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Abstrakt: 

Cílem mé bakalářské práce je analýza prvků groteskna v románech Toni Morrison. 

Analyzovaná literatura obsahuje nejznámější romány Toni Morrison Milovaná, Sula a 

Velmi modré oči. Práce se v úvodu zabývá žánrem groteskní literatury a snaží se vymezit 

jeho hranice. Dále jsou zohledněny literární počátky groteskního žánru. Poté je teorie 

prakticky aplikována přímo na romány Toni Morrison, analyzována je role, funkce a vliv 

groteskních prvků. Prvky groteskna jsou analyzovány v rámci konkrétního literárního 

provedení, jako například stigmatizovaná groteskní těla. Dominantní koncepce západního 

modelu ideálu krásy je interpretována za účelem kontrastu oproti modelu afro-

americkému.  Navíc je zdůvodněn možný autorčin výběr groteskních elementů.  Tato práce 

se tedy pokouší uchopit groteskno, jak je chápáno ve vztahu ke specifikům afro-americké 

literatury, zejména specifikům díla Toni Morrison.  

 

Abstract: 

The aim of my bachelor thesis is to analyze the elements of the grotesque in the novels of 

Toni Morrison. The analyzed literature includes Morrison’s most popular novels Sula, 

Beloved, and The Bluest Eye. The thesis begins with an introduction where the genre of 

grotesque writing is defined and specified, and its literary origins are traced; then 

Morrison’s novels are addressed (their function, effect and role). Furthermore grotesque 

elements are analyzed in terms of concrete representations of grotesque marked bodies. 

The dominant Western white standard of beauty is interpreted in contrast to the Afro-

American one. In addition the author’s possible choice of the concrete representations of 

the grotesque is considered. The grotesque genre is dealt with in respect to the specifics of 

Afro-American writing of Toni Morrison. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

 

This thesis deals with the ways in which Toni Morrison incorporates elements of 

grotesque literature into her writing. Its aim is to provide a theoretical background of the 

grotesque genre and consider the ways in which the grotesque applies to the novels of the 

author. The history of the grotesque is presented in a descriptive manner, proceeding from 

the grotesque in the visual arts to the grotesque in the literary tradition, with reference to 

Frances Connelly’s The Grotesque in Western Art and Culture, which provides a thorough 

outlook on the genre from the 1500s to the present. In the introduction the etymology of 

the word grotesque is described and its gradual shift in meaning across categories is 

analyzed. This allows comprehending an aesthetic element which influenced various art 

categories, and which was in turn influenced by the categories themselves. This is 

particularly true as the phenomena of the grotesque drew from its existing features in 

visual arts and transferred them onto further artistic categories such as literature. This 

natural cross genre development eventually established its own specifics for literature and 

these continue to change and evolve up until the present. 

Throughout the thesis, contemporary theorists of the grotesque genre such as John 

Clark, Susan Corey, Frances Connelly and Leonard Cassuto are referred to. These are 

relevant as “horror and grotesqueries are especially suited to the modern era, in which the 

self has been recognized as being irrational and unstable and traumatic parade of dreadful 

events has helped topple conventional idols of Renaissance.”1 In essence, the grotesque 

was one of the mechanisms which challenged dominant ideology and led modern society 

to question the established order. Furthermore two influential founding critics of the genre, 

Mikhail Bakhtin and Wolfgang Kayser, were chosen for the theoretical background in the 

second chapter. The approaches of these literary critics are analyzed and contrasted. On the 

one hand there is Bakhtin with his experience of wholeness in the grotesque, and on the 

other hand Kayser, who perceives the grotesque as “the expression of our failure to orient 

ourselves in the physical universe.”2 The second chapter furthermore deals with the 

                                                 
1 John R. Clark, The Modern Satiric: Grotesque and Its Traditions (Lexington Kentucky: The University Press of 

Kentucky, 1991) 5. 
2 Susan Corey, “The Religious Dimensions of the Grotesque in Literature: Toni Morrison’s Beloved,“ The Grotesque in 

Art and Literature: Theological Reflections, ed. James Luther Adams, Wilson Yates and Robert Penn Warren (Michigan: 

Wm. B. Erdmans Publishing Co., 1997) 213. 
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seasonal occurrence of grotesque themes dated from the middle Ages, which is the notion 

of the carnivalesque grotesque present in Morrison’s works. This motif is a frequently used 

one even in today’s modern literature since it offers ideal grounds for the employment of 

the grotesque. 

In the subsequent two chapters, the thesis discusses why Toni Morrison has used the 

grotesque as a means of conveying her stories, and what the outcome of choosing the 

elements of the grotesque are. Morrison’s three renowned novels Beloved, Sula and The 

Bluest Eye are examined in terms of ways in which the grotesque in them may function: 

exaggeration, contradiction or degradation. The grotesque constantly tries to undermine 

some established order and it is precisely this clash of the standard versus the foreign that 

creates the special atmosphere of the grotesque. Concrete representations in Morrison’s 

work - such as the grotesque body, the life cycle and the grotesque expressed through 

violent events - are analyzed. One must keep in mind an important fact that Morrison is an 

Afro-American writer and therefore the racial problematic could be a driving engine for 

her use of the grotesque, depending on the critical literary approach one chooses. It allows 

the author to implicitly criticize but to avoid giving the reader direct opinions concerning 

the subject issues. It leaves space for the reader’s opinions as well as his/her imagination, 

and it allows them to take the clues they are offered. The grotesque perfectly captures the 

clash of the dominant white society with the black counterpart; that which is viewed as 

abnormal by the dominant white society. Moral questions are raised repeatedly through 

these confrontations, and a multiple perspective dimension of the world is offered. These 

issues, among other things, are discussed on the pages that follow. 

 

1.1 Origins of the Word “Grotesque” 

 

The word “grotesque” takes its root from the Italian word “grotto,” referring to a 

cave or vault. The word grotto has often been interpreted as an opening into the 

underworld; it is a place where there is open space for our imagination. It has also been 

quite frequently connected with the notions of the womb and considered a symbol of 

fertility as well as of death and the grave.3 This is why there are frequent allusions to the 

different stages in the human life cycle in grotesque literature such as birth, reproduction, 

                                                 
3 Frances Connelly, The Grotesque in Western Art and Culture. The Image at Play (Cambridge: Cambridge University  

Press, 2012) 1. 
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and death, and they all seem to be interconnected. The core representations of the 

grotesque are in essence concerned with the beginning and end of the human life cycle. 

