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Abstract
This paper focuses on Morrison’s use of the historical novel as a potentiating liberatory narrative
and reads Morrison’s work as evincing a shift in the focus of the African American novel whose
setting is unequivocally the African American community. It seeks to map the ways in which
Morrison’s literary work, and specifically, her novel, A Mercy, published in 2008, intersects with
and reflects her discourse on race in her non-fiction work. I argue that Morrison’s oeuvre is a
literary dialectic that seeks to dismantle racial hierarchy within and beyond the African American
community, to excavate the ontologically erased subject, and to call for meaningful re-articulations
of freedom in America.
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Introduction
Since her emergence as a writer in the 1970s, Toni Morrison has come to occupy a central place
in American literary history and is a dominant figure in the African American literary tradition,
which saw its resurgence in the 1970s following two peak periods of critical acclaim, the Harlem
Renaissance (1918-1937) and the Black Arts Movement of the 1960s. Morrison’s oeuvre has
contributed significantly to the genre of the novel, through which she has foregrounded the Black
experience in America. Situating Morrison within a single field of study is impossible, given the
various spheres within which she functions. As editor, university professor, novelist, and public
intellectual, Morrison’s work spans several genres of intellectual, social, and cultural engagement.
As Dwight McBride has observed, “Morrison’s corpus is best understood when read as a broad,
far-reaching intellectual contribution that defies our contemporary artist-scholar divide with which
we have become increasingly comfortable in the academy” (162).
Indeed, her contributions both as literary artist and scholar demonstrate her intellectual
commitment to the quest for freedom, and thus, to engaging dialogically and dialectically with
current discourses—class, race, sexuality, gender, and power—to grapple with obstacles to an
ethical understanding and a moral imagination that work toward the conceptualization of an
equitable future for the Black community and, indeed, for the world. In fact, Morrison avers that
her principal job as writer and social critic is to “rip that veil drawn over ‘proceedings too terrible
to relate,’” seeing this exercise as “critical for any person who is black, or who belongs to any
marginalized category,” (Margin 70). Historically such persons “were seldom invited to participate
in the discourse even when we were its topic” (70). Morrison’s work, then, invites careful attention,
as she moves consistently to destabilize the metaphysical infrastructure of white supremacy and to
envision a horizon of possibilities for racial harmony.
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The Liberatory Narrative and the Quest for Freedom
This paper focuses on Morrison’s use of the historical novel as a potentiating liberatory narrative,1
and reads Morrison’s work as evincing a shift in the focus of the African American novel whose
setting is unequivocally the African American community. It seeks to map the ways in which
Morrison’s literary work, and specifically, her novel, A Mercy, published in 2008, intersects with
and reflects her discourse on race in her non-fiction work. I argue that Morrison’s oeuvre is a
literary dialectic that seeks to dismantle racial hierarchy within and beyond the African American
community, to excavate the ontologically erased subject, and to call for meaningful re-articulations
of freedom in America. Across her oeuvre, Morrison brings scope and perspective to the African
American quest for selfhood and self-affirmation and asserts the inclusiveness of voice, agency,
and autonomy in constructing non-white subjectivities. Further, her essays and novels show how,
despite peculiar existential challenges, the African American community offers resources for
sustainable and life-enhancing transformations and provides a frame for envisioning a collective
humanity.
Refusing notions of racial hierarchies, and limiting static racial binaries, Morrison seeks to
foreground the voices of the discursively marginalized that have been pressured into silence by the
dominant historical and literary narratives of America. In her 1988 interventionist essay,
“Unspeakable Things Unspoken: The Afro-American Presence in American Literature,” Morrison
argues that “the presence of Afro-American literature and the awareness of its culture both
resuscitate the study of literature in the United States and raise the study’s standards” (126).
“Silences are broken,” she continues, “lost things have been found, and at least two generations of
scholars are disentangling received knowledge from the apparatus of control” (133). In her literary
work, Morrison, too, is disentangling received conceptions of Blackness and Black ontology from
traditional apparatuses of control. In her novels, the liberatory thrust is evident as she engages the

1

Angelyn Mitchell, in The Freedom to Remember: Narrative, Slavery, and Gender in Contemporary Black
Women’s Fiction (2002), uses the term “liberatory narrative” to denote a literary genre which, while it refers to the
narratives of and about the formerly enslaved and their descendants, “reveals the unspeakable – indeed, the
unacknowledged – residuals of slavery in the context of black womanhood” (xii).
