprocal 

relationship, she explores this question again in her last 

novel, Beloved. Morrison enlarges her use of spirits in 

this work, and laces it with the practice of naming in order 

to examine these relationships as they affect the acceptance 

and denial of self. 
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Naming and Ancestral Spirits in Beloved 

Morrison dedicates Beloved to "Sixty Million and more." 

She writes that in her research for the novel she found that 

sixty million is the most conservative estimate of the 

number of African lives lost in Africa and during the middle 

passage to American slavery. As this inscription would 

indicate, Beloved addresses the experience of slavery, the 

institution which precipitated the African-American's search 

for self-identity. As in all of her novels, naming and 

spirits are important in imparting the message in Beloved. 

In the African tradition, Morrison uses spirits as a guide 

to understanding the experience of those who died in the 

middle passage, those who survived, and their vital 

connection to each other. Instances of naming are few in 

Beloved. When Morrison uses naming, it is most often to 

illustrate the denial of self inherent in the oppressor's 

arbitrary bestowing of names. 

The title character, Beloved, plays a dual role in the 

novel. She represents the spirit of a child murdered by her 

mother, who finds death preferable to slavery. 

Additionally, Beloved symbolizes those who died on the slave 

ships before reaching America. In an interview with Amanda 

smith, Morrison describes Beloved as "those black slaves 



whom we don't know, who did not survive that passage, who 

amounted to a nation who simply left one place, disappeared 

and didn't show up on the other shores" (51). 
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The feeling of lostness and anonymity Morrison effects 

in describing the slaves provides the foundation for the 

disruptive spirit in the novel. Beloved is very much in the 

African sense a lost spirit who torments the living because 

nobody knows her name. 

Beloved is the story of Sethe, a runaway slave, who, 

when confronted with capture and return to slavery, _decide_s 

to put her children "where they will be safe." Preferring 

death to the horrors of slavery, Sethe tries to kill her 

children, cutting the throat of one child before she is 

stopped. The child's spirit haunts Sethe for nearly twenty 

years before she returns in the form of a woman to take her 

place in Sethe's home. 

Throughout the novel, Morrison makes it clear that 

spirits and such phenomena are not rare in Sethe's community 

just as they are an accepted part of the African-American 

cosmology. At one time, Sethe suggests to her mother-in-law 

that they move to rid themselves of the spirit. Baby Suggs 

replies, "What'd be the point? Not a house in the country 

ain't packed to its rafters with some dead Negro's grief. 

we lucky this ghost is a baby" (Morrison, Beloved 5). 



Sethe and her daughter Denver are outcasts in the 

community, not because of the disruptive ghost which 

inhabits their home but because of what Sethe has done. 

Just prior to Beloved's appearance as a woman, Sethe and 

Denver receive a rare visitor--Paul D from Sweet Home, the 

plantation on which Sethe was raised. She invites Paul D, 

who is unaware of what has transpired, into her home: 

"You got company?" he whispered, frowning. 

"Off and on," said Sethe. 

"Good God." He backed out the door onto the 

porch. "What kind of evil you got in here?" 

"It's not evil, just sad. Come on. Just step 

through." (8) 

It is not the presence of a spirit which bothers Paul 

D--he has seen spirits before--rather it is the vehemence 

with which the spirit possesses the place. Determined to 

make room for himself in Sethe's life, Paul D chases the 

ghost away by screaming and banging the furniture about the 

house. It is after he has settled in and claimed his place 

in sethe's home that the woman appears. 
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sethe, Paul D, and Denver are given a number of 

indications that the woman and baby ghost are the same. 

Denver is the first to recognize Beloved. Paul D slowly 

comes to that realization, but Sethe refuses to see for some 
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time. Morrison reveals the clues slowly and through the 

characters' memories unravels Sethe's story. Walter Clemons 

in "A Gravestone of Memories" suggests that "memory is so 

oppressive for the novel's characters that stifling it is a 

means of survival." Clemons posits that the "splintered, 

piecemeal" manner in which Morrison unfolds the story "isn't 

tricky storytelling but the intricate exploration of trauma" 

(74). 