The grotesque is a never ending process and by nature its inherent characteristics cannot be 

stopped and require constant change. The grotesque refers precisely to some changed or 

even put in a better way, distorted reality altered either by degradation, exaggeration or 

contradiction. The English word “grotesque” originally comes from the middle French 

“crotesque” or from the Italian “grottesco.”4 Its literal meaning was “fantastic” or 

“fanciful,” and only later in the 18th century did the word acquire the slightly pejorative 

literal connotations.5 This is however untrue when understood with a deeper understanding 

as an inherent critique of the existing system. The word “grottesche” was first used in the 

context of wall decorations in Nero’s Golden Palace, referring to their fanciful qualities 

and the fact that they are situated underground.6 

The definition of the grotesque refers in its most general meaning to the 

confrontation of the “abnormal” with the “normal.” These artificial constructed notions are 

relative concepts, they are determined by the dominant culture and change throughout 

time. In literature the “normal” has usually been represented by the narrator himself or 

herself. This is however only partly true since we have many occasions and examples 

where the narrator is unreliable and functions as the grotesque element as well, for 

example in Edgar Allan Poe’s stories “The Tell Tale Heart” or “William Wilson,” where 

the most grotesque feature is the unreliable narrator himself. Nevertheless, the grotesque 

does not pertain merely to literature; it is an aesthetic phenomenon which refers to the 

creation of meaning through shock, confusion, disorder, and contradiction.7  It can apply to 

a wide range of art categories. Originally, as mentioned above, it was used when referring 

to the visual arts and later it also shifted to the literary field. Grotesque elements belong to 

the realm of the inexplicable, uncanny and mysterious, and they disturb human psyche by 

the presence of the other and foreign. The typical feature of the grotesque also involves the 

grotesque object or subject being described as macabre and horrifying. The boundary 

between reality and imagination is blurred and has no concrete form or shape. However 

this is also the reason why the grotesque is impossible to define clearly. The word which 

represents this category is as ambiguous as the genre itself. There is no real consensus as to 

                                                 
4 Oxford Dictionaries, Oxforddictionaries.com, <http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/learner/grotesque>, 16 

May 2015. 
5 Oxford Dictionaries, Oxforddictionaries.com <http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/learner/grotesque>, 16 

May 2015. 
6 Connelly 3. 
7 Corey, “ The Religious Dimensions of the Grotesque in Literature: Toni Morrison’s Beloved,“ 229. 

http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/learner/grotesque
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what exactly the word means; therefore there are even greater disputes and inconsistencies 

about the foundations of this genre. Even the historical perspective of the evolution of the 

grotesque is controversial, as the authors always choose the forefathers of the grotesque 

which are most relevant to their focus. Thus I would like to point out my obvious bias in 

choosing two representative critics, Mikhail Bakhtin and Wolfgang Kayser, and basing my 

practical analysis largely on their theoretical foundations. This is because their approaches 

correspond with my point of focus, which is the marked body, life cycle and bodily 

processes. However, other contemporary theories will be also taken into account and 

contrasted to Bakhtin’s and Kayser’s theories such as Cassuto’s racial grotesque analysis, 

Clark’s modern grotesque stratagems or Corey’s religious grotesque aspects. The 

grotesque allows itself to delve into taboo topics and dark parts of the human nature itself 

and that is also the reason why it is as relevant today as it was centuries ago. 

The main reason for the use of the grotesque is that it serves as a tool and means of 

social criticism. By revealing unpleasant elements and not hesitating to unfold the darkest 

underlying currents it exposes hyperbolically problematic issues such as various prejudices 

or any other type of social discrimination based on categories like social class, gender or 

race. The grotesque genre is often employed by authors who do not fall into the 

mainstream society since their point of view is well depicted through this specific genre. 

Whether the grotesque is utilized by the dominant or marginal society in a certain period in 

time, it is used through the focus of the mainstream premises in order to show either the 

flaws or the alleged strengths of this mainstream ideology. This however does not mean 

that the grotesque is critical by its nature in every regard as it can also reflect mainstream 

anxieties. By displaying them, it can serve as a mirror of the fears of the dominant society 

without being judgmental, although this once again depends on the interpretation. Before 

moving on to elaborate on this last point, however, let us first look at the beginnings of the 

grotesque genre in the visual arts.  

 

1.2 The Grotesque in the Visual Arts 

 

The very beginnings of the genre of the grotesque lie in the field of visual arts and 

therefore the evolution and later stages of the discipline are important for the use of the 

grotesque in literature today. The concrete visual representations changed dramatically 

throughout the course of time and also eventually transferred to other fields of art. The first 
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known reference of the word in the visual arts was to an Ancient Rome ornamental 

decorative style which was found in the corridors of Domus Aurea, and was excavated in 

the late 1400s. The features of the decorations included plants, mythical creatures and 

architectural elements which were all intermingled in one big pattern. Moreover the images 

were found on the walls of rooms below ground level.8 These bizarre images came to be 

known as the “grottesche.” The term was hence for a long time used for the description of 

the style of arabesque, including decorative patterns. This style influenced the Renaissance 

arts in Italy, for example the decorations by Raphael Sanzio and Giovanna Da Udine in the 

Vatican Palace in Rome. At the time it was quite a controversial style since it seemed to 

lack any kind of order and was perceived as an irrational expression of art. 

Mannerism was the second stage of the artistic development of the “grottesche” in 

the visual arts. Mannerism mainly took interest in sophisticated iconography which traced 

its roots back to the grottesche and thus created a continuum. According to Walter 

Friedlander, early mannerism was characterized by irrational and spatial constructions and 

represented therefore a “deliberate denial of the classical aesthetic rather than a continued 

imitation of renaissance forms.”9 Hence the word irrational started to appear in connection 

with mannerism and set foundations for later definitions of the grotesque. Mannerism 

furthermore heavily relied on paradoxical constructions and one of its aims was to cause 

confusion. 

Later on the grottesche became frequent in woodwork, engravings and decoration 

of books. It was also transferred to other parts of Europe. Already in the 16th century, the 

French writer Michel de Montaigne perceived this artistic style as convenient to describe 

his own pieces of writing, mainly his essays, the style of which was ornamental. However 

still at this point the grotesque was not officially a discipline in literature, it had no strong 

foundations and it was not considered as an independent literary genre. 

In the 18th and 19th centuries the grotesque was present in the continuation of the 

medieval genre of drolleries and furthermore it also used caricatures in architecture in the 

form of gargoyles. The drolleries were used to decorate manuscripts’ initial letters or also 

the border decoration. In some ways however the grotesque features have always existed in 

literature, for example in the form of monsters in The Odyssey or in medieval plays; 

however only later were they identified as “grotesque.” 

