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In Toni Morrison’s novels, violence is commonplace, but through Morrison’s uncommon
approaches in depiction, frequent violence maintains its shock value and uniqueness across her
texts. The actions of and upon Black' men and women in her novels are of primary interest as her
characters navigate cultural landscapes marred by slavery, racism, and anti-Black terror. For
Morrison, The association between her novels and politics is an inescapable one because of her
interest as a Black female author focusing on the experiences of Black men and women in
America. She herself values political associations alongside artistic implications, and her
sensibility, Morrison writes, “[is] highly political and passionately aesthetic, it would
unapologetically inform the work I did.” As acknowledged by Morrison, the aesthetic value of
African American writers’ works is often relegated to a background role in scholarship in favor
of deriving and highlighting strictly political interpretations. In an interview with Cecil Brown,
Morrison says “Black writing has to carry that burden of other people's desires, not artistic
desires but social desires; it's always perceived as working out somebody else’s agenda. No other
literature has that weight.” In embracing the political while demanding attention on aesthetics,
the question Morrison asks becomes, “how do you make an art form that is both unquestionably
beautiful and also political at the same time?”* Morrison’s political strategy, as outlined in her
foreword to Sula, is “root[ing] [her] narrative in a landscape already tainted by the fact that it
exist[s],” while also “refusing[ing] to explain, or even acknowledge, the ‘problem’ as anything
other than an artistic one.” Morrison weaves her narrative worlds with real-world politics in their

fabric. These political threads are tied specifically to trauma and the unspeakable.® To represent

' “Black.” as a descriptor, will be capitalized in this thesis is accordance with the Chicago Manual of Style as well as

conscription to contemporary trends in journalism and publishing. Additionally, “white” will not be capitalized.
2 Morrison, Toni. 1973. Sula. Vintage Books. xxiii.

3 Brown, Cecil, and Toni Morrison. “Interview with Toni Morrison.” The Massachusetts Review 36, no. 3 (1995):
455-73. 455.

* Ibid. 455.
5 Morrison. Sula. xxiii.



the unspeakable, Morrison relies on the aesthetics of narrative to relay real-world politics
inherent within explorations of racism, slavery, and gender.

Narrative analysis best communicates the political-aesthetic connection Morrison seeks
to create. She claims her goal in crafting narratives is “to be /ike something that has probably
only been expressed perhaps in music.”” By that desire, Morrison deliberately crafts her
narratives to take unconventional forms, and their narrative shapes are tied to the Black oral and
musical tradition. Justine Baillie connects Morrison’s narrative impulse to the idea of the
‘changing same’* as conceptualized by LeRoi Jones and Paul Gilroy. For Jones and Gilroy, an
understood ‘blues impulse’ unifies Black musical development and can be applied to
commonality in Black political experience. Despite the variety in Black musical forms and Black
political traditions, the universal structures of Western oppression create a common impulse of
representation across Black works of art. Morrison’s narrative forms encompass this same idea
of ‘changing sameness’ in that Morrison “draws upon a specific cultural heritage in the
construction of her aesthetic, a heritage already containing those elements most expressive of the
African American experience.” Her narratives exist in the African American literary canon, are
tied to the oral tradition and blues impulse, and thus retain the “oppositional elements expressive

of the Black experience in America.”'*Morrison’s narratives are varied, complex, and

¢ For Morrison, the ‘unspeakable’ is the experience of trauma across the Black diaspora. Morrison first introduces
the ‘unspeakable unspoken’ in Beloved to refer to the experience of trauma that cannot be communicated easily in
language.

” Morrison, Toni, and Nellic McKay. “An Interview with Toni Morrison.” Contemporary Literature 24, no. 4
(1983): 413-29. 426. :

* The ‘changing same’ was initially conceptualized by LeRoi Jones in his book Black Music. Here, the ‘chfmgmg
same’ identifies Black musical creation as “the imaginative response to the cultural, political, and economic
hegemony of the west,” and Jones notes that Black musical expression has taken many forms from slavery to urban
blues and jazz, but all retain a universal ‘sameness’ which is expressive of Black experiences. Baillie also includes
Paul Gilroy’s application of the ‘changing same’ in which he applies the concept to articulate “the potential of a
‘diaspora politics’ that transcends the modern nation state.” When applied this way, Gilroy sees the ‘changing same’
is a “fluid, political, and poetic expression of diasporic experience.”