Morrison begins to reveal the identity of the woman 

with her first descriptions: 

Her skin was flawless except for the three vertical 

scratches on her forehead so fine and thin they seemed 

at first like hair, baby hair before it bloomed and 

roped into masses of black yarn under her hat. 

(Morrison, Beloved 51) 

The moment she sees the woman Sethe runs to the outhouse, 

unable to hold her water. It broke from her "like water 

from a breaking womb." 

It is Paul D who first addresses the stranger: 

"What might your name be?" asked Paul D. 

"Beloved," she said, and her voice was so low and rough 

each one looked at the other two. They had heard the 

voice first--later the name. 



"Beloved. You use a last name, Beloved?" Paul D 

asked her. 

"Last?" She seemed puzzled. Then "No," and she 

spelled it for them, slowly as though the letters were 

being formed as she spoke to them. (52) 
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With this passage, Morrison leads the reader to believe 

that Beloved is the baby's ghost. In considering the rough 

voice that Paul D, Denver, and Sethe hear, one imagines the 

sound damaged vocal cords might produce, recalling that 

Sethe cuts her baby's throat with a handsaw. That Beloved 

does no~ - immediately grasp the concept of a last name and 

the manner in which she spells "Beloved" bring to mind the 

word carved on the baby's headstone. 

Morrison's use of naming in this incident not only 

associates Beloved with the baby ghost but also establishes 

the namelessness of the murdered child and hence its status 

as a lost spirit. Nowhere in the novel does Morrison 

provide the baby a name. "Dearly Beloved" is the only part 

of the baby's funeral service that Sethe hears, and she must 

exchange sexual favors with the engraver in order to place 

even one word, Beloved, on the tombstone. Like the word 

"Peace" inscribed on the headstones of Sula's family in 

Sula, "Beloved" is a word. "Not even words. Wishes, 

longings" (Sula 147). 



In addition to the "name," Beloved gives other 

indications of her identity. She asks Sethe to tell her 

about the "diamonds" Sethe used to wear in her ears, 

referring to the crystal earrings she had received as a 

wedding present. Denver knew nothing of the earrings, and 

Sethe had long forgotten them. Beloved also bears a scar 

under her neck, presumably from the manner in which she 

died. 
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Denver discovers this scar and assumes that Beloved is 

her sister. She questions her about where she has been, and 

the answers reveal that Beloved is more than the baby ghost: 

"Why you call yourself Beloved?" 

Beloved closed her eyes. "In the dark my name is 

Beloved." ... 

"What's it like over there, where you were before? 

Can you tell me?" 

"Dark," said Beloved. "I'm small in that place. 

I'm like this here." She raised her head off the bed, 

lay down on her side and curled up .... 

"Were you cold?" ... 

"Hot. Nothing to breathe down there and no room 

to move in .... A lot of people is down there. 

Some is dead." 

"You see Jesus? Baby Suggs?" 



"I don't know. I don't know the names." ... 

"What did you come back for?" 

"To see her face." (75) 

Beloved is giving an account of her time in a slave ship, 

yet her name and the things she asks Sethe about indicate 

that she is the murdered baby. Beloved, in fact, 

represents both. 
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Important to accepting this possibility is an 

understanding of the beliefs that Sethe holds about time and 

place and their relationship to the African worldview. 

Sethe believes that places and events are recorded forever 

and coexist in the same places and at the same time as past 

and future events. She explains, "Even if I don't think 

it, even if I die, the picture of what I did, or knew, or 

saw is still out there. Right in the place where it 

happened'' (36). Coupled with the African view that death is 

the threshold to a parallel existence and that spirits 

continue to exist and seek their loved ones and their names, 

it is easier to accept Beloved's duality. 