                                                 
8 Connelly 3. 
9 Walter Friedlander, Mannerism and Anti-mannerism in Italian Painting (New York: Columbia University Press, 1990) 

xv. 
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The term “grotesque” gradually started to lose its original meaning and since the 

18th century, it has acquired meanings such as inexplicable, mysterious and strange, which 

were also the connotations of the very first pieces of art. Here we may also perceive how 

the definition started to be extended to literature and to other fields of the arts. Certain 

symbols became inseparably associated with it and the genre of the grotesque became a 

unique means of expression of horror, confusion and suspense. 

 

1.3 The Grotesque in the Literary Context 

 

“The Grotesque has been much written about in recent years, primarily because no 

one is really sure what it means.”10 Yet it is clear that the grotesque has over time moved 

into the category of literature and is a frequent element in modern literary works. In the 

context of American literature it is predominantly linked with Southern Gothic literature, 

namely authors such as Flannery O´Connor and William Faulkner. What is crucial to 

understand is that Morrison views the Afro-American literary undercurrent as an important 

shaping force of the mainstream literary production. Through the shared historical memory 

of violence, the white and the black authors are both essential parts of the American canon 

as a whole. The grotesque is a shared tool to exchange experience, memory and ideas, and 

the one cannot exist without the other. It is an excellent tool for minority literature such as 

the Afro-American one because as Clark mentions “every society always contends with a 

radical protesting minority that seeks to question, alter, and replace the regnant society’s 

mythologies and idols.”11As Leonard Cassuto mentions, the grotesque “can be understood 

as a social construction rather than an absolute value.”12 This means that the characteristic 

of the grotesque depends on the group the individual belongs to and consequently each 

culture has its own view of the grotesque. This however does not mean that if one is 

suppressed, it does not have influence on the evolution of the literary production. We 

consider things to be grotesque when they do not fall into our category of “normality,” and 

the grotesque is mainly based on the feeling of strangeness and otherness. Usually a deeper 

critical literary analysis may draw a recurring pattern which shows the dominant culture 

tendencies to govern as to what grotesque is and what it is not, but it may not be obvious to 

                                                 
10 Kelly Anspaugh, “Jean Qui Rit and Jean Qui Pleure: James Joyce, Wyndham Lewis and the High Modern Grotesque,” 

Literature and the Grotesque, ed. Michael J. Meyer (Atlanta: Rodopi B.V, 1995) 129. 
11 Clark 29. 
12 Leonard Cassuto, The Inhuman Race: The Racial Grotesque in American Literature and Culture (New York: 

Columbia University Press, 1997) 6. 
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the mainstream audience. Due to the violence of the slavery period, white society’s 

perception of a slave did not necessarily always interpret the individual as a human being 

even after the abolition. From the point of view of the dominant white society according to 

Cassuto: “Left suspended between the categories of person and object, slaves enter a 

liminal space. As partially transformed human being/things, they become grotesque.”13 In 

other words since African-Americans occupied the space  between the two basic 

categories, they automatically moved to the realm of the grotesque, and therefore it is 

likely that in the United States this genre may allude to suppressed cultural and ethnic 

groups, which are precisely symbolizing what the grotesque represents. In other words, the 

minority group represents the other, the unknown, the foreign and outside normalcy, living 

on the outskirts of mainstream society and providing the necessary opposition. However 

once again, mainstream society just as the marginal group at respective times constitute the 

current grotesque trends and are inherent parts of each other. The tool of the grotesque may 

be used by both counterparts for precisely opposite purposes but is co-dependent. 

Moreover, the grotesque and the characteristics associated with it in western culture 

according to Frances Connelly are usually regarded as feminine, such as fertile, earth 

bound or changeful.14 That does not imply that the grotesque is only used in reference to 

women but it is much more common due to the biological connotations and due to the male 

perception of the female body. Morrison however also uses male grotesque characters such 

as Shadrack in Sula, although they are not portrayed as frequently as their female 

counterparts. As mentioned in the first chapter, the earliest connotations consist of 

allusions to the cave or the vault, metaphorically being the female womb, which also 

signifies the beginning of life. Therefore the life cycle, which is an inherent piece of the 

grotesque, is associated with the female presence. It is the woman in whom new life is 

conceived and all the bodily changes and transformations of the female body during 

pregnancy are essential for the grotesque. It is the female womb which devours and at the 

same time releases the objects from its interior. Furthermore the genre characteristics 

correspond with the character traits most traditionally associated with female gender such 

as ambiguity, alteration and the unexpected. It furthermore contradicts rationality, which is 

stereotypically connected with its male counterparts. The genre contradicts everything 

which is “clear” and “normal” and retreats into the darkness of ambiguity and bizarreness. 

                                                 
13 Cassuto 77. 
14 Connelly 2. 
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It is precisely this ambiguity that prevents one to reach a consensus and a clear idea of 

what the definition of the grotesque itself is. 

The grotesque in literature fulfils many different roles which will be later dealt 

with. However, what should be clear at first sight is the fact that this mode of writing is an 

implicit criticism of certain social practices or an attempt to expose the unpleasant 

underlying layers below the accepted seemingly normal society. The obscure area of the 

grotesque and also the most crucial one is the moment of reception by the audience, in 

which it may either subvert the stereotype and expose it or on the other hand preserve the 

stereotype. The reception of the grotesque mostly depends on the attributes of its audience, 

once again different interpretations are expected. Its intended effect on the reader is almost 

always to bring about the feeling of surprise and uneasiness mingled with shock and 

disruption of the traditional standards. The grotesque subverts commonly recognized truths 

and demonstrates that there is more to them than might be visible from the mere outward 

appearance. The grotesque deliberately exposes flaws and deficiencies, and it feasts upon 

them. The discrepancies between the generally understood notions and their distorted 

representations offer a space for the exposure of the stereotype. 

 

1.3.1 Bakhtin’s Notion of the Grotesque 

 

Mikhail Bakhtin is one of the founders of the grotesque genre as we know it today. 

In his work Rabelais and His Work he introduced the notion of the carnival and the genre 

of grotesque realism which focuses mainly on the representation of the grotesque body. 