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discourse of race in ways that acknowledge its historical underpinnings and its importance to the
self-identification of the Black community, while also acknowledging that it is not the sole
defining factor in determining human potentiality.
Morrison contributes in a major way to an African American literary tradition that is
focused on producing tangible change and improvement in the lives of the African American
community. This tradition is steeped in the emancipatory efforts that informed the emergence of
the slave narrative and the protest fiction that followed. Her work is a continuation of that
imperative, concerning itself with the residual effects of slavery and the recuperative work still
critical to the production of a reality for African Americans that reflects human equality. Rather
than taking a reactionary, isolationist approach from which the Black experience speaks out against
white normativity, Morrison’s work eschews nihilism, and asserts the Black community’s
experience as an American experience.
Morrison’s novels incorporate and examine themes central to emancipatory narratives—
specifically, race, gender and capital—and the ways in which the limitations imposed upon these
categories impinge upon human freedom. Rather than locating the power dynamics and constraints
of these themes within an external, white context with which the African American characters
must contend, Morrison constructs an internal context within which the power dynamics of race,
gender and capital are intrinsic, and she insists upon historicizing these dynamics in her novels in
order to tease out the residual effects of slavery within American society and to articulate a
philosophy of the human that divests itself of the dehumanizing constructions of identity inherited
from the history of slavery. As Joy James observes, “Morrison’s own unblinking gaze fosters
critical self-reflection in regard to African American community” (133) and reveals to readers the
ugly consequences of racism. “Nowhere do Morrison’s essays argue for this perfected Black bliss.
Everywhere in her literature there exists the reality of the grim, bizarre, and determined struggle
in community that embodies both the rotting and the purifying” (133-4), as we see, for example,
in the novels The Bluest Eye, Song of Solomon, and Love.
Morrison’s novels explore a humanism that posits the African American experience as
potentiating a liberatory praxis, despite its history of dehumanization and disenfranchisement, and
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despite the internal struggles of abuse, self-negation, abandonment, and colorism, as evinced in
her very last novel, God Help the Child, published in 2015. In defying and dismantling systems
of domination and oppression, her African American characters must assert as well as protect their
humanity. Morrison’s humanism not only acknowledges the equality of difference but conceives
human dignity within a relationality of mutual recognition and respect.
In her 1998 essay, “Home”, Morrison avers that, “a-world-in-which-race-does-not-matter
needs to be thought of as something other than…a failed and always failing dream” (3).
She asserts that conceiving of a world in which race does not matter is synonymous with the idea
of “Home.” She thus sees the dismantling of racial hegemony not as “an impossible future” but as
a “manageable, doable, modern human activity” (3-4). This quest has, in many ways constituted
the focus and challenge of her literary oeuvre and other writerly endeavors. Morrison’s metaphor
functions not only to highlight ways of mapping “home” in literary and other writerly endeavors,
but also to interrogate the very nature of existence in America, and, ultimately, what constitutes
home and homeliness within frames of civility and citizenship. In short, she grapples with
questions of being and ontology. In her critical essays as well as her literary representations,
Morrison engages a philosophical gaze bringing into focus the need to reclaim parts of the human
landscape that have been elided in the literary narratives of the nation in order to achieve a broader
understanding of all that is encompassed in the term “humanity”. She observes:
We are the subjects of our own narrative, witnesses to and participants in
our own experience, and, in no way coincidentally, in the experience of
those with whom we have come in contact. We are not, in fact, ‘other.’
We are choices. And to read imaginative literature by and about us is to
choose to examine centers of the self and to have the opportunity to
compare these centers with the ‘raceless’ one with which we are all of us,
most familiar. (Unspeakable 133)
The philosophical exercise Morrison invites, the examination of Black existentialities—centers of
the self—is facilitated through her invoking the past and embracing history as an integral
component that is denied in “raceless” constructs of the self. Her project is to claim space that is
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both contested and contingent in order to keep in view the idea of a viable and inclusive humanity
within national boundaries, and to imagine, beyond these precincts, a universal humanity.
