
Journal Literary Aesthetics                                                                                                                               ISSN: 2347-8705 
Volume No: 11, Issue No: 2, Year: 2024 (July-December)                         Peer Reviewed & Refereed Journal (IF: 5.8) 

PP: 19-27                                     Journal Website www.literaryjournal.org   

Published By: National Press Associates                                                                                                                                                       Page 19 

© Copyright @ Author 

NEGOTIATING OTHERNESS THROUGH RACIAL AND GENDERED 

MARGINALITY IN THE NOVELS OF TONI MORRISON 

Navin Kumar Bharti  

University Department of English, Lalit Narayan Mithila University, Darbhanga 

 

ABSTRACT 

This research study examines the mechanisms through which Toni Morrison negotiates 

otherness in her novels by foregrounding racial and gendered marginality. Morrison’s 

narrative art exposes how African Americans, particularly Black women, navigate systems of 

oppression, reclaim identity, and resist hegemonic structures. Drawing upon theories of race, 

intersectionality, feminist thought, and postcolonial discourse, this study examines 

Morrison’s exploration of otherness in Beloved (1987), The Bluest Eye (1970), Sula (1973), 

and Song of Solomon (1977). By analyzing race, gender, colorism, trauma, community 

norms, and historical memory, the study argues that Morrison constructs liminal spaces 

where marginality becomes both a condition of oppression and a catalyst for agency. Her 

works challenge universalist literary paradigms, highlighting that Black identity is formed in 

opposition to dominant cultural narratives yet contains unique epistemological resources for 

self-definition. Ultimately, this study contends that Morrison transforms marginality into a 

site of negotiation, demonstrating that otherness is not passive imposition but a contested 

terrain through which her characters assert humanity, resistance, and historical consciousness. 

Keywords: Toni Morrison; otherness; race; gender; marginality; Black feminism; trauma; 

identity; intersectionality; community. 

1. INTRODUCTION 

Toni Morrison’s novels are distinguished by their penetrating examination of otherness, how 

individuals become marked as different within structures of racial, cultural, and gendered 

domination. Morrison interrogates how Black people, particularly Black women, occupy 

marginal positions in a society defined by white supremacy and patriarchy. Scholars note that 

her fiction exposes the psychological and social processes through which dominant groups 

construct otherness as an instrument of exclusion [1], [2]. Morrison’s narratives challenge 

these constructions by reclaiming marginalized voices and redefining identity beyond 

hegemonic norms. 

Central to Morrison’s art is the negotiation of otherness, the process by which characters 

recognize, resist, internalize, or transcend imposed identities. The concepts of race and 

gender intersect to shape marginality, producing experiences that cannot be understood in 

isolation. Black feminist theorists argue that racialized female otherness is qualitatively 

different from either racial or gender marginality alone [3], [4]. Morrison’s fiction embodies 

this intersectional insight, revealing how African American women are doubly marginalized 

under white patriarchal authority. 

This study examines Morrison’s negotiation of otherness through key themes: race, gender, 

colorism, trauma, historical memory, community norms, and agency. By focusing on 

Beloved, The Bluest Eye, Sula, and Song of Solomon, it analyzes how Morrison dramatizes 

the complexities of living on the margins and ultimately transforms marginality into a site of 

political and psychological negotiation. 
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

Critical scholarship on Morrison reflects sustained interest in her negotiation of race and 

gender. Gates argues that Morrison’s narratives signify upon dominant discourse, exposing 

its racial biases [5]. Caruth’s trauma theory illuminates the ways historical violence 

resurfaces through memory, silence, and haunting [6]. 

Black feminist scholars, hooks, Collins, and Christian, foreground how Morrison articulates 

Black female subjectivity against a backdrop of marginalization and resistance [3], [4], [7]. 

They emphasize that African American women must negotiate racial oppression and 

patriarchal domination simultaneously, forming unique strategies of survival. 