Bakhtin traced the origins of the genre in the folklore and carnival culture, where 

according to him, the culture which has been destroyed by the official culture may again be 

restored. This carnival period is important since it is a time when people literally free 

themselves from their social boundaries and hindrances, and become a part of a larger 

collective. In the carnival the lower strata of life processes are perceived as dominant 

above the higher functions like thought, speech or soul. Furthermore, Bakhtin perceived 

the genre of grotesque realism as one that opposes all forms of high literature and art.15 It 

breaks down all the forms which would be in any sense prescriptive, authoritative and 

instead constantly mocks them. Degradation is a crucial element of the grotesque and 

Bakhtin constantly occupied himself with coming down to earth and frequent allusions to 

                                                 
15 Sue Vice, Introducing Bakhtin (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1997) 155. 
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the womb which devours throughout the life cycle. Reproductive organs are key to be also 

taken into account in this context since they renew the cycle and keep the whole grotesque 

in constant movement and change. “Downwards is earth, an element that devours and 

swallows up (the grave, the womb) and is at the same time an element of birth or 

renascence (the maternal breasts).”16 

Bakhtin was most importantly fascinated with the bodily processes, which seem 

never ending as there is a constant continuum. The body changes and all bodily processes 

again and again stress the never-ending life cycle. “Eating, drinking, defecation, and other 

elimination (sweating, blowing of the nose, sneezing), as well as copulation, pregnancy, 

dismemberment, swallowing up by another body – all these acts are performed on the 

confines of the body and the outer world, or on the confines of the old and new body.”17 

The grotesque body is rebellious to authority and constantly requires excess, in terms of 

the life processes as mentioned above. As far as the grotesque body is concerned, all the 

bodily processes are exaggerated to the extreme. This means that it takes up a lot of living 

space of the other characters and portrays all the processes with the exaggerated 

characteristics. In its broadest sense, it is a caricature image of the real biological human 

body. The processes are omnipresent and never ending since this defines the grotesque. In 

essence, Bakhtin saw the grotesque as a positive and liberating phenomenon. 

 

1.3.2 Kayser’s Notion of the Grotesque 

 

Wolfgang Kayser’s approach is much more skeptical; he saw the grotesque as an 

origin of terror and destruction. Kayser was furthermore inspired by Christoph Martin 

Wieland’s work,18 where the author identified three different kinds of caricatures and 

named the last of the caricatures, the fantastic caricatures “grotesque.” In these caricatures, 

according to Kayser, the monstrosity of the subject is created with the sole intention of 

provoking disgust, laughter and surprise.19 Kayser understands the grotesque as an 

expression of the inexplicable which coexists alongside the normal in an estranged world. 

In his view, the grotesque as a form of imagination is a part of the artist’s dreams and bears 

no similarities to normal every-day life.  

                                                 
16 Vice 155. 
17 Mikhail Mikhailovich Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1984) 317. 
18 Reference to the work Unterredungen mit Dem Pfarrer Von (Christoph Martin Wieland, 1775) 
19 James Adams and Wilson Yates, “Introduction,“ The Grotesque in Art and Literature: Theological Reflections 

(Michigan: Wm. B. Erdmans Publishing Co., 1997) 15. 
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According to Kayser, the main feelings associated with the grotesque are surprise 

intermingled with horror. The feeling of fear arises due to the fact that our world ceases to 

be reliable. It is not the fear of death that one may feel but actually the fear of life, distorted 

and mutated.  “The word grotesque applies to three different realms – the creative process, 

the work itself, and its reception,”20 and in Kayser’s view, it also attempts to “subdue the 

demonic aspects of the world.”21 We cannot relate it to the world we know and it cannot be 

named or pinpointed since precisely at that moment it would lose its quality of the 

grotesque. It is the supernatural mysterious “it.”22 The grotesque is furthermore a fusion of 

incompatible parts, which is a very common feature not only in literary works, but also in 

pieces of visual arts. Experiencing the grotesque element means for Kayser experiencing 

something dark, sinister and negative. Kayser directly mentioned certain typical recurring 

examples of the grotesque, such as animals, usually nocturnal animals, which rule over the 

realm not frequented by human beings, e.g. owls, bats, etc. Furthermore, Kayser mentioned 

flora as well, especially the mysterious and entangled jungle as a prototypical example. 

However one of the most common motifs would be the human body reduced to inanimate 

puppets, marionettes or stern masks. Here again one may find the central discrepancy 

between life and death, some presence on the verge of both of these spheres and 

representing neither one nor the other. The grotesque relies on the absurd and it cannot be 

explained or elaborated. The grotesque according to Kayser does not and should not offer 

any meaning or explanation. Thus there should be nothing logical sought after in its 

explanations and it should be approached as something sinister and incomprehensible. The 

grotesque causes fear of life as opposed to fear of death, since life itself becomes 

monstrous and distorted in the realm of the grotesque. 

The main difference between the approaches of Bakhtin and Kayser is the fact that 

as opposed to Kayser, Bakhtin saw the grotesque ultimately as joyous and regenerative.23 

Furthermore, for him it represented an important antagonist in the plot and a crucial 

element since it developed the necessary tension. Bakhtin highlighted the positive use of 

the grotesque, such as the comic, funny, and laughable version used in Renaissance 

Europe, for example by Rabelais. However, according to the critic, this type of the 

grotesque has been absent for about a century, which also corresponds with the loss of folk 

                                                 
20 Adams and Yates, Introduction 16. 
21 Irene Rima Makaryk, Encyclopaedia of Contemporary Literary Theory: Approaches, Scholars, Terms (Toronto: 

Toronto University Press, 1993) 88. 
22 Adams and Yates, Introduction 17. 
23 Brian Railsback,“Uncomfortable Reflections in John Steinbeck’s Grotesques,” Literature and the Grotesque, ed. 

Michael J. Meyer (Atlanta: Rodopi B.V, 1995) 57. 
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traditions.24 On the other hand Kayser believes that the grotesque is evil in itself and stems 

from a frustration of not being able to orient ourselves in the world. According to Kayser 

grotesque images themselves have no real meaning and are absurd. According to him it is a 

dark force which opposes any kind of rational principles.  

 

1.3.3 Contemporary Literary Approaches 

 

It is moreover also relevant to take into consideration more recent theoretical 

approaches, which to some degree of course build on previous critical approaches, but also 

communicate new ideas and messages. Susan Corey’s theory suits the purpose of the 

thesis, as it gives a two-fold explanation of the grotesque, and maintains the balance of 

sufficient ambiguity in regards to the positive and negative force. There is no clear 

omnipresent judgmental entity to determine the prevalence of good or bad and this is what 

defines the grotesque. Her classification of the negative prophetic force and the positive 

redemptive force of the grotesque will be crucial for the analysis of the effects of using the 

grotesque in this particular thesis. The ability to combine the positive and negative aspect 

of the grotesque quite readily captures the nature of the ambivalence of the grotesque. 