In her now classic collection of essays, Playing in the Dark: Whiteness and the Literary
Imagination, Morrison asserts that the Africanist presence “which shaped the body politic, and the
Constitution, and the entire history of the culture – has had no significant place or consequence in
the origin and development of that culture’s literature” (4-5). Her critique highlights the negation
of the non-white presence in canonical (white) literary representation and analyzes how the
formulation of a national identity along the lines of racial difference enabled America to
consolidate a national image that ignored other (non-white) races. Her examination of this
deliberate “racial blindness” is, at its core, a discussion of epistemic hegemony and ontological
erasure. Morrison ultimately calls for a reconceptualization of literary criticism in which race is
not occluded but centralized. She conceives of her project as an effort “to avert the critical gaze
from the racial object to the racial subject; from the described and imagined to the describers and
imaginers” (Playing 90). In this way, there can be a restoration, within the American body politic,
of the erased or otherwise negated body, what Charles Mills refers to as the “dark ontologies.”

Theorizing: Re-mapping the Critical Geography
Morrison’s purpose is to “draw a map of a critical geography and use that map to open as
much space for discovery, intellectual adventure, and close exploration as did the original charting
of the New World” (3) and to attain this “without the mandate for conquest” (3). She refutes the
assumption that American canonical literature “emanates from a particular Americanness”
detached from the “Africanist (or non-white) presence” (4-5) and she thus claims and expands the
territory of this canon, by rendering a prodigious body of work in which African American life
and culture assumes centrality. Blacks, Morrison contends, hitherto functioned in the white
imaginary and in the national narrative within a “peripheral space” (15). Beyond this critique,
however, Morrison participates in the deeper ontological discourse of white America’s erasure of
non-white presence and engages a literary dialectic in which race, while centralized, is not
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presented in contentious or oppositional resonances, but as an imperative component within the
schema of self-actualization.
In two recently published collections, The Origin of Others (2017) and The Source of SelfRegard (2019), Morrison offers deep reflection on the function, process, and intent that undergird
her writing. Her survey of her politics, literary poetics, fictional ontology, and philosophy yield an
abiding concern with the nature of existence in America, and more specifically, within the
schematic of Afrodiasporic life. Given the oft-expressed malignant racism existing alongside the
seemingly benign race-awareness within the same spectrum, Morrison asserts, “I don’t foresee, or
want, a color-blind, race-neutral environment. The nineteenth century was the time for that. It’s
too late now. Our race-inflected culture not only exists, it thrives. The question is whether it thrives
as a virus or a bountiful harvest of possibilities” (Source 497). The uneasy habitation of spaces in
which she seeks “to both sign and defang race, acknowledges its import and limit its corrosive
effect on language” (500) necessitates a delicate balancing between the realms of art and the realm
of politics. Thus, in what may be called her fictional ontology, or black poetics, Morrison explores
the specificities of Black thematics and devises a tropology for presenting the trauma, derailment,
disrupted history, and psychic destabilization of the Black subject of her fictional work, as well as
for mapping the emergence or coming-into being of a new Black subjectivity. In the historical
novel, A Mercy, Morrison directs attention to the deep structures and discursive narratives on Black
identity itself.

A Mercy: Polyvocality in the Narrative of Discovery
A Mercy is a novel whose setting in the 17th Century predates the American literary canon,
and ostensibly precedes the crystallization of racial hierarchy. In A Mercy Morrison re-imagines
early America and constructs literary representations largely absent in canonical American
literature. A Mercy asserts a plurality of voices within the narrative of discovery and foregrounds
marginal voices and discourses silenced within the dominant narrative. The novel includes the
stories of the indigenous Indian, Lina, the white indentured servant, Sorrow, the enslaved black
woman Minha Mae, and her daughter, Florens, the free African blacksmith, who is unnamed, the
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commercial adventurer, and the white homosexual lovers, Willard and Skully, among others,
including Jacob Vaark, the plantation owner, and his wife Rebekka . Morrison thus expands the
representational base across the human landscape, rendering a formulation of ‘New World’
existence prior to the emergence of pseudo-scientific theories of race and presenting the
complexities of human relations in 18th century colonial America. “The biologism [later]
introduced into racial discourse by scientific racism” as Jean Muteba Rahier et al assert, “came
with the affirmation of Africa as the source of blackness in the racially constructed discourse of
origins. It also deepened the signification of blackness as the embodiment of the uncivilized”
(xvii). As such, “black bodies are denied the capacities (understood as rationality and reason) for
full belonging in the spaces of civilized modernity” (xvii).