* Baillie, Justine. 2013. Toni Morrison and Literary Tradition : The Invention of an Aesthetic. Bloomsbury
Academic.



constructed with overlapping and intersecting forms, but across her novels, her forms
demonstrate an interest in communicating the unspeakable aspects of the diasporic experience.
Morrison ties her formal impulse to the legacy of the African American oral tradition and
musical history through lyrical prose to communicate a history of trauma and anti-Black violence
that is grounded in the Black aesthetic and political traditions. Her commitment to creating a
novel narrative form, connected to her interest in African American history and politics, infers
that analysis of her narrative shapes can reveal political and social truths.

The narrative terrains of Song of Solomon, Sula, and Beloved — are tainted by the
unspeakable traumas of slavery, racism, and patriarchy. Morrison is interested in communicating
the unspeakable through narrative; as a result, the forms her narratives take are then connected to
events of trauma. This thesis will examine how acts of violence that occur on the diegetic level in
Morrison’s novels inform the narrative shapes that Morrison creates and the resulting political
consequences or messaging of this relationship. Morrison is inventive in her formal creations and
achieves what Baillie calls “a process of appropriation, mastery, and inversion ... [of] European
and American literary forms.”" Through analyzing the formal resonances between violence and
narrative in Morrison’s novels, several distinct narrative shapes emerge, all imbued with specific
social and political limitations that communicate meanings not explicitly communicated in the
text’s language.

To orient an argument concerning connections between the formal and the political,
Caroline Levine’s work in Forms: Whole, Rhythm, Hierarchy, Network is particularly beneficial.
Key is Levine’s definition of form as “all shapes and configurations, all ordering principals, all

patterns of repetition and difference.”"? By extending this definition out so broadly, her definition

 Baillie, Justine. 2013. Toni Morrison and Literary Tradition : The Invention of an Aesthetic. Bloomsbury
Academic..
" Baillie. Toni Morrison and Literary Tradition: The Invention of an Aesthetic.



of politics as “a matter of distributions and arrangements™" then becomes more deeply connected
to what is perceived as aesthetic form, and the “traditionally troubling gap between the form of
literary text and its content and context dissolves.” Levine posits five essential understandings
of form which orient her work: forms constrain, forms differ, forms overlap, forms travel, and
forms situate.” These five ideas situate much of the formal discussion in this thesis in tandem
with Levine’s formal conceptualization of affordances. Affordances are, for Levine, the
“potential uses or actions latent in” a form, its potentialities, and constraints.' Because of the
intrinsic limitations of specific forms, the interactions between overlapping aesthetic forms can
be connected to political interactions; just as certain political structures — class, gender, race, etc.
— dominate others in confrontation, differing forms operate in the same way."” Within the
narrative threads of Morrison’s novels, several formal structures come into contact, and
understanding affordances gives insight into the political consequences of the narrative by
assessing which forms are maintained and which are written over. The bridge between narrative
and politics is outlined in Levine’s point that “forms travel ... by moving back and forth across
aesthetic and social materials.”"* Anna Kornbluh’s conceptualization of political formalism
additionally ties social forms to aesthetic forms, claiming that “Political formalism evaluates

form’s composedness and form’s agency ... and thereby approaches politics and aesthetics from

2 Levine, Caroline. 2015. Forms: Whole, Rhythm, Hierarchy, Network. Princeton University Press. 3

1 Ibid 3. Levine orients her definition of politics from the work of Jacques Ranciére, and a more comprehensive
overview of this definition can be found in the endnotes of Forms.

" Ibid 2.

15 Ibid. 4.

' bid. 6. Levine describes affordances as both portable and fixed: “because they are abstract organizing principles,
shapes, and patterns are iterable — portable. They can be picked up and moved to new contexts,” but in any context,
a form can only bring with it its limited range of affordances.”

7 Ibid.7. These inter-formal dominations result from each form’s “organizing principles, and [a form’s] power to
impose order will itself be constrained, and at times unsettled, by other forms.”