Corey here sees the union of these two as inseparable, just as Leonard Cassuto sees the 

union of good and evil, black and white as an inherent part. 

  Furthermore, the racial hierarchy aspect and the importance of the white and black 

standards of narration according to Cassuto in relation to the grotesque is analyzed through 

an anthropological approach. Events as traumatic in nature and full of violence require a 

special mode of narrative technique and the liminal space of the slaves even after the 

Abolition corresponded with the mode of the grotesque. According to Cassuto, there is a 

clear division between the categories of the dominant and marginal people, however 

humans have at the same time two opposing abilities; to exclude and include. In other 

words, human beings need to invent categories in order to stress their own importance and 

specialness and on the other hand there is our natural need to be part of the bigger system – 

society. In respect to the studied literature it is the objectification of the black people on 

one hand and on the other hand, the reality of behaving as a human being and only partially 

being acknowledged like this by the dominant society; that is the space in between. The 

                                                 
24 Susan Corey, “Towards the Limits of Mystery,” The Aesthetics of Toni Morrison: Speaking the Unspeakable, ed. Marc 

Connor (Jackson: Mississippi UP, 2000) 33. 
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process of excluding a human being is accompanied by anxieties which produce tension 

throughout the culture’s belief system. 

According to John R. Clark’s understanding of satire and the grotesque, it is a 

device employed for raising awareness about the inadequate state of the division of power 

between the dominant society’s construct of normalcy and the minority’s inability to reach 

that constructed artificial standard and its weakness. Clark mentions various stratagems 

which help the grotesque to fulfill its purpose such as degrading the hero, aspect of 

laughter, using low diction, giving the audience puzzling endings or debunking the author. 

Clark refers to the term “counterculture” and mentions that it represents civilization’s 

reverse side. This counterculture then goes on to employing the various devices such as 

degrading the hero using approaches like cynicism and satire. In modern literature, it is less 

common to see conventional heroes since they are being mocked and questioned 

constantly. This is also true about the other aspects Clark speaks about, the grotesque and 

satire strive to undercut the expected plot outcomes, traditional ideas of diction or also 

expectations in regards to the role of the author. An example could be the anticlimactic and 

unsatisfactorily ending plot, where the reader can directly sense the absence of resolution 

and catharsis. 
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CHAPTER 2: DEVICES OF THE GROTESQUE IN MORRISON´S FICTION 

 

With this brief history and theory of the grotesque, let us move to Morrison. The 

two contrasting critical approaches of Bakhtin and Kayser will be applied to Morrison’s 

selected novels Sula, The Bluest Eye and Beloved. Their grotesque elements will be 

analyzed with reference to these two critics. Morrison’s novels furthermore according to 

the theories of Susan Corey are a unique blend of two approaches. The positive redemptive 

force and the negative prophetic force are approaches in which the outcomes of the 

grotesque can be analyzed. In this sense according to this theory, Morrison is able to 

transgress the lines and combine Bakhtin’s and Kayser’s understanding of the grotesque 

world. The grotesque will also be elaborated in terms of racial problematic and questions 

as to why this element is present and effective for this specific topic will be discussed. This 

chapter introduces specific devices used in Morrison’s novels with reference to previous 

theoretical concepts. The subsections encompass the concrete stratagems used and put 

them in the context of the novel plot. They include the notion of the carnivalesque, the 

grotesque (marked) body and the violent events section. These are contrasted and 

compared as far as the selected novels of Toni Morrison are concerned. 

 

2.1 The Notion of the Carnivalesque 

 

In Toni Morrison’s novel Beloved it is no mere coincidence that Beloved, the 

central grotesque character, appears on the day when a carnival for colored people is held 

in town. According to Bakhtin, as I have already argued, carnival atmosphere is ideal for 

the grotesque to function since the event offers temporal liberation and disrupts the 

traditional hierarchy of the class and social system. In Morrison’s novel Beloved, according 

to Corey, racial hierarchy is dismissed on carnival day since one may observe the 

“dethroning of the ideal of white supremacy.”25 The otherness suddenly does not appear 

based on the racial identity anymore, but moreover the dominant white identity is seen as 

having flaws and appearance of otherness as well. Paul D, Sethe and Denver describe the 

event as “seeing white people loose: doing magic, clowning, without heads or with two 

heads, twenty feet tall or two feet tall.”26 The author therefore takes the white ideal symbol 

                                                 
25 Corey, “Towards the Limits of Mystery: The Grotesque in Toni Morrison’s Beloved,” 38. 
26 Toni Morrison. Beloved (New York: Signet, Penguin Group, 1991) 47-48. 
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of perfection down from its pedestal and completely reverses it by mutating and distorting 

it. The black audience present at this event has furthermore the capability and opportunity 

to laugh at these white “freaks.” 

Laughter is another essential element of Bakhtin’s theory. It is the laughter which 

allows people to forget their fears and worries, and it is also laughter which allows them to 

feel the presence of the collective body of people. In the case of Afro-American literature it 

is even more important that the historical background is taken into account, since the two 

races are on different occasions literally constantly being kept apart and distant. 

Segregation has been an omnipresent part of their lives and suddenly for a short period of 

time it was not valid anymore. It is a chance for the black people to dismiss their own 

feeling of otherness and re-evaluate their own cultural and racial identity. It offers an 

occasion where they feel almost as if they led a “normal” life and a moment when they 

may forget about their worries, which altogether proves Bakhtin’s theories of liberation. 

Bearing in mind that the carnival brings about a new stage of life and represents a 

disruption of the traditional life, it is a perfect foreshadowing of the arrival of Beloved, 

who completely disrupts the life of Sethe and everyone else.  

Moreover, the carnival not only influences the relationships between blacks and 

whites, but also within the black community itself. Denver notices that it is the first time 

that some black women even look and smile at her mother. The prejudices and problematic 

perceptions of Sethe as a murderer of her own children are suddenly thrown aside to a 

certain extent and ignored. Immediately after the carnival, however, everything seemingly 

returns to the normal order of things, as they were before this event.  

The character of Beloved nevertheless is carnivalesque consistently throughout the 

novel and through her character the carnival during which she appeared goes on, as she 

reverses the set hierarchical order in Sethe’s household. Moreover, she establishes the new 

order where loose moral values, laughter and insatiable appetite govern everyday life. 