Central to the discussion of race in A Mercy is the discourse on racial capitalism since
racialization and the emergence of capitalism occurred together. And even while the relationship
of capital to colonial slavery is complex, the linkage of the two is an established fact. Michael
Hardt and Antonio Negri point to the irony that while “capitalism’s ideology is…antithetical to
slavery, in practice, capital not only subsumed and reinforced existing slave production systems
throughout the world but also created new systems of slavery on an unprecedented scale in the
Americas” (121). Hence, “slave labor in the colonies made capitalism in Europe possible” (122).
Verene Shepherd and Hilary Beckles posit that “Marxist historians have been in the
vanguard of the discourse that locates slavery within the first phase of Atlantic capitalist
development” (454). Colonial exploitation, with slavery extracting surplus value from workers,
provided the market economy that merchant capital needed during the seventeenth century. Thus,
Western Europe, through imperial exploitation, was able to realize its full development potential.
Discourse on development privileged colonialism as “the transformative engine of capitalist
growth” in which “colonies meant trade, finance and plunder” (454). Franklin Knight similarly
observes that “[C]apitalism…represented modern innovation in European societies” and that “both
slavery and capitalism were essential characteristics of the new, dynamic imperialism that fuelled
the expansion of Europe after the fifteenth century” (472). Critical to this endeavor was the fact
that slaves were both tradable commodities and units of potential labor in the plantation. As goods,
32

[slaves] could be moved from market to market and sold or exchanged readily, thereby producing
wealth” (473).

Looking Through the ‘Retrospectoscope’
By situating A Mercy in the colony of Virginia in 1690, when race-based slavery was being
implemented across the colonial landscape and while the master/slave, human/sub-human
paradigm had not yet been fully realized, Morrison provides a “retrospectoscope” to allow a space
for ideological imagining about an Edenic or utopian potential in terms of egalitarian social and
economic structures and harmonious human relations in early America. As such, the Virginia
slavery machinery had not yet caught up with practices already entrenched elsewhere in the
Americas. Barbados, for example, was the exemplar among the British colonies in terms of
plantation slavery and the production of rum, sugar and other commodities for the European
market. In fact, in 1690, the time in which Morrison’s novel is set, Barbados was, according to
Eric Williams, “the most important single colony in the British empire, worth almost as much, in
its total trade, as the two tobacco colonies of Virginia and Maryland combined”
(Columbus:142).What is therefore presented as a utopian possibility ultimately proves to be
illusory and merely nods toward the formalization of slavery that later occurred. Morrison states
in an interview with Lynn Neary that she “wanted to separate race from slavery to see what it was
like, what it might have been like, to be a slave but without being raced”. Given that the
transatlantic slave trade was by that time in full swing and that the participation of Britain in its
imperial project was well underway, such a prospect was historically deemed unfeasible. In this
fictional experimentation, however, Morrison creates the utopic possibility which, while historical
facticity eventually closed its doors upon it, exercises the moral imagination. Indigenous Indians
had already been either decimated or expropriated, indentured whites had proved insufficiently
hardy, and Black Africans had already begun to be shipped to the Americas precisely for the
purpose of beginning the capitalist project of plantation slavery. Practical organization had merely
lagged behind clear ideological intent.
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As Williams points out in Capitalism and Slavery, “The Indian supply [which was]
inadequate and unsuitable for the Spaniards in the sixteenth century could hardly have satisfied
the English and French in the seventeenth, especially after the considerable decline of population
as a result of the encomiendas” (95). Williams also shows that “Europeans turned to Europe for
white labor” in a system of indentureship (96). The Virginia that Morrison presents in A Mercy
where white indentured labor, Native Indians, and free black Africans seemingly coexist with little
friction, exists, ironically, side by side with Maryland, where large scale slavery is already in full
swing on the D’Ortega plantation and where an enslaved mother must plead with the Dutch trader
Jacob Vaark to take her nine-year-old daughter, Florens, to prevent her being sexually abused.