* [bid. Levine cites scholars like Walter Benjamin who argued that “totality in aesthetics ... led to an embrace of
totality in political communities,” and additionally Levine examines scholarship concerning the reverse movement
such as “how a social form like a racial hierarchy moves from the political world into a novel, where it structures an
aesthetic experience.”



the purview of the constitution of social form.”" This thesis considers how Morrison shapes her
narratives to reflect both political constraints and diegetic actions in narration, therefore relying
on the movement of forms from the aesthetic to the social and vice versa.

In Morrison’s novels, acts of violence committed by her characters give shape to
narrative form. Morrison is concerned with communicating the ‘unspeakable’ trauma inflicted
upon Black men and women through narrative. However, there is an inherent gap between
something difficult to speak and a medium like narrative that uses language to communicate it.
As a result, the shapes created through narrative paths can be tools to communicate meaning that
the written words themselves may not make explicit. Hortense Spiller’s “Mama’s Baby Papa’s
Maybe: An American Grammar Book” examines how communication, kinship, and selfhood are
lost under the system of slavery and the current-day implications of this loss.*” Her discussion of
narratives of violence against the Black body orients how the physical body and a more
figurative loss of identity can communicate truths about certain social conditions. The violence
that occurs at the diegetic level in the plot of Morrison’s novels is not directly concerned with
white violence against Black people but rather with violence committed by Black men and
women, typically against other Black men and women. Morrison’s characters are holistic
portraits of the Black experience in America, and she finds their stories most compelling in
instances of violence. Morrison states that it is the complexity of how people behave under
duress that is of interest to me — the qualities they show at the end of an event when their backs

are up against the wall.”?' Morrison creates room for this complexity by depicting violence as

» Kornbluh, Anna. The Order of Forms: Realism, Formalism, and Social Space. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago
Press, 2019.4. Kornbluh defines “form’s composedness and form’s agency” as “ the contingent and emergent quality
of form’s relationality, the dispensation of irrelation and what relations make possible.”

» Spillers, Hortense J. “Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe: An American Grammar Book.™ Diacritics 17, no. 2 ( 1987):
65-81.

2 Morrison, Toni, and Nellie McKay. “An Interview with Toni Morrison.” Contemporary Literature 24, no. 4
(1983): 413-29.



varied in motivations and consequences. Her interest in scenes of violence strengthens the

argument that her narrative shapes ar informed, molded, and mirrored after scenes of violence.

Individual traumas echo the more extensive ‘unspeakable’ traumas which are exercised at the

heart of Morrison’s novels.

Circularity, Reenactment, and Anti-Black Violence

Repetitions and reenactments of violence create one formal pattern that emerges in

Morrison’s novels; A violent act occurs once, is then reenacted later, and the result is a circular

narrative and sameness for Morrison’s characters. When a character repeats a violent act, his or

her narrative path returns t0 a past instance, and the narrative thread takes the shape of

circularity. What once may have been a path towards some changed outcome — rebellion, justice,

protection — ultimately results in stasis. Circularity, then, stands in contrast with straight linearity

and signals some lack of progression or growth which narrative linearity might indicate.

Repetitions and reenactments as formal tools are inherently contained. They afford the reader an

additional opportunity to interpret meaning from what is repeated, but repetition implies

uniformity, therefore limiting what a repetition can look like and maintaining a formal set of

political and individual consequences.

In Song of Solomon, the Seven Days organization is a Black vigilante society of seven men

who reenact white violence against Black people by performing the same actions against a white

target. In Guitar’s words:

When a Negro child, Negro woman, or Negro man is killed by whites and nothing is

done about it by their [aw and their courts, this society selects a similar victim at

random, and they execute him or her in a similar manner if they can. If the Negro was



hanged, they hang; if a Negro was burnt, they burn; raped and murdered, they rape

and murder.”
The Seven Days see themselves as having found a way to retaliate against the institution of white
violence. However, they do not target the perpetrators of violence and instead pick a white target
at random to represent the Black victim. Guitar claims the men of the Seven Days “don’t initiate
anything; they don’t even choose. They are as indifferent as rain.” Though the acts themselves
may be incredibly brutal and visceral, the violence committed by the Seven Days is intentional,
planned, and detached in theory. For Guitar, the Seven Days are keeping the world in “balance,”
and they do not “write their names in toilet stalls or brag to women. Time and silence. Those are
their weapons, and they go on forever.”” When Milkman first asks Guitar if he is going to “kill
people,” Guitar responds, “not people. White people.””