As Beloved settles in and becomes part of Sethe's 

family, she begins to push Paul D out. Beloved wishes to be 

the constant focus of Sethe's attention. She wants to 

consume her. Beloved wills Paul D out of Sethe's bed, out 

of the house, and finally off the property. When she has 
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Sethe to herself, Beloved intensifies the demands for her 

time and attention. Sethe soon realizes Beloved's identity: 

It was then, when Beloved finished humming, that Sethe 

recalled the click--the settling of pieces into places 

designed and made especially for them .... She 

simply turned her head and looked at Beloved's profile: 

the chin, mouth, nose, forehead, copied and exaggerated 

in the huge shadow the fire threw on the wall behind 

her. . 

"I made that song up," said Sethe. "I made it up 

and sang it to my children. Nobody knows that song but 

me and my children." 

Beloved turned to look at Sethe. "I know it," she 

said. ( 176) 

Sethe begins to recall the signs that she had 

previously ignored. She remembers the water breaking when 

she first saw the woman, the "new" skin, the fingernail 

scratches on Beloved's head where she had grabbed the child 

in preparation for cutting her throat, the questions Beloved 

asked. 

sethe is delighted to have Beloved return because she 

believes that Beloved's presence indicates that she 

understands why Sethe cut her throat. Sethe believes she 

does not have to explain her love to Beloved. 
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A major theme in the novel is explaining the kind of 

love that would allow a mother to kill her child. Morrison 

suggests that such fierce love is a product of the denial of 

the right to love that is inherent in the institution of 

slavery. She uses Sethe's deadly love as well as the 

practice of naming to convey this message. 

In trying to explain her all-consuming love to Paul D, 

Sethe relates an example of the simplest gestures of love 

which slavery denies: 

"There was this piece of goods Mrs. Garner gave 

me. calico. Stripes it had with little flowers in 

between. 'Bout a yard--not enough for more 'n a head 

tie. But I been wanting to make a shift for my girl 

with it .... For the longest time I been meaning to 

make it for her and do you know like a fool I left it 

behind? No more than a yard, and I kept putting it off 

because I was tired or didn't have the time. So when I 

got here, even before they let me get out of bed, I 

stitched her a little something from a piece of cloth 

Baby Suggs had. Well, all I'm saying is that's a 

selfish pleasure I never had before. I couldn't let 

all that go back to where it was, and I couldn't let 

her nor any of em live under schoolteacher. That was 

out." (162-163) 
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Sethe and Paul D had lived in a world where the denial 

of the right to love was manifest in every aspect of 

slavery. They knew that slaves could not choose when or for 

whom they would bear a child. Neither could they name or 

love that child after its birth. Paul D knew the dangers of 

loving a child as Sethe had loved hers. Baby Suggs had 

recognized the futility of loving a slave child as well: 

The last of her children . she barely glanced at 

when he was born because it wasn't worth the trouble to 

try to learn features you would never see change into 

adulthood anyway. Seven times she had done that: held 

a little foot; examined the fat fingertips with her 

own--fingers she never saw become the male or female 

hands a mother would recognize anywhere~ (139) 

Paul D expected that Sethe should accept the limited 

love that slavery allowed just as Baby Suggs had done. He 

told her that her love was "too thick." "Too thick?" she 

replies, "Love is or it ain't. Thin love ain't love at all" 

(164). 

when sethe heard the slavers coming and recognized the 

schoolteacher's hat, without hesitation, she grabbed her 

children, determined . to keep them safe from slavery. "I 

took and put my babies where they'd be safe," she says later 
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(164). She tries to explain to Paul D that she killed her 

child not because she didn't love her but because she did: 

"Look like I loved em more after I got here. Or maybe 

I couldn't love em proper in Kentucky because they 

wasn't mine to love. But when I got here, when I 

jumped down off that wagon--there wasn't nobody in the 

world I couldn't love if I wanted to. You know what I 

mean?" 