Extending beyond the novel, it is but fifteen years later (1705) that Virginia enacts legislation that
legalizes black slavery for life and relegates blacks, Indians and mixed-race slaves to the
dehumanized status of real estate. Morrison’s text thus reconstructs the characters and plot while
showing the process by which racial capitalism becomes fully realized in the colony.
Inherent in A Mercy is the tacit acknowledgement of the tension between the democratic
potential in the nascent formation of nation and the possibility of its foreclosure within the “quasidemocratic” milieu of the narrative. Since democracy implies “a community of equals,” the
criterion of equality must be satisfied, and the dialogue must be a dialogue of equals. Morrison’s
work represents an imaginative re-creation of the ground of possibility upon which such a dialogue
might have borne fruit; she thus opens up a space, albeit, retrospectively, in which racial hierarchy
might have been averted and democratization of humankind could have conceivably been realized.
Complicatedly, A Mercy conveys a multiplicity of discourses and functions both as a
project of ontological reclamation and, simultaneously, as a critique of the incompleteness of
utopian possibilities. The work exists within a multi-discursive field, raising numerous questions.
It critiques the social and economic systems by which non-white ontological erasure occurred; in
specific terms, it foregrounds the rise of racial capitalism which began in the 17th century and
shows the utopian foreclosure as being due largely to the capitalist impulses that direct the
development and movement of characters toward white supremacy and non-white subordination.
A Mercy also shows how the project of imperialism covertly centralizes race and in effect
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subordinates and objectifies the non-white subject. Like other Africana scholars, Morrison raises
the question of the dehumanizing impact of whiteness on non-white peoples. Her discourse on race
finds congruence with several contemporary scholars in the emerging field of Africana
phenomenology. Race, examined from this perspective, is seen as a complex construction; taking
a phenomenological approach provides a useful and indeed appropriate lens through which to
examine Morrison’s discourse on race.
Morrison’s multi-discursive text is concerned with the literary, historical, political, and
philosophical, constructions and representations of race and humanity. She analyzes, revises, and
refigures these constructions and representations in ways that shift them from the conventional
hegemonic historical formulations that obfuscate race, rendering whiteness invisible by its
hegemonic presence, and rendering non-whiteness invisible by its virtual erasure. Like Africana
philosophers, Morrison, in her literary experiment, overturns the idea that there can be any colorblind investigation of the human condition. Arnold Farr contends that “the inquiring gaze of the
philosopher must turn upon the philosopher and examine the ways in which our questions are
driven by our social location” (155). Farr further asserts that “this failure to examine the position
from which one speaks and the ways in which that position is related to others [ultimately] reveals
the blindness of the philosopher” (155). Farr’s comment echoes precisely Morrison’s indictment
of Anglo-American literary critics and historians vis-à-vis non-white representations in American
literature that engage a “willful color-blindness” and render perspectives in monochromatic wash.
Morrison’s Edenic representation in A Mercy is foreclosed because of the “construction”
of race which becomes the central variable in racial capitalist America. The articulations of race
in the 17th century that include ascriptions of savagery to the indigenous peoples and subjugation
of the transplanted peoples of color on the American landscape irrevocably altered the potential of
a truly humane and democratic society. While Morrison’s novel is in many ways a “corrective” to
the undemocratic representation of Americanness in the literature of the United States with respect
to the ways that non-white presence has been elided, it is also a discourse on ontology,
existentialism, and identity. On a broad representational canvas, Morrison recuperates the silent
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voices of early America and shifts the gaze away from the non-white as object to the non-white as
subject.
To begin with, the story of the Native American redirects the one-sided captivity narratives
of Indian savagery canonized in American literary tradition toward the savagery perpetrated by
Europeans against the indigenous Indian population, whom they decimate through violence and
disease. Lina’s story, rendered through third-person narration, reveals the foreclosed possibilities
of harmonious existence between the Native American and the white Euro-colonizers. In Lina’s
story, history is rendered from a very different perspective, one which implicitly critiques accounts
in early American Captivity Narratives such as that of Mary Rowlandson, who, after her capture
by the indigenous tribe, the Wampanoags, wrote of her captors in terms that portrayed them as
savage and barbaric. Yet even though Rowlandson was “with the enemy eleven weeks and five
days,” she was returned un-raped and un-harmed (262). Lina’s story tells of her having been raped,
her family having been annihilated by Smallpox brought by the Europeans, and of the violence
perpetrated upon her. After her family is wiped out by Smallpox, she is taken in by Presbyterians
who violate her cultural traditions, forcing her to abandon her beliefs and adopt their religion.
