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Toni Morrison : The Poetics and Politics

of Remembering and Forgetting

by Azfar Hussain

HE spinning of public

speculation was on, as

usual. October is the fe-
verish month breeding ant-
- cipations and expectations
about the possible winner of the
Nobel prize for liferature. Well,
it was Derek Walcott last year.
It was a case for the Caribbean,
a gain for blacks, but this time
this prize might not go to a
Caribbean nor to a black writer
in the West Indies, say to
Edward Brathwaite, who is no

%\

Ee writer whose

area of interest, amo-
ng others, includes
Black literature and
politics, here takes a
look at some of the
important works of
Toni Morrison, "the

doubt competent enough to win 6t important black
the Well, then, the prize

for Milan Eun‘:_:rl of novelist in America
Czechoslovakia, Gunter -

& o “'mrq gy since Ellison”, as
Carlos Fuentes. the leading Martin Seymour-

Mexican novelist of his
tion in terms of international
. has remained al-
most indisputably overdue.
Thus. speculations ran their
course. '
The name of R K Narayan,

Smith observes. Toni
Morrison, 62, is the
first black American

the Madras-born Malgudi-cen-
tred wise novelist. was also thENObe[mﬁJf Lit-
being bandied about along with erature. She was

that of Mahmud Darwish, prob-
ably the best-known Palestinian
poet in the world. But, it was
Toni Morrison who put an end
to October tions. And
speculations were followed by
uneasy exclamations, frequent
frowns, and éven by carica-
tures. "1 could not believe it
Toni Morrison was just an im-
probable name. The news of her
winning the Nobel prize is dra-
matic indeed,” commested H
Terry. one of the Nobel prize
speculators.

Interestingly. the list of the

posaible Nobel prize winners,
successively featured in the

awarded the 1993
prize on October 7, by
the Swedish Aca-
demy, and was cited
for "writing prose

poetry” and “visiona-
y ‘ame".

Toni Morrison is full of the

passing glimpses of a Seneca
involved in contemporary
bloodshed, of a Faulkner in-
volved in deathe and discases
and depressions. of a
Baudelaire uneasily teetering on
the edge of the 708" type of
black American ennul and of
Latin American and Belgian
writers confronting a bizarre
line-up of witches sorceresses
" and survivers. Certainly densely
intertextual, and. at times. in-

(1939), the irish post
noted for his un-self-conscious

m to paradoxical rural
Hugoe Claus (1929). the

Beigian poet and dramatist
noted for such works as The
Dawn Flancee (19568). a drama
a robust treatment of
a brother-sister incest theme
and Astonishment [19832). a
very powerful novel famt
and loose with the rather
and f{ashionably mythologcal

essentiala of black life In
America, which, for Morrison,
have demanded music and

iy T T s
always from the col-
leciive historical unconecious

With the publication of The
Blues! Eye in 1971 Morrison's

structure; Bel Dajos, the firsl novel, she was catapulied
Chinese poet in exile, and Al into the t of fame. par
Ahmad Said Adonis (1930), the  ticularly for the language she

usts — B language insistent on
breaking the hegemony of the

with the luster of

Newtonian-Euclidean spell ol
Hnear time¢ on the one hand.
and also a language somewhat
sandwitched between the
Ellisonian type of cursive,
rhythms and the

istential drama to which a
young girl. Pecola Breediove by
name. is helplesaly doomed.
Preediove. & name or a noun
corming from Morrison's charac-
teristic aptronymic flair, is
shown as a space-seeker. She i»
full of voida and she tries to

love and compassion and shel-
ter. But with eyes black and
hair similarly black. Pecola
Breedlove finds love and shejter
from none. She, therefore. longs
to have blue eyes; If needs be,
the bluest ones. But, blue cyes,
like love and sheiter themseives.
only keep Breediove in the wait-
ing. perhaps of the Beckettian
type. Meanwhile, though she
gets Jove from no man areund

in the community, she at last

gets it from her father. But, the
shelter is immediately wiped
out. as the father rapes his
daughter. She then becomes
mad, her search for blue eyes
g: continues, and finally she
she has acquired them.