Studies of Beloved focus on slavery’s legacy, maternal trauma, and communal healing [8], 

[9]. Scholarship on The Bluest Eye addresses internalized racism, beauty politics, and the 

psychological consequences of exclusion [10], [11]. Research on Sula examines the tension 

between female autonomy and community norms [12], [13]. Meanwhile, Song of Solomon 

has been analyzed for its treatment of masculinity, ancestry, and myth as forms of reclaiming 

identity [14]. 

Together, these studies highlight how Morrison interrogates the lived experience of otherness 

and reclaims it as a site of negotiation rather than total negation. 

3. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK: INTERSECTIONALITY, 

POSTCOLONIALITY, AND MARGINALITY 

This research employs three overlapping frameworks: 

Intersectionality: Crenshaw and Collins argue that systems of race and gender intersect to 

shape marginality [4], [7]. Morrison’s fiction reveals how oppression is multiplicative rather 

than additive. 

Postcolonial Theory: Said’s concept of otherness and Spivak’s subaltern critique illuminate 

how dominant cultural narratives define marginalized subjects as inferior while suppressing 

their agency [15], [16]. 

Black Feminist Thought: Hooks and Christian emphasize reclaiming voice and identity 

against hegemonic forces [3], [7]. 

These frameworks facilitate an understanding of how Morrison’s characters inhabit, 

negotiate, and resist marginal positions within oppressive structures. 

4. SLAVERY, HAUNTING, AND THE OTHERED MOTHER IN BELOVED 

In Beloved, otherness emerges from slavery’s violent construction of Black people as 

property. Sethe’s experience reveals how enslavement defines the Black mother as an object 

of exploitation rather than agency. Sexual violence, forced labor, and maternal dispossession 

construct her otherness as a body without selfhood [8]. 

Beloved’s ghost dramatizes the return of repressed trauma. Her haunting exemplifies the 

persistence of otherness across generations, slavery marks not only the body but historical 

memory [6]. Sethe’s marginality is intensified by gender. As a Black mother, she is 

positioned at the intersection of racial exploitation and reproductive domination. Her 

infanticide, an act both condemned and sympathetic, illustrates how the othered mother 

negotiates agency within impossible circumstances. 
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Paul D’s emotional repression reveals how enslaved men internalized their otherness through 

dehumanization [9]. The “tobacco tin” metaphor reflects masculinity fractured by systemic 

brutality. 

Yet marginality becomes a site of negotiation through community. Baby Suggs’s gatherings 

reclaim Black humanity; communal rituals challenge the discursive construction of Black 

otherness. Morrison reveals that although slavery attempts to fix otherness as absolute, 

memory and solidarity enable reclamation. 

5. INTERNALIZED RACISM AND THE CONSTRUCTION OF RACIAL 

OTHERNESS IN THE BLUEST EYE 

The Bluest Eye exposes how racism constructs otherness through beauty, desire, and color. 

Pecola Breedlove’s longing for blue eyes demonstrates how whiteness becomes the norm 

against which Blackness is marked as inferior [10]. Internalized racism erases selfhood and 

makes otherness an inward condition rather than exclusively external. 

Gender compounds marginalization. Pecola’s trauma results from patriarchal violence and 

sexual exploitation, revealing how the Black girl is doubly othered, ignored as a child and 

objectified as a female [11]. Here, otherness becomes a psychological condition, producing 

dissociation and madness. 

Claudia’s defiance offers a counter-narrative, resisting the internalization of racial hierarchy. 

She negotiates marginality by rejecting white dolls and questioning imposed ideals, 

demonstrating the possibility of reclaiming identity from within oppressive structures. 

Morrison illustrates that racial otherness is not monolithic: it is contested, internalized, 

resisted, and tragic. 

