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Abstract

This study investigates the journey motif in the works of
the eminent Afro-American writer Toni Morrison: the Bluest
Eye (1970), Sula (1973), Song of Solomon (1977) and Beloved
(1987). This study shows Morrison’s vision of the journey as a
representation of the collective experience of African

Americans’ long struggle and a true picture of their interior
personal lives believing that the individual heroic pursuit of
self-fulfillment does not represent the long psychic and
collective experience of a people lost the ‘self’. A ‘self’ that
has been robbed by slavery and the excessive practice of
racism during their existence on the American land. The Afro
American oral traditions and cultural values play crucial role
in this journey of self-reclamation. Also, the figure of the
ancestor — a repository of folk wisdom and cultural values — is
the link between the individual and the community on the one
hand and both of them and the ancestral past, on the other.

The preface: examines Morrison’s life and achievements.
Toni Morrison was born Chloe Anthony Wofford in Lorain,
Ohio of a southern migrant family. After graduating from
Lorain high school, she entered Howard University where she
earned a B.A degree in 1953. In 1955, she earned a master’s
degree at Cornel University in New York, with a thesis on the
theme of suicide in the works of Faulkner and Virginia Woolf.
She taught in several American universities and worked as an



editor for Random House. She received many awards crowned
with the most prestigious; the Nobel prize in literature in 1993.

The introduction: “The journey motif in African
American Literary Tradition” is a critical survey of some
variations of the theme of journey in works of the most
eminent writers of this tradition, starting from the
autobiographical ‘Slave Narratives’ to some 20thC. black
novels as a highlight of Morrison’s distinctive contributions in
representing the journey in African American Literary
tradition.

Two distinctive traditions are illustrated in these
variations: the male-dominated tradition and the female one.
The male tradition introduces the journey of the black man in
the pattern of the heroic individual quest for self and manhood
regardless of any familial or social ties or any emotional
attachment. It is an existential journey of an alienated and
isolated person, often ends up with complete isolation as in
Richard Wright’s Native Son and Ralph Ellison’s Invisible
Man. The female, on the other hand, introduces the journey of
the black woman in her struggle against social constraints and
imposed identity. Harriet Jacobs, in her autobiography,
presents the sexual exploitations of the slave women and male
oppression in a journey trying to affirm her human right in
possessing her emotions, her body and motherhood. Zora
Hurston’s Janie Crawford in Their Eyes Were Watching God

rejects the stereotypical image of the black woman as ‘the



mule of the world” and realizes, at the end of her journey, that
male-domination and woman’s self-affirmation are two
irreconcilable opposites. Alice walker’s The Third Life of
Grange Copeland introduces a journey of generations of
southern black family oppressed by the limited socio-
economic southern conditions. As a result the frustrated black
male turns his rage on the black woman, a psychic reaction to
his impotence and failed fulfillment. Grange returns South,
after failed existence in a journey northward trying to build his
granddaughter on traditional black culture but in vain, Ruth
determines to leave the south for new possibilities elsewhere.

Chapter One: “The Unmaking of Self” black self is
damaged under the long history of slavery and racial practice
of power in the shape of racial discourse, physical and psychic
violence and segregation. Morrison shows this in physical and
psychic fragmentation imagery that fill her novels. Besides
there are the limiting socio-economic conditions that
emasculate black man and intensify his alienation. After Great
Migration to the north, African Americans find themselves
trapped in confinement and loneliness with the most horrible
racism. Thus, the journey turns to be a quest for place and self
lost when they left the South.

Chapter Two: “Disruptions” is a process of chaotic
troubles in African Americans’ social life. As a result of the
unmaking of black self, disruptions are inevitable in their
personal lives and their relation with their past. Various



relationships are severed: male/female, parents/children,
individual/community and the most terrible disruptions is the
alienation with the past. The intensified sense of loss,
alienation, psychic disintegration and identity crisis are natural
consequences of people internalizing the racial discourse and
assimilating the values and concepts of white American.

Chapter three: “The Reclamation of Self” the return to
the site of ancestral past confronting the traumatic memories
sharing the collective painful memory are necessary steps
towards the reclamation of self. The oral black traditions,
cultural values and the heritage of the ancestors empower the
individual and the community to endure the painful past, resist
the present racism and look forward for the future. Morrison
affirms that the individual heroic quest for self cannot be
achieved without the social context, and sharing the collective
experience of his/her people. Through storytelling and singing
the repressed memories are purgated and healed. The chapter
refers to the essential role of the figure of ancestor in the
process of self reclamation for both the individual and the
community.

Conclusion: highlights Morrison’s contributions in the
motif of journey as far as the African American literary
tradition is concerned.
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The Journey Motif In
African American Literary Tradition

The journey motif is central to African American
literary tradition introducing variations of the theme since the
slave narratives. Morrison has drawn upon and signifying on a
long tradition of black odyssey from the slave narratives up to
her contemporary novelist, Alice walker (1944- ). In The
Signifying Monkey, Gates argues that the African American
texts forming a continuous conversation with each other.

“[African American writers] read, repeated, imitated and
revised each other’s texts to a remarkable extent”
(‘Introduction’ XXII). This revision, therefore, has generated
new meanings to affirm the changing conditions of black life.

The Black Odysseus in slave narratives provides literary
models for subsequent black writing up to the present. These
narratives are the personal accounts of physical and
psychological journeys from bondage to freedom. The familiar
pattern begins with the fugitive slave’s realization of the evils
and oppressions of slavery, his first attempts at resistance and
flight ending with final successful flight to the North. On the
psychic level, the narrators express faith in the humanity of
blacks, and their right to struggle for freedom, literacy and
self-fulfillment. This quest “derived from the collective
experience of black Americans.. begins with bondage, physical
or psychological and leads to some form of deliverance or
vision of new world: moral or political awakening, flight,
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rebellion, or social reform” (Bell 36). It is the legacy bequeathed
to the African American novel. Black writers male or female
are concerned with the same thematic concerns their ancestors
reflected; the psychic loss, the sense of alienation, family
disintegration, the physical and psychic pain inflicted on their
bodies and psyches and the disillusionment with the life in the
North after escape or migration. With varying degrees they
express the thematic concerns of the slave narratives.

Variations of physical and psychic journeys are
introduced. Heroic figures like Frederick Douglass (1818 —
1895) are liberated by literacy, resistance and finally
flight to the North. Linda Brent or Harriet Jacobs (1813-1897)
Is liberated by resisting sexual exploitation and embracing her
maternal role. Physically and psychologically confined and
trapped by racial oppression and socio-economic conditions,
Bigger Thomas, in Native Son, is liberated, paradoxically, by
accepting the white definitions of a black as a beast who Kills
to have his freedom. After being trapped many times by
restrictive forces, imposed identities and false ideologies,
Ralph Ellison (1914-1994)’s invisible man goes underground,
at the end of his physical journey, in meditation to be reborn
through a limitless psychic journey. Janie Crawford, Zora
(1891-1960)’s protagonist, rejects the social restraints imposed
on black women and follows her romantic pursuit to a
‘horizon” which provides her with self-assertion. Centering on
a female character, Walker introduces the rebellious female