Beloved retains the features described by Bakhtin as carnivalesque, such as eccentric 

behavior, one that is never really suppressed or punished. The carnivalesque also involves 

some carnival misalliances,27 which refer to opposing subjects that may be united, 

sometimes even sacrilegious ones. Furthermore, towards the end of the novel the three 

central characters dress in carnival like colorful clothes and they are constantly depicted as 

playing together. They no longer observe the reality going on around them and therefore 

                                                 
27 Thomas Schmitz, Modern Literary Theory and Ancient Texts. An Introduction (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2007) 
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experience the atmosphere of the carnival once again. They behave foolishly and lose the 

grip of reality, they no longer accept the world around them as it is. In Beloved, therefore, 

the carnival event serves as a catalyst for speeding up the whole action; however the novel 

remains carnivalesque even after the carnival comes to an end. It marks the beginning of 

the liberation of the characters and the dethroning of the white supremacy. Especially the 

character of Beloved who is dominant, does in no way conform to the rules of the 

community and through her the subversive nature of the carnival remains present in the 

text. The carnivalesque also brings contrasting oppositions together and causes unlikely 

individuals to interact freely. The carnivalesque atmosphere allows all social boundaries 

and differences to create a strange mix of young and old, black and white, upper and lower 

class or spiritual and material. These categories are for a certain period of time allowed to 

coexist alongside each other and they are suspended in a liminal space. 

In the novel Sula, the protagonist functions as an antagonist grotesque force to the 

black community in Bottom. In a sense Sula is really what keeps the community together, 

since the people unite against her and try to act better than her. Her arrival to the 

community is foreshadowed by the plague of robins. The birds are seen flying, pooping 

and dying. This is seen as a possible omen of Sula representing evil that is about to return. 

The community in Bottom has already had some experience of strange natural occurrences 

and therefore they believe that these omens foreshadow unfortunate events to come. There 

are moreover four dead robins at the doorstep of Eva’s home which Sula sweeps aside 

swiftly. Eva Peace directly refers to the robins and their symbolism: “I might have knowed 

them birds meant something.”28 Some critics suggest that the birds represent the deaths of 

the characters in the novel, others see them as a symbol of Sula’s quest for freedom and the 

rejection to conform to the standard values held by the people in Medallion. Morrison 

frequently uses the bird imagery device in her novels,29 and she reverses the accepted 

notions of birds being understood as creatures representing freedom. Instead, by using the 

bird images she shows the lack of freedom and the impossibility of resolving the current 

situation. 

Sula is a carnivalesque character because according to the community she behaves 

eccentrically and has questionable morals. Eccentric behavior in the carnivalesque notion 

would be understood as behavior which is not acceptable for the mainstream society. She 

                                                 
28 Toni Morrison, Sula (New York: Alfred A. Knopf Inc. 1974) 
29 Beloved – use of cardinal, roster, dove hawk and humingbird image; Sula – plague of robins; Jazz – birds in a cage; 

The Bluest Eye – reference to Pecola as a grounded bird unable to fly etc. 
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breaks all taboos and seems to feel at peace with the way she acts and who she is. There 

are various carnival misalliances, two opposites joining together, for example Sula in a 

sexual relationship with white men. She literally creates her own free space in a 

community full of prejudice and strict moral values. Her whole view regarding sexual 

relationships could be defined as free and non-obliging. She is also guilty of a sacrilegious 

deed by committing adultery with her best friend Nel’s husband. She is often compared to 

Shadrack as far as their free spirit and outlook on life is concerned. Her blatant disregard of 

the community’s conventions is important in every aspect in order to strengthen the 

fundaments of the community’s beliefs. The carnivalesque character’s disregard of the 

community’s rules coexists in sharp contrast to the lifestyle of the dominant society. Sula 

transgresses the rules of the community and her character is presented through 

exaggeration, eccentricity and causes shock and confusion. In that sense she is considered 

a grotesque character. 

In the novel The Bluest Eye there is no carnival moment in the novel or 

carnivalesque character. It could be argued that Pecola lives in a parallel dreamy world of 

her own which defies the rules of the everyday life. She continues to escape into her dream 

world through her inner monologue, however the most powerful image to show is the 

deterioration of her mental state. However, there are numerous other grotesque elements 

which will be demonstrated subsequently. These include for example Cholly’s distorted 

love, Pauline’s unhealthy and grotesque obsession with the dominant white society’s 

symbols of “perfection” or Pecola’s marked body. 

 

2.2 The Grotesque Body 

 

In the three selected novels Sula, Beloved and The Bluest Eye there are slightly 

differing approaches and representations as to what exactly a disfigured grotesque body 

looks like. In general terms the body is a crucial part of the identity and self-realization of 

the characters. One of the important rituals of Baby Suggs in the novel Beloved is the love 

for one’s own body. The body is ultimately the only thing which is truly the slaves’ 

property and they should learn how to appreciate it regardless of all its flaws. Bodily 

experience such as massaging and washing are employed in order to become aware of the 

body’s presence and seize the opportunity of regeneration. 
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The Bluest Eye is concerned with the grotesque perception of the whole black race 

and the degradation of the physical appearance of black characters, the individual 

protagonists stand for a larger group, the black African presence in the history and culture 

of the United States. It exposes the problematic standardized concept of western white 

beauty. The Dick and Jane motif presents a sharp contrast to the actual real life of the black 

protagonists. Morrison argues that the society’s imposed beauty standards are projected 

onto the characters themselves. The impossibility of being able to reach up to the white 

beauty ideal is a cause of constant frustration and eventually leads to the loss of the 

protagonist’s senses. Due to this psychological frustration the other bodily parts are also 

misshapen in order to demonstrate the mental harm being done. In many ways this novel is 

the exact opposite of a Bildungsroman, as the protagonist as opposed to maturing and 

developing, loses her mental capacities. In The Bluest Eye the whole depiction of the 

supposed universal “ugliness” of Pecola is built upon the contrast to the dominant and 

media backed ideal of “beauty.” 

Concrete examples of the portrayal of the disfigured body usually employ missing 

bodily parts or on the contrary additional unnatural parts, which are often referred to or 

mentioned concerning the given character. Concrete examples of the disfigured body are 

Pauline’s foot, Eva’s missing leg, Sula’s birthmark, the bad hip of Baby Suggs,  Nan’s one 

arm, Sethe’s scarred back and swollen feet, and of course the whole transformation of the 

character of Beloved. Toni Morrison does in no way use these bodily parts as a mere 

depiction of the character’s physical appearance, but they are inherent parts of the story. 