The Bluest Eye. thus, brings

to the fore the black existential
crisis heavily saddled with the
conflict between the real and
the imagined, between the black
desire and the white repression.
between the world within and
the world without. But Morrison
never poses or foregrounds the
conflict strikingly. as is the

hilistic. The pseudo-magic real-
ist motif coupled with th

one also comes In: for,
Sulla. the central female char-
acter, appears as a witch and a
pestilence, exhibiting the
Hobbesian style of selfishness,

grandmother tes rav-
agery. savagery and violence in

her own way on the miérocos-
mic world at her disposal : she
burns her own son to death for
having become a juhkie. Yet.
she has sympathy. Indeed. the
world Morrison portrays in
Sulla is too bleak to be imme-
diately intelligible. But, the
is there that Morrisen is
concerned, In her characteristic
tangential style, with the black-
ness of blacks rising from the
depths of the collective uncon-
scious and also with the black-
ness of the white capitalistic,
world very much ex-
isting in America. But, one
should not be misguided by
thinking that Morrison brings to
the fore her political self so cas-
ily or so visibly. It is there of
course, lurking in the womb of
. and one only needs to
find it out. It remains so until
her novel Tar Baby, where one

sida |a pre-ilslamic poetlic
80 a8 10 . on )
an epic-scale, the whaole of Lhe ASHINGTON . *1 know
Arab heritage. what every black wo
Hul.llmnndmt:bm man in the country is
Tom Morrison who the | doing.... . Just like me
prize with the of world | But the is they dying

attention somewhat curiously | like a stump. Me I'm going
focused on her. True, she was | down like one of those
leas or hardly known inlerna redwoods.”

tionally. not even as known as Those are the deathbed
Nadine Gordimer was, yet an: words of Sula. the incorrigible
other black woman writer win- main character in Toni Mo-
ning the Nobel prize in 1991 mmison's 1974 nowel of the same
But. Morrison was certainly a | name. Although thoge words
felt force, a powerful pregence | may not describe Morrison s
that sped off to the front rank personal philosophy. Lhey
of the Afro-American novelists describe the impact of
within an unusually short
siretch of ume.

Rorn in 1931 (nee Woflord)
in the steel town of Lorain,
Ohio. Toni Morrison was the
second of four children of the
Alabama sharecroppers who
migrated north. She was

Princeton Universily since
| 9868, won the 1993 Nobel Prize
for Literature October 7 She is
the first Black American Lo win
the literature prize and the
eighth yoman (o win it since it
was first awarded in 1901. She
is the cleventh Asnerican Lo win
it. Pearl 5 Buck was the first
American woman to win the
" prize in 1938 Morrison is the
only other American woman
ever to have won this highest
honor for a writer.
Morrison, who was

well-off. making also an ideal
case for platitudinous bul

Washington's
. kknown as the Black

born

her B A in English literature Chioe Anthony Waofford in 1931,
while she obtained the M A de has written six novels. one
gree in English from Cornell short story, one play, and nu

husband. Morrison's novels had “the lus-
Presently Tomi Morrison | terof " a characterization
teaches English at Princeton | the writer taken issue with
, and is one of the | in the past. "The works cannot
editors of a publishing house | be enly. or even merely poetic,”
called Random House which. at she said In a 1981 interview
Maorrison & passionate initiative with Paul LeClair, “or that
brought out a couple of interest- | would defeat my purposes, my
ing — one on | audence.’”
Muhammad Ali. the legendary But what purposes?
bomer and the other ome on "1 think long and hard about
Angela David, & committed | what my novels should do.’
communist activist. Tonl | Morrison told LeClair. "They
Morrison, it needs mentioning. should clarify the roles that
games . ' ought to identify those things in
too: bust, definitely, she s ot & | the past that are useful

those things that are

by Robert F. Holden
USIA Staff Writer

they ought te Pive nourish
menit” ;

“In all of her writings,
Denard writea, "Morrison |s
concerned about crafiing a
special, clarifying angle for re-
past and mak -
ing it a useful mechanism for
survival in Lhe contemporary

E

This device works well In
Morrison s Lhird novel. ‘Song of
Solomon ~ In thal story. protag
onist Macon Milkman™ Dead |1

Morrison's 1987 Pulitser Prize-
winning novel. "Beloved” a
story based on the life of an es-
caped Kentucky slave woman
who tried to kill her own chil-
dren rather than see them sent

p -
fects of slavery on the rights
and responsibilities of the
mother-love of one woman, but
trying through the characteri-
zation of Sethe ( the mother]. to
understand the full human
meanings and impilications of
the slave experience.” Denard
wriles.