Paul D did not answer because she didn't expect or want 

him to, but he did know what she meant. Listening to 

the doves in Alfred, Georgia, and having neither the 

right nor the permission to enjoy it because in that 

place mist, doves, sunlight, copper dirt, moon-

everything belonged to the men who had the guns .. 

He knew exactly what she meant: to get to a place 

where you could love anything you chose--not to need 

permission for desire--well now, that was freedom. 

(162) 

such was the kind of love and freedom Sethe wanted for 

her children, and she would rather they die than face a life 

where even the simple anticipation of making a garment for 

one's child is denied. More than anything, Sethe wanted to 

explain to her baby what she and every other slave knew too 

well: 



110 

That anybody white could take your whole self for 

anything that came to mind. Not just work, kill, or 

maim you, but dirty you. Dirty you so bad you couldn't 

like yourself anymore. Dirty you so bad you forgot who 

you were and couldn't think it up. (251). 

As Morrison describes the atrocities Sethe, Baby Suggs, 

and Paul D endured as slaves, it becomes believable that 

Sethe would rather see her child dead than enslaved. Sethe 

did not have the time to explain these things to her baby as 

schoolteacher approached. She accepted Beloved's return 

from the dead as proof that she did not have to explain. 

No sooner does Morrison bring Sethe and the reader to 

the logical conclusion that Beloved is the baby ghost than 

she provides a haunting litany of Beloved's time on the 

slave ship. In broken rambling verse, Morrison reveals 

another connection between Sethe and Beloved. They were 

together in Africa and on the slave ship as well. As she 

lay underneath a dead man, Beloved searched for the comfort 

of Sethe's face: 

I cannot fall because there is no room to the men 

without skin are making loud noises I am not 

dead ... those able to die are in a pile . the 

little hill of dead people . the men without skin 

push them through with poles the woman is there with 
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the face I want the face that is mine they fall 

into the sea which is the color of the bread. (211) 

Crowded in the slave ship, Beloved searches for Sethe's 

face, which she loses first in Africa among the clouds of 

smoke created by the slavers and then again when Sethe dies 

and is pushed overboard with the piles of dead bodies. 

Sethe's is the face that left me Sethe sees me see 

her and I see the smile her smiling face is the place 

for me it is the face I lost she is my face smiling 

at me. (213) 

Morrison's description of Beloved's prior existence 

suggests the African belief in reincarnation. Ancestors are 

often partially reborn in their descendants; that is, their 

mannerisms or characteristics often appear in those who come 

after them. Beloved often mentions Sethe's face, indicating 

that the face on the slave ship belongs to an ancestor who 

is reborn in Sethe. Beloved, too, is an ancestor. She is 

reborn in Sethe's baby and at her death becomes an ancestral 

spirit. 

once Sethe accepts Beloved as the spirit of her 

daughter returned from the dead, Beloved changes. She 

becomes more demanding and less satisfied until the 

arguments and the anger in the house send Denver looking for 



help. Slavery has taken Sethe from Beloved twice, and she 

is determined not to lose her a third time. 
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The women in the community, upon hearing that Sethe's 

dead baby has returned to "fix her," gather to chase Beloved 

away. All that remains after the confrontation is the story 

of a young boy who claims to have seen "a naked woman with 

fish for hair" running through the woods. Morrison 

concludes the novel by losing Beloved among the memories of 

the characters: 

Everybody knew what she was called, but nobody 

anywhere knew her name. Disremembered and unaccounted 

for, she cannot be lost because no one is looking for 

her, and even if they were, how can they call her if 

they don't know her name? Although she has claim, she 

is not claimed .... 

Down by the stream in back of 124 her footprints 

come and go, come and go. They are so familiar. 

Should a child, an adult place his feet in them, they 

will fit. Take them out and they disappear again as 

though nobody ever walked there. 

By and by all trace is gone, and what is forgotten 

is not only the footprints but the water too and what 

is down there. (274-275) 
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Morrison provides an extraordinary narrative of the 

process of becoming a lost spirit. The African worldview 

holds that the living dead--those whose names are remembered 

by the living--stay near the homestead until their names are 

lost to memory. One could imagine how with each passing 

generation, the spirit fades with the memory of its name. 