They themselves in fact possess meaning and ultimately one can see the discrepancy 

between portraying the “marked bodies” as opposed to the invisible white bodies. For 

example in Sula, the birth mark goes through different stages regarding its descriptions. In 

Sula’s  childhood it is compared to a rose, representing the innocence, but  later on some 

people depict it either as a rattlesnake, tadpole or also as Hannah’s ashes, which would be a 

description as grotesque as it can get.30 Sula’s character is important to the whole 

community since she represents evil and thus they strive to become “better” people by 

distancing themselves from her.  

In Beloved, too, there a few instances of the distorted transformed body. Morrison 

uses the notion of embodied cognition in order to involve the reader directly in the 
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experience itself rather than having him as a disengaged spectator.31 This means that the 

set of processes and mental abilities is directly sparked by a concrete trigger; in essence not 

only is the body connected to the mind, but the body influences the mind also. This device 

brings up themes, such as that the creation of meaning of the world is mainly rooted in our 

physical bodies. The main image is Sethe’s scarred skin on her back in the shape of a trees. 

It has a memory of its own and functions as a constant reminder of the traumatic event 

from the past. It has a life of its own and lives independently of Sethe; it changes shape and 

displays animate features. The white girl Amy tells Sethe that it looks like “a chokecherry 

tree”32 growing on her back and being in full bloom. On another occasion Amy calls it the 

devil, so it retains the grotesque ambiguity. “The deadened scar tissue becomes emblematic 

of her repressed feelings related to this experience.”33 This means that it keeps on changing 

even according to present feelings which Sethe is experiencing. In the portrayal of Sethe, 

the human body is reduced and debased to property and the signs themselves project more 

human life than the whole body in general. The scar is at the same time both attractive and 

repulsive and its features sometimes correspond to the early Roman grottesche, winding 

and curling along Sethe’s back. The grottesche motifs were winding and curling shapes 

resembling plant images. The motifs were irrational, confusing and also constantly 

changing just as Sethe’s scar is. 

Beloved’s body is not exactly distorted; however, it possesses the grotesque 

characteristics of being ever changing, bulging, growing, insatiable and devouring. More 

precisely, it acquires all the characteristics of Bakhtin’s description of a grotesque body. 

(This will be mentioned mainly in the following section, which deals with the bodily 

processes.) Descriptions of Beloved vary greatly according to who is narrating them and in 

what kind of mood Beloved is in at the moment of narration. As a grotesque character she 

is never the same, changing every minute throughout the novel. This ambiguity causes her 

sometimes to appear beautiful and at other times ugly, sometimes helpless and at other 

times as an imminent threat to Denver and Sethe.  

Here we see the aforementioned necessary binary opposition of the grotesque, 

which cannot possibly exist by itself but requires the coexistence with the normal so that 

its features may become “uncanny,” “different” and “abnormal.” How could something 

abnormal exist without the exact knowledge of the normal? Another question would be if 
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there is even such a thing as “normal” and “abnormal,” and if the boundaries are only 

determined by the dominant social paradigm. The dominant ideology is in no respect the 

best approach, however, it is one which governs many individuals and thus must be taken 

into account for the critical literary purposes. How could the good exist without the proper 

knowledge and representation of evil? This precisely lies at the heart of the grotesque and 

its ambiguity is at the same time its most crucial feature. The question however remains, 

how in fact can one determine the “normal,” since it is a relative ever changing concept 

shifting as time passes by. Morrison sees however the author as a messenger of moral 

responsibility, thus she argues that there is some kind of scale of “good” and “bad.” (This 

point will be elaborated in Chapter 3.5 specifically.) Morrison’s novels are full of binary 

forces and thus they constitute the meaning and the purpose. 

 

2.2.1 Bodily Processes 

 

In the three analyzed novels, there are multiple instances when the stigmatized 

grotesque body plays a central role. This is why the main events in the life of the grotesque 

body, the acts of the bodily drama, take place in this sphere. According to Bakhtin the 

bodily changes most commonly refer to the biological processes taking place in the female 

body, which are however here presented grotesquely. Bakhtin describes the taking in and 

getting rid of food and water as “openness to the world and the ongoing processes.”34 

Beloved represents nearly all the bodily processes that one may possibly attempt to 

identify. After her arrival, she is constantly thirsty and she experiences four days of 

constant sleep and incontinency. Sethe also experiences a need for release, a strong 

incontrollable urge to urinate after the carnival and she herself feels like a carnival 

“freak.”35 Beloved is a perfect example of these features since the character swallows up 

the space of the real characters, is constantly referred to as overeating, being sexually 

active, devouring the male counterpart, and finally getting pregnant as well. She literally 

takes up all the space which has been offered to her and moreover is proprietary of Sethe to 

the point where it also becomes visible to other characters. 

In Sula Plum has a problem with defecation and Eva helps him to clean his bowels 

mechanically. There is furthermore a turning point in Nel’s life when she witnesses her 
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mother’s urination and she comes to the conclusion that her mother tries to escape the past 

by her fine manners. This supports Bakhtin’s consideration of bodily processes as 

something crucial for life itself and something on the verge of peculiarity and nasty 

description. There are repeated allusions to the Peace women in terms of sexual activity 

with a “predatory” like quality. They literally sexually devour the men and grow tired of 

them after having a sexual relationship. Sula is furthermore attracted to the forbidden realm 

of white males and to the partner of her closest friend Nel, consequently committing 

adultery. The sexual acts are often described with animal-like characteristics; e.g. Sula’s 

affair depicted through Nel’s eyes. 

The importance of bodily processes is also seen in The Bluest Eye because the 

satisfaction versus the suppressing of the different appetites is a central theme. All the 

processes are twisted, exaggerated and therefore become grotesque in their nature. 