6. FEMALE DEVIANCE AND COMMUNAL MARGINALITY IN SULA 

Toni Morrison’s Sula offers a nuanced exploration of how Black communities construct 

otherness through expectations of conformity, particularly for women whose identities are 

shaped by the intersection of racial and gendered norms. Sula Peace becomes a site of 

communal projection and anxiety because she deliberately rejects the stabilizing institutions 

that the Bottom community values: marriage, motherhood, religion, and domestic order. Her 

refusal to conform marks her as deviant, and this deviance is understood not merely as 

personal rebellion but as a threat to the fragile cohesiveness of the community [12]. In a 

community where respectability serves as a form of defense against external racism, Sula’s 

autonomy is perceived as betrayal. The Bottom depends on regulated female behavior to 

sustain its internal moral order; thus, Sula’s transgressions highlight how gendered 

marginality is policed from within, not only imposed from without. 

Nel serves as Sula’s foil, demonstrating how conformity can secure social acceptance but at 

the cost of personal autonomy. Nel’s adherence to communal expectations, marriage, 

children, propriety, earns her normative legitimacy, yet Morrison exposes how this legitimacy 

requires internalizing patriarchal norms. In their friendship, both women become 

psychological mirrors: Sula embodies alternative possibilities beyond conformity, while Nel 

signifies the emotional sacrifices required to maintain communal approval. Their trajectory 

suggests that negotiating marginality often entails balancing personal selfhood against 

external judgment. 

Silence becomes Sula’s principal strategy in transforming imposed otherness into a chosen 

identity. Her refusal to justify or apologize for her actions asserts control over her narrative, 

demonstrating agency within marginality. This silence denies the community power to define 
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her and reframes deviance as autonomy rather than failure. Morrison illustrates that 

marginalized women can appropriate liminality not simply as stigma but as critique [13]. 

Through the community’s reaction to Sula, Morrison reveals how communal otherness 

functions as a mechanism of social control, expelling those who challenge normative 

boundaries. Yet, paradoxically, this marginal position becomes a crucible for self-definition. 

Sula ultimately interrogates who bears the burden of sustaining communal morality and at 

what personal cost. In doing so, Morrison suggests that deviance from prescriptive gender 

roles may illuminate paths toward self-realization and resistance, even when such paths incur 

social exclusion. 

7. MYTH, MIGRATION, AND MASCULINE OTHERNESS IN SONG OF SOLOMON 

In Song of Solomon, Morrison interrogates the formation of masculine identity and its 

relationship to otherness through a complex interplay of race, class, and historical 

displacement. Milkman Dead’s psychological alienation illustrates how the absence of 

ancestral knowledge produces a form of cultural marginality, he is materially privileged 

relative to many Black characters, yet spiritually disconnected from the shared memory and 

communal traditions that constitute Black cultural identity [14]. His “otherness” is not 

imposed solely by external racism but also by internal estrangement from heritage. Morrison 

thus shows that masculine marginality can derive from cultural loss as much as from racial 

subjugation. 

Migration operates as both a physical and symbolic journey. Milkman’s movement from the 

urban North to the rural South parallels his search for cultural grounding and mythic origins. 

Morrison employs folklore, naming traditions, and oral histories to construct an alternative 

epistemology that contrasts sharply with Western individualist paradigms. The figure of 

Pilate stands central to this project. She subverts patriarchal norms not through domination 

but through wisdom rooted in memory, myth, and communal belonging. Pilate rejects 

socially constructed markers of success, wealth, status, masculinity, thus providing Milkman 

with a counter-model of identity grounded in collective rather than individual values. 

The novel critiques masculine dominance by showing how capitalism and patriarchal 

ambition reproduce forms of marginality. Milkman’s father exemplifies this, illustrating how 

striving for material success can reinforce internalized racism, gender hierarchy, and cultural 

dislocation. Morrison reframes masculinity by suggesting that true selfhood emerges not 

through adopting hegemonic norms of power and autonomy but through embracing cultural 

recovery and interdependence. Masculine otherness becomes a journey of reclamation rather 

than displacement. 