“Afraid of once more losing shelter, terrified being alone in the world without family,” Lina
“acknowledged her status as heathen and let herself be purified by these worthies” (Mercy 47). Of
the Europeans Lina observes, “It was their destiny to chew up the world and spit out a horribleness
that would destroy all primary peoples” (54).
Even though she initially trusts her owners, Jacob and Rebekka Vaark, “she [does] not trust
their instincts” (55), particularly as they come into awareness of themselves as white and as
privileged in comparison to the “others” on the Vaark farm. Friendship between Rebekka and Lina
is foreclosed – the initial intimacy having been replaced by marked distance – and Lina is relegated
to the status of farm hand and cast out into the cold to sleep in the barn instead of on the floor by
her mistress’s bed. Having once had a home among her tribe and family “where everyone had
anything and no one had everything” (60), for Lina this shift is dramatic and difficult to reconcile.
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Constructions of Whiteness
Both Jacob and Rebekka Vaark become “constructed” as white by the social forces and by
a growing awareness of their difference from the Indian and Black presences on their plantation.
While the white indentured servants, Scully and Willard, can envision the end of their
indentureship and look toward freedom, the situation is different for Sorrow, Lina, and Florens,
who are all threatened with the auction block by Jacob’s wife, following his death. Rebekka comes
to relish her status as the mistress of the plantation and begins to wield the power of the overlord.
As her self-consciousness as a white woman evolves, she becomes transformed and assumes the
master self in the Hegelian dialectic. Lina comments on Vaark’s transformation from small-time
landowner to capitalist trader. She observes that “it was not a sudden change, but a deep one” (44).
She comments ironically that Vaark’s killing of the trees to build a “profane monument,” his
“foolish house,” made him exceedingly happy, and that in his material quest he has become “less
gentle” (44), a profound understatement, considering Vaark’s devolution into the consummate
capitalist.
Morrison renders Vaark’s complex character through a succession of paradoxical
configurations that reveal his transformation from modest trader to ambitious materialist. His
actions often seem at odds with the moral consciousness evidenced through his interior
monologues. Although on the one hand he acquires the women of his plantation by means of
commodity exchange, on the other hand, he is a man of great compassion and empathy.
Similarly, though he claims that “trading in human flesh” is abhorrent, he nonetheless purchases
Lina and Rebekka for his burgeoning Virginia estate, trading them for currency. Sorrow, he obtains
not through direct purchase but through barter, in exchange for having his lumber debt with the
sawyer erased. Finally, Vaark takes Florens, a young, eight-year-old slave girl, at the behest of her
mother, as payment for the bad debt owed him by D’Ortega, the Portugese slaver and plantation
owner. Vaark’s paradoxical nature is further revealed in his seeming ambivalence toward both
wealth and slavery: “Jacob sneered at wealth dependent on a captured workforce. [H]is kind of
Protestantism recoiled at whips, chains and armed overseers. He was determined to prove that his
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own industry could amass the fortune, the station D’Ortega claimed without trading his conscience
for coin” (Morrison 28). Within the same reflection, Vaark resolves to explore trade in the
products of Barbados’ slave plantations, for which he offers weak rationalization and faulty logic:
“There was a profound difference between the intimacy of slave bodies at Jublio (D’Ortega’s
plantation) and a remote labor force in Barbados” (35). His scorn for the D’Ortega’s mansion and
opulent lifestyle does not preclude his own desire for similar affluence. The modest farmhouse
Vaark initially inhabits is quickly replaced by the two-story mansion he builds with Scully and
Willard’s free labor, which was obtained via their master in exchange for acquiring grazing land
for Vaark’s animals.