Beloved is an illustration of this process not only for 

Beloved--the baby ghost and the sixty million and more--but 

also for the millions of African-Americans who have fallen 

heir to this legacy. Morrison asserts that slavery denied 

African-Americans their names, heritage, and selfhood; yet 

she suggests that these properties are not unattainable. 

She provides Baby Suggs and Stamp Paid as examples of slaves 

who made their names their own, thus serving as examples for 

their descendants. 

Upon attaining her freedom, Baby Suggs asks her former 

master why he has always called her Jenny. 

"Cause that what's on your sales ticket, gal. 

Ain't that your name? What you call yourself?" 

"Nothing," she said. "I don't call myself 

nothing." 

"Whitlow called you Jenny and Jenny Whitlow is 

what his bill said. Didn't he call you Jenny?" 

"No, sir. If he did I didn't hear it." 



''What did you answer to?" 

"Anything, but Suggs is what my husband 

name .... Suggs is my name, sir. From my husband. 

He didn't call me Jenny." 

"What he call you?" 

"Baby." 

"Well," said Mr. Garner, going pink again, "if I 

was you I'd stick to Jenny Whitlow. Mrs. Baby Suggs 

ain't no name for a freed Negro." 
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Maybe not, she thought, but Baby Suggs was all she 

had left of the "husband" she claimed. . Now how 

could he find or hear tell of her if she was calling 

herself some bill-of-sale name? (142) 

Though not an acceptable name by Garner's standards, 

Baby Suggs was an appropriate name in the African worldview. 

It held special meaning for the namer and the named. Stamp 

Paid, too, selected a name in the African tradition. Like 

his forebears, Stamp gave himself a new name after an 

experience which changed his life. Born Joshua, Stamp 

changed his name when his master's son took Stamp's wife for 

his mistress. Rather than kill anyone, Stamp changed his 

name because he believed that after the "gift" of his wife, 

"he didn't owe anybody anything. Whatever his obligations 

were, that act paid them off" (185). 



In Beloved, as in all her novels, Morrison encourages 

lost African-Americans to reclaim their true and ancient 

properties, to give their names meaning and to remember 

their ancestors whose names can never be known. For 

Morrison, this process begins with acknowledging the sixty

million and more. 
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CHAPTER IV 

TOWARD AN APPRECIATION OF 
THE AFRICAN/AFRICAN-AMERICAN WORLDVIEW 

"If there is any consistent theme in my fiction," 

writes Toni Morrison, "I guess that's it--how and why we 

live this life intensely and well" (Watkins 50). In fact, 

it is this theme which Morrison explores in each of her five 

novels, providing the answer to this often-asked question. 

Though many of her characters do not learn to live life, 

Morrison does not leave all without hope. With each novel 

the answer becomes increasingly apparent. Those who "live 

this life intensely and well" are in touch with their true 

and ancient properties. They know their true names or have 

grasped the knowledge that power lies in accepting the name 

they have and giving it a meaning of its own. They have 

looked into the past and found themselves, discarding the 

psychological baggage which weighs them down and embracing 

the wisdom which gives them wings for flight. 

Recognizing that claiming one's name and strengthening 

ancestral ties provide the foundation for a successful 

future is a lesson well learned in any culture or cosmology. 

what makes this lesson extraordinary for the African-
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American is its "rootedness" in the African worldview. Such 

knowledge is empowering for the African-American struggling 

for self-hood in a society that yet denies the existence of 

an appreciable African or African-American heritage. 

Although an understanding of the African/African

American worldview is imperative for the self-actualization 

of the African-American, it is equally important for anyone 

interested in appreciating fully African-American 

literature. Much of the criticism of Morrison's work 

evidences a misdirected view of the world about which she 

writes. Johnathan Yardly, writing for The Washington Post, 

found the subplot concerning Shadrack in Sula "strained." 