And the audience? Morrison
old Paula Giddings in a 1977
interview that the people who
validate her work for her are not
readers from a long Merary
tradition but “the black people
in my books who don't read
books "~

' Pilate | the myystical, ec- '

centric old aunt that steer
Milkman toward the caves In

“Song of Solomon”) put down

that geography book and picked

- huh' or not? If its all right with

her, it's all right with me.
Morrison sabkd
in a 1986 interview with
Claudia Tate, Morrison said :
“When | view the world, percefve
it and write about i, its the
world of black people. It's not
that | won't write about white
1 just know that when
I'm trying to develop the various
themes | write about. the people
who best manifest those themes

'Like One of those Redwoods' : The V;rmngs of Toni Morrison

Other novels by Morrison In-

clude "The Bluest Eye", the |

quietly slips Into insani

she equates love and accep-

tance with a race

owm, y

woman not bound by any social

codes of propriety, a pariah who
in

i

a story But trying to breathe
life into characters, allow them
space. make themn people whom
| care about is hard. | only have
twenty-six letters of the alpha-
het: | don't have color or music

"My stortes come (0 me AS
cliches,” she said “A cliche is a
cliche because it's worthwhile
Otherwise. it would have been
discarded. A good cliche can
never be overwritten. it's still
mysterious. Thé cencepts of
beauty and ugliness are myste-
rous to me Many write
abowut them. In mulling over

writer s o make my stories
mean something.”™ Morrison
said “You can have wonderful.
prople. a fascinating
but it's not aboutl any

thing. 't has no real fascinating
story, but it's not about

|

OBERT W FOGEL and
| Douglass C North of the

United States have won
the Nobel Prize In economics for
using modern statistical
methods to explain past
economic events and for

12 that Fogel, 67, with the
University of Chicago and
North, 72, of Washington
University in St. Louis, won the
$845,000-prize and cited the
two for a better un-
derstanding of why economic
occurs.

Since the Nobel Prize in eco-
nomics was established in
1968, Americans have captured
21 out of the 34 prizes. Fogel is
the seventh winner from the
University of Chicago.

The Swedish Academy de-
scribed Fogel and North as lead-
ing figures within the field of
“new economic history” whose
Works challenged widely held
ides.

It said that modern economic
historians contribute to the de-
velopment of eeonomic sciences
in at least two waysi "by com-
bining theory with quantitative

and reconstructing databases
or creating new ones. This has
made it possible to question
and to reassess earlier resuits,
which has not only increased
our knowledge of the past but
has also contributed to the
elimination of irrelevant theo-
ries.”
The academy cited a 1964
Fogel book that argued that US
economic development was the
result of many factors and did
not hinge on the building of the

WO scientists have won
the Nobel Prize in medi-
cine for a discovery that
changed man's view on how
genes in higher organisms de-
velop during evolution and
helped researchers better un-

diseases evolve.

The Karolinska Institute In
Stockhelm. Sweden, has an-
nounced that Phillip Sharp of
the United States and Richard
Roberts of Britain, both
Massachusetts-based scientists,
will share the $825 000 prize
for their independent discovery
in 1977 of "spiit genes.,” which
has revolutionized basic re-
search in biology. .

The discovery that genes can
be composed of several separate

nts shattered the scien-
tific thought of the day. Up to
then, the gene had been con-
ceived as a continuous segment
within the very long double-
stranded DNA molecules, the
chemical substance of heredity.