Ultimately, Morrison constructs a vision of Black masculinity in which negotiating 

marginality requires confronting fractured histories, acknowledging communal memory, and 

rejecting narratives of domination. Otherness in Song of Solomon is not merely imposed; it 

becomes a path toward recognizing cultural lineage and forging a sense of belonging that 

transcends materialism. Morrison thereby redefines masculine otherness as a transformative 

and collective endeavor, rooted in reconnection rather than conquest. 

8. COLORISM AND HIERARCHIES OF INTERNAL OTHERNESS 

Colorism, as depicted across Morrison’s novels, operates as an insidious mechanism that 

fractures Black communities from within, revealing how the logic of white supremacy 

infiltrates marginalized groups. Lighter skin becomes a mark of proximity to whiteness, 

conferring advantage, desirability, and perceived beauty, while darker skin signifies 

inferiority and exclusion [10]. Unlike racism imposed from outside, colorism is internalized 
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and reproduced by members of the oppressed group, demonstrating how hegemonic 

ideologies can destabilize solidarity. 

Morrison exposes the psychological consequences of such internal hierarchies. Characters 

experience otherness differently based on complexion: those with lighter skin may hold 

partial privilege yet remain fundamentally subordinated to whiteness, while darker-skinned 

individuals endure deeper levels of marginalization. Pecola Breedlove exemplifies this 

dynamic. Her desire for blue eyes reflects not only internalized racism but also internal color-

based alienation, her darker skin intensifies her perceived unworthiness relative to lighter-

skinned peers. Morrison reveals how colorism not only shapes social interactions but alters 

self-perception, breeding self-hate and fragmentation. 

Communities often absorb and reproduce these prejudices, perpetuating exclusion in schools, 

churches, romantic relationships, and even familial spaces. Colorism becomes a form of 

internal colonization, in which the standards of the oppressor are adopted by the oppressed. 

The hierarchy it creates is particularly pernicious because it divides the marginalized, 

weakening collective resistance. 

Yet Morrison also uncovers spaces of resistance. Characters like Claudia critique these 

hierarchies, refusing to accept color-coded valorization. Through such dissent, Morrison 

indicates that internalized otherness is not immutable. The recognition of colorism as a 

constructed system can enable a reassertion of communal identity based on shared historical 

experience rather than imposed standards of beauty. 

Ultimately, colorism in Morrison’s work demonstrates that otherness is not solely structured 

externally through racism, but also internally through fractured selfhood and community 

dynamics. By exploring this complexity, Morrison underscores how the legacy of white 

supremacy infiltrates interpersonal relationships, shaping desire, identity, and social 

belonging. 

9. SILENCE, SUBALTERNITY, AND RESISTANCE 

Silence in Morrison’s fiction operates as a significant register for examining otherness and 

subalternity. For marginalized characters such as Pecola Breedlove and Sethe, silence arises 

from trauma so profound that language becomes inadequate. Pecola’s muteness embodies her 

exclusion from dominant discourse, she lacks not only the opportunity to speak but the 

linguistic and psychological means to articulate her suffering [8], [11]. Sethe’s silence, 

likewise, conceals experiences of enslavement and sexual violence that cannot easily be 

voiced within the confines of socially acceptable narratives. Their silence illustrates subaltern 

exclusion, oppression renders them voiceless, both symbolically and literally. 

However, Morrison refuses to equate silence solely with powerlessness. For some characters, 

silence emerges as strategic resistance rather than paralysis. Sula employs silence as a form 

of defiance, rejecting communal expectations to confess or justify her choices. Pilate’s 

silence is a manifestation of wisdom, grounded in an alternative epistemology rooted in oral 

tradition and ancestral memory. Through these characters, Morrison reframes silence as 

counter-discourse: a refusal to accept hegemonic speech or to participate in systems that 

devalue their perspectives. 