Diane Johnson writes in the New York Review of Books that 

despite Morrison's interest in writing black folklore, "the 

influences of the Bible, Greek myths, and English and 

American literature are more evident" in her Song of 

Solomon. Daryll Pinckney, also in the New York Review of 

Books, protests that "picking out what happens in Tar Baby 

is like trying to keep one's balance in a swamp." He writes 

that "it is hard to know what Morrison means by [her 

allusions to the tar baby myth], difficult to decide what 

her characters represent. Paul Gray finds Beloved's 

"symbolic significance ... confusing." 
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Each of the critics fails to comprehend fully 

Morrison's novels because each views her work from a western 

worldview. Such a limited scope of vision hinders a true 

appreciation of an extraordinary body of work. Were these 

and other critics to attempt to view Morrison's work from 

the African/African-American worldview, they would find 

their knowledge, not only of Morrison's work, but also of 

all African-American literature enriched. 

Yardley, in understanding death and ancestor reverence 

in the African cosmology might find Shadrack's National 

Suicide Day no more objectionable than Memorial Day. 

Johnson might find, in examining African culture, that the 

Bible, Greek myths, and English and American literature are 

informed by African lore just as African lore and literature 

are influenced by them. A brief examination of the African 

view of spirits might provide Pinckney the balance necessary 

to successfully navigate Tar Baby and Gray the background to 

comprehend Beloved's duality. Perhaps cultivating an 

appreciation for the African/African-American worldview 

might eliminate such racial and sexual bias in literary 

criticism as that evinced in Sara Blackburn's review of Sula 

printed in the New York Times Book Review: 

Toni Morrison is far too talented to remain only a 

marvelous recorder of the black side of provincial 



119 

American life. If she is to maintain the large and 

serious audience she deserves, she is going to have to 

address a riskier contemporary reality than this 

beautiful but nevertheless distanced novel. And if she 

does this, it seems to me that she might easily 

transcend that early and unintentionally limiting 

classification 'black woman writer' and take her place 

among the most serious, important and talented American 

novelists now working. (3) 

Morrison bristles at such suggestions, replying, 

Behind this question is the suggestion that to write 

for black people is somehow to diminish the 

writing .... I never asked Tolstoy to write for me, 

a little colored girl in Lorain, Ohio. I never asked 

Joyce not to mention Catholicism or the world of 

Dublin. Never. And I don't know why I should be asked 

to explain your [the non-African-American] life to you. 

We have splendid writers to do that, but I am not one 

of them. (Leclair 28) 

Responsibility for the difficulties in interpreting or 

appreciating Morrison's work does not lie entirely with the 

individual critic. What Chapman writes in 1968 of the state 

of literary criticism still holds true today: "American 

literary criticism has still not come to terms with the 
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'special focus upon the world' that the realities of being a 

black man in America have created for Negro writers" (41). 

This is not to say that only African-Americans can 

understand Morrison's work. Just as it is not necessary to 

be a Mississippian to appreciate William Faulkner, one need 

not be African or African-American to appreciate Morrison. 

However to render a credible critique of Morrison's work, 

one must be able to view it from the proper perspective-

from the African-American perspective. Chapman explains 

that "special critical doctrines" seem to be established 

for black writers which "imply that to be meaningful for 

America, to be universal, the black writer has to be other 

than Negro, other than racial, other than what he actually 

and truly is" (41-42). Chapman writes that such standards 

are not held for other writers--writers such as William 

Faulkner, w. B. Yeats, or Isaac Bashevis Singer whose works 

provide a Southern, Irish, or Jewish perspective. Critics 

recognize and accept Faulkner's Southern cosmology in 

reading his works and do not demand that he adhere to some 

standard outside the worldview in which he writes. Neither 

should responsible critics impose inappropriate standards on 

Morrison's work. 