Sharp and Roberts made the
discovery while studying the
genetic material of aden-
oviruses, which cause the
commeon cold. Shortly thereafter
it was shown by several re-
searchers that split genes are
frequent in higher organiams,
including

man,

“Everybody thought that
genes were laid out in exactly
the same way. and so it came
as a tremendous surprise at the
time.” said Roberts. a native of

W; England, and cwrently

methods and by constructing

derstand how some hereditary

e ; : TS ;
Two Americans Win Nobel Prize in Economics

Yailroads, K as others had
claimed. It also noted a contro-
versial 1974 book by Fogel that
argued that pre-Civil War slav-
ery in the United States. despite
its inhumanity, was economi-
cally efflicient. Fogel. who was
not defending slavery as an in-
stitution, wrote that its collapse
was due more to political deci-
sions.

Much of Fogel's research,
according to "Who's Who in
Economics,” has focused on the

the relationship between the
current and past behavior of
households. "Data sets linking

and cultural factors on such

variables as the savings rate,

the female participation rate.

fertility and mortality rates,

economic and social mobility
* and migration rates,” it said.

The Academy called North
"an inspirer, a producer of ideas
who identifies new problems
and sows how economists can
solve the old ones more effec-
tively.”

North, in a piece for the
American Historical Review in
1991, wrote: "Understanding
‘how an economy works (price or
microeconomic theory] is a nec-
essary condition to writing eco-
nomic history, but ecqnomic
theory is static in its implica-
tions. and the key to good eco-
nomic history is explaining
change over time —
missing in economic theory. It
is precisely that missing ingre-
dient that should be the contri-
bution that economic history
could make to improving eco-
nomic theory ~* Economic the-

American and Briton win Nobel prizein Medicine

research director for New
England Biolabs in Beverly,
Massachusetts,

Sharp, a native of Falmouth,
Kentucky. who now heads the
biology department at the
Massachusetts Institute of
Technology (MIT), «asld that
numerous laboratories were
studying the structure of genes
in the 1970s.

"If we hadn’'t made this dis-
covery, within six months there
would have been 10 other labs

the discovery,” he said.

In awarding the prize, the
Nobel committee said the dis-
covery "has radically changed
our view on how the genetic ma-
terial has developed during the
course of evoljition.”

The committee said it had
been believed that evolution
took place through an accumu-
lation of minor alterations In
the material, called mu-
tations. But the discovery that
genes are often split means. that
higher organisms, in addition to

undergoing mutations, may use
another mechanism to speed up

evolution — the rearrangement

or shuffling of gene segments

over time to generate an almost
infinite vagjety of molecules.
The committee said the dis-
covery of Sharp and Roberts
also led to recognition of the
natural genetic process known
as splicing. It said that some
hereditary diseases now are
seen to result from deviations
from normal patterms in the

splicing process.

ory has become more and more
cise about less and less.”

In a 1991 article for the
Journal of Economie

in 1990, North examines why
some countries are rich and
others poor, and he concludes,
in the words of the academy:
“The lack of opportunity of en-
tering binding contracts and
other institutional arrange-

mentis is a cause of economic
stagnation, both in today's de-

veloping countries and the
forrner socialistic states.”

— USIS Feature

The most studied of such
diseases is beta-thalassemia. a
form of anemia that is common
in some Mediterranean coun-

tries. Another exampie showing
the connection between disease

and thé¢ organization of genetic
material is ehronic myeloic
leukemia, ¥ type” oF tancer of
the blood. '

In the wake of the work by
Roberts and Sharp, scientists
found that DNA includes sepa-
rated gene segments called ex-
ons and introns. The exons,
which cpntain information to
build proteins, are broken up
by lengthy Introns, which have
no protein and are of- 1
ten called "junk™ DNA.

During the synthesis of a
protein, the intron segments are
clipped out and the extns are
spliced together into a continu-
ous s of instructions that
tell the cell how to construct a
complete protein. When this

process goes awry. the result
can be cancer or other discases.

While Roberts and Sharp
knew of each other's work, they
weren't collaborating when they
made their discoveries of split

OR Dermont Devereaux
a visit to Dhaka this
October has been an
odd mixture of pain and
pleasure. The pleasure comes
vw e j

children
by Aasha Mehreen Amin Srtarior. Thie
from the fact that he has been

here with his family to in:

augurate a paramedic unit lor

Dying for Peace and Justice

at an orphanage in
pain is that it is a

unit has been named
On January 2nd this year.
Sean Devereaux. a UNICEF