Foregrounding the Back Woman
Among the narratives in A Mercy is that of the Black woman who is privileged and central
in Morrison’s project. Minha Mae, Florens’s mother, metonymically represents the philosophic
voice that issues the admonition regarding the injustice of oppression, a wrong that wreaks havoc
on the nation. In the mother-daughter dialogue between Florens, the now enslaved sixteen-yearold girl on the Vaark plantation, and her Angolan mother, Minha Mae, a captive on the D’Ortega
Plantation, Morrison privileges the narratives of the two women both of whom epitomize the
previously repressed discourses of female subordination, racism, and “othering.” Yet it is Minha
Mae who more powerfully challenges the hegemonic position of the white male as the sole
transmitter of national narrative. Minha Mae’s first-person narrative, although seemingly
occupying the least discursive space within the text, is presented in the final chapter and thus
delivers the text’s core message both in the form of an admonition to her daughter, Florens, and
more broadly, as an indictment of American slavery and a warning against the evils of perpetuating
structures of domination.
Minha Mae, whose story is interspersed / imbricated within Florens’s narrative and
culminates in the final chapter, is initially introduced in reference to the deal brokered between
Jacob Vaark and D’Ortega in which she proffers Florens to settle D’Ortega’s debt to Vaark. Minha
Mae implores Vaark to take Florens instead of herself so as to save her daughter from the sexual
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abuse perpetrated upon the enslaved women of the D’Ortaga plantation. That this seeming
negation of maternal responsibility on Minha Mae’s part is her only recourse for ensuring the
protection of her child is a testament to the inherent dehumanization of slavery. Minha Mae’s
earlier account of female slaves being sexually “broken-in” to prime them for their reproductive
function on the plantation points to the commodification of black women in the expediency of
commerce and provides evidence of black enslaved women’s ontological erasure in enterprises of
trade. The consequence of this bartering is Florens’s destabilization and the fracturing of the slave
family. Florens’s ascription of blame to her mother in her misapprehension of Minha Mae’s motive
becomes a source of inescapable pain. Minha Mae’s perceived betrayal is answered by Florens’s
thwarting of her mother’s attempt to communicate with her through dreams. Florens sees her
mother “standing near with her little boy” (101). She knows that her mother is trying to convey
something of importance to her: “She is always wanting to tell me something. Is stretching her
eyes. Is working her mouth. I look away from her” (101). Florens’s deep ambivalence portrays her
simultaneous need for and rejection of her mother and reveals a seemingly unbridgeable psychic
dislocation.
The brutality that enslaved women endure is summed up in Minha Mae’s poignant
observation: “To be a female in this place is to be an open wound that cannot heal. Even if scars
form, the festering is ever below” (163). Morrison conveys the paradox of African women being
herded by fellow Africans into holding pens. Minha Mae explains: “Their skin is confusing. The
men guarding, we and selling we are black…they assure us that the whitened men do not want to
eat we. Still it is the continue of all misery” (164). The captives are huddled into canoes and onto
slave ships and shackled at the ankle and around the neck. Minha Mae describes the lasciviousness
of the men handling the slaves and her several attempts at suicide following the recognition of the
loss of her personhood sacrificed on the auction block. Morrison concludes the novel with a
reflection on slavery and other forms of human domination. Morrison revises narratives of
omission and oppression to create a more authentic and more broadly representative America. It
corrects misrepresentations, renders voices previously omitted, and thus ruptures the “fictions” of
history and renders the balance in a fictive representation of “truth.” As Susan Buck-Morss
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reminds us, “Nothing keeps history univocal except power. It is not that truth is multiple or that
the truth is a whole ensemble of collective identities…truth is singular” (150).
Morrison also shows religion as operating as an obstructive, distorted ideology that
underpins the cruelty that emerges and, indeed, justifies it. Rebekka is, ironically, defiled by
religion and transformed by it into an overlord on her plantation. Her association with the
Protestants brings about this instantaneous transformation. Propagation of the Gospel is ironically
proslavery propaganda since the very same rhetoric served equally to advance positions that
condemned and condoned the institution of slavery. As Jenny Sharpe points out, “Protestant ideals
of obedience and self-discipline were enshrined as part of antislavery ideology. Hence, though
slaves were recognized as having natural rights, these rights were, according to antislavery
rhetoric, only accessible through Christian conversion and assimilation into Western civilization”
(123). Thus, there is the awareness of the inconsistencies and incongruities of an insolvent
Christianity. Morrison’s portrayal of Rebekka’s “conversion” and “Christian” transformation
shows how Christianity is enlisted in the service of slavery.