The beauty and universality of Morrison's work lies in 

her ability to be true to the cosmology within which she 



121 

writes. Believing that "when the locality is clear, fully 

realized, then [writing] becomes universal," Morrison set 

out to write about what she knew best. She expressed in an 

interview with Jane Bakerman that she "felt that nobody 

talked about or wrote about those Black people the way I 

knew those people to be" (Bakerman, "Seams" 59). She felt 

that too often the purpose of African-American fiction was 

to explain the African-American to the non-African-American, 

a purpose which diminished the literature. She explains, 

I was preoccupied with books by black people that 

approached the subject, but I -always missed some 

intimacy, some direction, some voice. Ralph Ellison 

and Richard Wright--all of whose books I admire 

enormously--I didn't feel were telling me something. I 

thought they were saying something about it or us that 

revealed something about us to you, to others, to white 

people, to men. (Ruas 218) 

Morrison began writing because she wanted, needed, to 

read a particular kind of novel. Morrison wanted to read 

literature written to African-Americans rather than about 

them, thus she began to write The Bluest Eye. Morrison 

describes the literature she writes: 

I write what I have recently begun to call village 

literature, fiction that is really for the village, for 



the tribe. Peasant literature for !!!Y people, which is 

necessary and legitimate but which also allows me to 

get in touch with all sorts of people. {Leclair 26) 

In writing her "village literature," Morrison seeks to 
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write fiction steeped in the African-American tradition. 

Such literature is important to her because she believes it 

is needed to take the place of vital "classical, 

mythological archetypal stories" that parents no longer tell 

their children. She seeks to recapture the myths that she 

believes are getting lost. For example, Morrison discusses 

the flying African myth in Song of Solomon in her interview 

with Leclair. Many critics assume that myth is a reference 

to Icarus in Greek mythology. "My meaning is specific," 

Morrison says, "it is about black people who could fly. 

That was always part of the folklore of my life." She 

continues, "I think the myths are misunderstood now because 

we are not talking to each other the way I was spoken to 

when I was growing up in a very small town" (26-27). 

Morrison's goal is to write "real" African-American 

literature, which to her is more than literature written by 

African-Americans. She believes that true African-American 

literature has several distinguishing qualities--"an oral 

quality," "the participation of the reader and the chorus," 

and "the presence of an ancestor" (Morrison, "Rootedness" 



343). Morrison also includes alternative ways of "knowing 

things" or those elements of nature which the Western 

worldview defines as the supernatural. 

Paramount to Morrison is the presence of an ancestor. 

She writes, 
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How the Black writer responds to that presence 

interests me. Some of them, such as Richard Wright, 

had great difficulty with that ancestor. Some of them, 

like James Baldwin, were confounded and disturbed by 

the presence or absence of an ancestor. What struck me 

in looking at some contemporary fiction was that 

whether the novel took place in the city or in the 

country, the presence or absence of that figure 

determined the success or the happiness of the 

character. It was the absence of an ancestor that was 

frightening, that was threatening, and i t caused huge 

destruction and disarray in the work itself. (343) 

In each of Morrison's works the absence of an ancestor 

and of a true name causes "destruction and disarray" in the 

lives of the characters. That Morrison finds this 

phenomenon of such importance in the work of other African

American authors and that it plays such an important role in 

her fiction indicates Morrison's belief that it holds true 

in life as well. Though Morrison professes that literature 



should not hold "recipes" for success or should not be 

didactic, her works seem to teach as well as entertain. 

Additionally, they empower because they illustrate and 

emphasize a necessary link to African-American heritage 

which many believe does not exist. 

In ascribing those elements important to African

American literature, Morrison has selected those principles 

of supreme importance in traditional African culture. In 

doing so, she asserts a vital connection between African

Americans and their African past. 
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That African-Americans yet retain elements of an 

African worldview should not serve to distance them from the 

dominant American culture. Rather, an examination of the 

African/African-American perspective should add an 

interesting dimension to the critical analysis of all 

literature. 
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