Silence thus becomes a tool for negotiating otherness, reflecting both vulnerability and 

power. It signals trauma, but it also embodies dissent. Morrison’s treatment of silence 

complicates Western assumptions that equate voice with agency and muteness with 

subjugation. Instead, silence can conceal knowledge, shape identity, and subvert dominant 

norms. 
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Therefore, silence in Morrison’s fiction reveals the politics of subalternity and the intricacies 

of resistance. It underscores how the marginalized negotiate agency within oppressive 

systems, demonstrating that power does not always manifest through speech, and that 

quietude itself can be a voice of critique and survival. 

10. COMMUNITY, CONFORMITY, AND SOCIAL NEGOTIATION 

Morrison presents community as a force that simultaneously preserves cultural memory and 

enforces conformity, shaping the experience of marginality. In Beloved, communal 

intervention enables healing, neighborhood women help Sethe confront the ghost, illustrating 

how collective support can counteract isolation and trauma. In Sula, however, the community 

polices behavior, ostracizing women who transgress gender norms. Meanwhile, in The Bluest 

Eye, communal failure is starkly visible: rather than protect Pecola, the community 

scapegoats her, allowing her descent into madness. Thus, Morrison depicts community as 

capable of nurturing and wounding. 

Communities construct otherness through norms, gossip, and exclusion. The collective gaze 

defines deviance and imposes consequences, illustrating how marginalized groups replicate 

internal hierarchies. Conformity serves as a form of protection against external racism but 

becomes a mechanism of control within. In communities subjected to systemic oppression, 

maintaining internal order is seen as survival, yet this often comes at the expense of 

individuality and dissent. 

Despite these tensions, Morrison does not reject community outright. She highlights its 

potential for reclamation through rituals, storytelling, and collective memory. Baby Suggs’s 

gatherings in Beloved exemplify how community can foster empowerment, while Pilate’s 

oral history in Song of Solomon sustains cultural continuity. Community becomes a site 

where shared narratives reaffirm identity and disrupt imposed otherness. 

Morrison ultimately portrays community as a relational force: marginality is negotiated 

through social dynamics, not in isolation. The community can silence or amplify voices, 

constrain or empower individuals. By revealing both oppressive and redemptive dimensions, 

Morrison underscores the complexity of communal bonds in marginalized spaces. Otherness 

is therefore not simply imposed; it is mediated, contested, and reconfigured through 

collective interaction. 

11. TRAUMA, MEMORY, AND INTERGENERATIONAL OTHERNESS 

Trauma in Morrison’s fiction transcends individual experience and becomes a collective 

inheritance. It constructs otherness not only in the moment of violence but across generations. 

Sethe’s trauma in Beloved shapes Denver’s worldview, indicating that historical suffering is 

transmitted through silence, fear, and memory. Pecola Breedlove’s internalized racism 

reflects inherited marginality, her sense of inferiority mirrors longstanding social narratives 

that predate her existence. Milkman’s alienation in Song of Solomon is rooted in ancestral 

rupture; his disconnection from heritage illustrates how unresolved trauma leads to cultural 

displacement. 

Caruth’s theory of trauma as repetition clarifies how unprocessed violence resurfaces across 

time and space [6]. Morrison’s haunted landscapes, fragmented narratives, and spectral 

presences dramatize trauma’s persistence. The past is not past, it erupts into the present, 

demanding recognition. 

Intergenerational trauma also reveals how marginalized communities navigate psychological 

survival. Silence shields descendants yet deprives them of understanding. Oral history, myth, 
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and storytelling serve as alternative forms of memory transmission, bridging gaps that trauma 

creates. Through these narrative strategies, Morrison suggests that reclaiming history is 

essential for healing. 

Thus, otherness in Morrison’s fiction is not merely imposed externally but inherited through 

structures of oppression. Trauma becomes a marker of identity and a medium through which 

characters negotiate belonging or estrangement. By foregrounding intergenerational trauma, 

Morrison demonstrates that marginality persists until trauma is confronted, articulated, and 

contextualized within collective history. 