There is a tension between the natural and artificial in their violence. Guitar describes their
violence like rain which is naturally occurring, though indifferent to what is happening on the
ground when it comes. However, agency and intention create repetition — the Seven Days choose
to enact violence in a mimetic manner— and the detail-specific reenactment of violence is
artificial. The Seven Days try to remain indifferent, aloof, and see themselves as keepers of a
natural balance, though they choose intentionally to plot and carry out rape or murder. Their
actions are artificial re-stagings of white violence, and they become trapped in a loop. The Seven
Days reenact scenes of white violence to achieve a goal of balance or as an attempt to flip a
system on its head. However, in their response to white violence through mimetic Black

violence, they operate within white supremacist structures and the affordances of this form are

2 Morrison, Toni. 1977. Song of Solomon. Vintage Books. 155.
» Ibid. 154.

% Ibid. 154-155.

% Ibid. 155.



then carried over to the Seven Days’ actions. Guitar’s insistence on balance and detachment does
not indicate a preoccupation with dismantling systems but rather a preoccupation with sameness,
even though his values would say otherwise. They aim to attack anti-Black violence directly, and
in that way, their goal is a progressive one, but the formal structures they relegate their rebellion
to hinder any progressive outcome. A violent response to violence is natural. The Seven Days
align themselves with nature out of a desire to capture the naturally occurring anger and anguish
experienced by the Black community in the wake of white terrorism. However, the natural desire
to retaliate is overcome by the artificial structures in which the Seven Days enact their
retaliation. The circularity of narrative form also implies cyclical movement, and the Seven Days
create a cycle of anti-Black violence unintentionally perpetuated through their actions. The
Seven Days seek to confront anti-Black violence with anti-white violence, but instead, the
members of the Seven Days are ultimately themselves harmed, or harm others collaterally,
creating more violence against Black men and women

John Brenkmen also identifies the Seven Days’ failure of progress and entrapment in
circularity. For Brenkmen, the “forms of revenge in which the Seven Days seek justice strain its
members to the breaking point, perhaps because they are reduced to imitating white killers and
rapists.”® Brenkmen argues that Guitar’s “sense of injustice is losing its grip on truth™ because
of his membership in the Seven Days. They are imitating inherently unjust hate crimes, and
consequently, their own sense of justice becomes skewed. The three men identified as Seven
Days members, Mr. Smith, Mr. Foster, and Guitar, all end up harming themselves and other

Black people. Brenkmen describes the men as “spiraling,” which is itself a circular shape, and he

% Brenkman, John. “Politics and Form in Song of Solomon.” Social Text, no. 39 (1994): 57-82. 74.
7 Ibid. 74.
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points to Mr. Smith’s suicide, Mr. Foster’s alcoholism, and Guitar’s hunt for Milkman as
indicative of this spiral.

Circularity is evident in the opening and ending scenes of Song of Solomon which both depict
men taking flight to probable death. Mr. Smith, driven to suicide by his actions as a Seven Days
member, jumps from the roof of Mercy Hospital the same day as Milkman is born, leaving a note
saying “I will take off from Mercy and fly away on my own wings. Please forgive me. I loved
you all.”* The final scene of the novel shows Milkman launching into flight to face Guitar, who
has just murdered Pilate, and who will likely kill Milkman too: “without wiping away the tears,
taking a deep breath, or even bending his knees—he leaped.” While the repetition of the first
and final scene creates a sense of circularity for the novel, it is not Milkman’s narrative that ends
where it starts, but rather the story of the Seven Days. With the death of Robert Smith, the
murder of Pilate, and the probable death of Milkman, the Seven Days’ reenactments of white
violence have caused collateral anti-Black violence through a misguided sense of justice.
Morrison presents a cycle created by formal repetition (the recurrence of the same scene) and
political repetition (reoccurring anti-Black violence) which ultimately confine the narrative itself
and her characters at the diegetic level to a circular narrative form where their attempted aims are
not achievable.

Linearity, Detachment, and Masculinity

In contrast, progress is available to Milkman in Song of Solomon, and his narrative thread

remains linear rather than being relegated to confining circularity. His narrative shape proceeds
without being altered by the impacts of those around him, and the violence that shapes his

narrative is abandonment. He desires to escape the ties that bind him to his family and

# Morrison. Song of Solomon.2
» Ibid. 337.