Toward a New Humanism
Morrison attempts to bridge the gap between the fictional universe and the social universe
in which A Mercy exists between the historical and the contemporary present. Reflecting as much
upon slavery as upon other forms of human domination, Morrison’s critical message is echoed in
Minha Mae’s words to her daughter: “Exercising dominion over another human being is wrong.”
This edict has gravity when understood within the context of contemporary society. “To be given
dominion over another is a hard thing; to wrest dominion over another is a wrong thing; to give
dominion of yourself to another is a wicked thing” (A Mercy 167) makes a call for the reconceptualization of personhood. Morrison’s text destabilizes the veracity of the various
articulations of race that have emerged in the literature and become the formal marker of
differentiated status. Minha Mae’s assertion calls into question these racist ideologies and calls
for a re-cognition of “dark ontologies.” In fact, Minha Mae’s character engages a stance that
compels the apprehension of her full humanity. Her narrative, as part of Morrison’s polyphonic
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novel, posits a new paradigm for apprehending Blackness and, more specifically, for apprehending
the ontologically erased racial categories elided in the racist hegemonies of American society.
Finally, the title of Morrison’s text conveys its own paradox. “Mercy” as depicted in the
book’s title applies as much to Florens’s reprieve from a brutal form of slavery, as to Jacob Vaark’s
fortuitous and transformative inheritance; it is also evident in Rebekka’s marriage (which alters
her dismal fate in England), in Lina’s miraculous survival of Smallpox, and in Sorrow’s emergence
from near-drowning. Yet “mercy” also denotes the withholding of punishment out of kindness and
love – to cease to deliver a punishment that is justly deserved. This latter definition points to the
paradoxical title of Morrison’s novel inasmuch as many characters are victims upon whom crime
in perpetrated, not themselves perpetrators. In its engagement of multiple discourses, the text represents history “against the grain” of traditional formulations and urges readers towards a hereand-now reinterpretation of history. As Buck-Morss observes, “The mutual recognition between
past and present that can liberate us from the recurring cycle of victim and aggressor can occur
only if the past to be recognized is on the historical map” (150). Thus, Morrison’s concern is with
redressing the cartography of exclusion and with remapping the historical terrain to bring into clear
view the humanity of all subjects of history.
A Mercy, viewed through the historical retrospectoscope, presents relational dynamics that
move beyond the discourse of white master/black slave to convey the complexities that
characterize human interaction within and beyond slavery. Morrison expands the national narrative
in literary representation, but also illuminates the nature of existence within a still racialized and
racist America, and propels, through both her non-fiction and her imaginative work, formulas for
equitable change and social transformation in America. In A Mercy, she engages a philosophical
gaze, bringing Charles Mills “dark ontologies” into reckoning with the systemic inequities that
existed not only in the era of slavery, but which continue to exist in contemporary American
society. Her work underscores the need for more complete definitions of freedom and of humanity.
Human freedom, as Robert Birt asserts, “is realized through resistance to that which denies it,
through defiance of social alienation and through a transcending social praxis that discovers and
invents new forms of associations in which our transcendence is affirmed rather than denied, in
41

which reciprocity and recognition replace estrangement and atomization. In short, freedom realizes
itself in community, and the human being creates him-herself in and through the creation of
community” (88-89).
Morrison’s novel A Mercy, along with her expansive body of fictional work, and her nonfiction and critical essays, reflect her sustained engagement with the question of liberation at
various levels, including personal, political, and psychic. Moreover, the gender-inflected discourse
in her fiction, including that reflected in such novels as Sula, Tar Baby, Paradise, and Beloved,
intervenes in more inclusive ways to reclaim female ontology and serves as the symbolic
restoration of the Black woman, arguably the most denigrated of humanity. As well, these texts
focus on the excavation and redefinition of various subjectivities, particularly, Black subjectivity,
positing that the restoration of Black humanity inevitably means the restoration of the humanity
of all oppressed peoples. In her rhetoric on freedom, Morrison urges us to look within the African
American community to locate a new grammar of human liberation so that out of the wound of
slavery and its caustic residue, we might “translate trauma, and turn sorrow into meaning,
sharpening the moral imagination” (Sources xi-xii) and so fashion equitable, sustainable futures,
reaching beyond race, class, ethnicity, and national borders, and finally, toward a universal
humanism.
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