12. NEGOTIATING AGENCY WITHIN MARGINALITY 

Despite profound systems of oppression, Morrison’s characters demonstrate that marginality 

does not preclude agency. Sethe asserts maternal autonomy in Beloved, even when her 

decisions emerge from impossible moral circumstances. Sula redefines femininity, refusing 

the restrictive norms that confine Black women to domestic roles. Claudia in The Bluest Eye 

resists internalization of racist beauty standards, questioning the cultural logic that devalues 

Blackness. Milkman reclaims heritage in Song of Solomon, rejecting materialism and seeking 

ancestral connection. 

However, agency in Morrison’s fiction is negotiated, not freely chosen. It emerges through 

resistance, deviation, refusal, and memory. Characters often act within constraints rather than 

outside them. Their agency is shaped by oppression but not entirely determined by it. 

Morrison avoids simplistic narratives of empowerment; she portrays negotiation as ongoing, 

contradictory, and fraught. 

Marginality becomes a site of struggle and possibility. By inhabiting liminal spaces, 

characters critique dominant norms, reimagine identity, and assert subjectivity. Agency is 

relational, it emerges in tension with community, history, and trauma. Morrison demonstrates 

that marginality can function as a standpoint for critique, enabling perspectives inaccessible 

from dominant positions. 

Ultimately, negotiating agency within marginality requires acknowledging complexity rather 

than seeking resolution. Morrison’s characters do not achieve total liberation; instead, they 

carve out spaces of autonomy within oppression, revealing that resistance can coexist with 

suffering and that selfhood can emerge even in constrained circumstances. 

13. DISCUSSION 

Morrison’s novels reveal that marginality is not static or unidimensional. It is constructed 

through race and gender, contested through resistance, and negotiated through memory, 

community, and identity. Otherness is imposed but also transformed. Morrison emphasizes 

that while dominant structures attempt to fix marginal subjects in positions of inferiority, 

those subjects continually negotiate their own meanings. 

Her fiction critiques hegemonic norms, exposing how internalized hierarchies, colorism, 

patriarchal authority, class aspiration, fracture communities and identities. Yet she also 

highlights the potential for marginalized subjects to challenge those hierarchies, reclaim 

cultural memory, and redefine selfhood. 

By foregrounding Black female subjectivity, Morrison challenges universalist literary and 

psychological traditions that render Black women invisible or reductive. She insists on the 

epistemic legitimacy of marginalized voices, demonstrating that otherness is a site of 

knowledge production, not solely negation. 
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Morrison’s approach expands discourse on otherness by moving beyond binaries of 

victimhood and dominance. Her characters inhabit liminal spaces where identity is fluid, 

contested, and strategic. Marginality becomes a dynamic process through which characters 

articulate agency, memory, and resistance. 

Thus, Morrison destabilizes dominant narratives surrounding race, gender, and power, 

offering a reimagined framework for understanding how marginalized individuals negotiate 

identity within oppressive systems. 

14. CONCLUSION 

Toni Morrison negotiates otherness through racial and gendered marginality, transforming 

oppression into a site of resistance and reclamation. Her novels illuminate the psychological 

consequences of exclusion while revealing strategies of survival, community, and agency. By 

examining the intersections of race, gender, trauma, community, and memory, Morrison 

constructs a literary landscape where marginality becomes both wound and weapon. 

Her work expands the discourse of otherness beyond simplistic dichotomies of oppressor and 

oppressed. Morrison portrays marginality as dynamic and negotiated, shaped by institutions 

yet reinterpreted through lived experience. She asserts that marginalized identities are not 

defined solely by negation; they constitute alternative ways of knowing, remembering, and 

imagining. 

Ultimately, Morrison asserts that the experience of otherness contains within it the potential 

for critique, creativity, and transformation. Through reclaiming narrative, reinterpreting 

memory, and resisting imposed identities, her characters demonstrate that marginality is not 

only a site of suffering but a crucible for agency, identity, and cultural continuity. 
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