Geraldine prefers cleanliness and order, which helps her to forget about the real emotions 

and is therefore emotionally frigid. Soaphead Church finds physicality unattractive and 

therefore he prefers objects to human beings, and substitutes material things for his 

attraction to little girls. Through these distorted bodily processes the characters undergo 

unimaginable oppression in certain cases. The memory of the oppression during the sexual 

encounter is very often passed on to the next generation and thus there is an unending 

vicious circle of suffering. However, Morrison does not portray the bodily processes from 

a one sided perspective but moreover shows their complexity. The victim is pitied, just as 

the violator is shown in a multiple dimension perspective. Cholly’s rape of Pecola is shown 

as an act of grotesque love (however strange it might appear) and the author does valorize 

certain existing aspects of what is not accepted as “normal” by the mainstream. However, 

this act of grotesque love is of course negative and causes a violent mental deterioration of 

Pecola. By valorizing these aspects, Morrison then does confirm the existence of a 

dominant mainstream opinion and does take it into account. One way or another, 

fulfillment of these bodily appetites brings about strong emotions, be they positive or 

negative ones. There is nothing natural and healthy about these particular bodily processes, 

they become a grotesque imitation of the life cycle and human nature in general.  
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2.2.2 The Cycle of Life in the Grotesque 

 

According to Bakhtin, the biology of the grotesque body is a crucial element in 

grotesque realism. In this sense as was mentioned before, the grotesque body undergoes a 

never ending processes. It does not have one concrete form but on the contrary constantly 

keeps changing its appearance and is polymorphous. This is why the grotesque body needs 

constant reproduction and this is also why female reproductive organs are frequently 

featured.  

As I have already mentioned, in Beloved we witness the process of copulation and 

different stages of pregnancy; that is, the beginning of a new life. Beloved is gradually 

described as growing in size due to the pregnancy and her appetite is almost insatiable. She 

devours everything that gets in her way and is unscrupulous in her tactics of obtaining her 

food. She is often described and compared to predator species and seems to take up more 

space than before. She literally trades places with Sethe because as their relationship 

evolves, it comes to the point of an almost complete obsession. Beloved’s influence grows 

exponentially as Sethe shrinks and becomes the child herself, listening to the orders given 

by Beloved. Her aim is to possess and own Sethe completely and forever. The final 

exorcism of the demonized character of Beloved supports the fact that this creature is 

indeed an evil grotesque presence, who is forced to leave under the pressure from the 

community. She intimidates Denver by fear and Sethe is under her power since she has old 

regrets of her deeds and pities her long lost child. With the arrival of Beloved she receives 

a second chance to restore what was lost; however, she does not understand that the spirit 

is full of anger and capable to harm her. It is not her daughter who has come back, it is a 

distorted version of what her daughter used to be. In Beloved, we see the reversal of the life 

cycle since the events do not follow the usual biological cycle and it becomes grotesque. 

The reverse life cycle forces the characters to relive their past and their memories once 

again. The mixture of past and present causes an ambiguous atmosphere typical for this 

genre. The motif of an “incestuous” relationship appears in Beloved since Paul D may be 

seen as a father like figure. The life cycle in Beloved is completed in terms of the produced 

offspring but it grotesquely arises from the unfaithfulness of Paul D. and manipulative 

tendency of Beloved. The relationship between Beloved and Paul D in itself is sinister and 

Beloved manipulates the psyche of Paul D to force him out of the house.  It cannot be 
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expected that the offspring would be “pure” in any respect and thus “it” becomes grotesque 

just as well.   

In Sula we learn that Plum wanted to crawl back into his mother’s womb, thus 

grotesquely he tried reversing the whole life cycle. This means that instead of maturing 

Plum is in fact becoming more childlike. Plum is eventually killed by Eva who cannot bear 

the declining state of her son and assumes the right of a mother to decide what is according 

to her best for her child. This once again points to the fact that the mother love is distorted 

and becomes a grotesque caricature. However questionable her act is, it may be argued that 

she chooses the better path by quick death rather than by a slow decline which would not 

be natural. But once again the action and the outcome is of course negative, just as the 

previously mentioned rape of Pecola by Cholly. This once again demonstrates the reversal 

of the life cycle since Plum is not maturing and is also no longer perceived as an adult by 

Eva Peace. The grotesque alters commonly used archetypes and notions and sets them into 

a different unfamiliar context. 

In The Bluest Eye the life cycle becomes equally grotesque as in Sula and Beloved. 

The time frame of this novel corresponds to the seasonal cycle which is compared to the 

human life cycle. Through this technique the novel is separated into its distinctive parts. 

We may also find that the very opening of the novel begins with the description of plants 

in nature, seeds compared to seeds of sexual lust. The metaphor is used in terms of 

innocence and wrong hopes of new innocent life coming. The most frequent theme is that 

nature bears many similarities in terms of the life cycle and it metaphorically demonstrates 

the situation among the central characters of this novel. The frequent allusions to fruition, 

potency and impotency suggest that this is one of the central themes of this particular 

novel. It becomes grotesque at the point where one realizes that it will not be successful 

and is bound to damnation.  

The most grotesque bond is the incestuous relationship between Pecola Breedlove 

and her father Cholly. “Cholly despises Pecola for loving him in spite of his painful failure, 

and in a drunken stupor, in an attempt to give the love to his ugly daughter that she has 

never experienced, he “tenderly” rapes her.”36 This dysfunctional relationship takes its toll 

on the young girl. The allusions to the seeds that would not grow in the in the fall of 1941 

and were connected with Pecola’s baby are important. In the end the conclusions made are 

that the nature itself was barren and only Pecola herself remains in a deteriorated mental 
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state after everything else is lost. The Dick and Jane white Anglo-Saxon framework works 

as an opposition to the life cycle that is really taking place in the novel. The Dick and Jane 

is supposed to represent the life cycle that one is striving to achieve however we get hints 

that it is not ideal either. The grotesque life cycle is ambiguous since it offers both hope 

and despair at the same time and moreover involves a repetition of injustices being passed 

on by the generations. The seemingly “normal” Dick and Jane pattern of lifestyle sharply 

contrast with the actual painful Afro-American experiences in the novel. However what 

this contrast really does is to show that the novel neither accepts the “normality” of the 

Dick and Jane framework, nor does it accept the false fancies in The Bluest Eye as will be 

shown in the subsequent section dealing with violent events. It simply uses them as a tool 

to show the different perspectives of one dominant ideology. 

 

2.3 Violent Events 

 

Violent events as understood in terms of the grotesque prepare the right climate for 

the grotesque to be able to work in and have optimum circumstances. They represent a 

mechanism of speeding up the whole action and keeping it in a state of momentum. 

“Whether one follows Kayser’s demonic grotesque or Bakhtin’s irreverent laughter, 

finally, in either case, the grotesque effect is the result of a violent linking of 

heterogeneous elements.”37 This in essence means that to be able to link unlikely 

contrasting elements, it is much easier to do so by violent force. That means that violent 

events create some kind of justification for the grotesque to function and connect the 

unlikely parts forcefully together. 

Several self-mutilations in the selected novels are also present, one is explained as a 

defensive mechanism to demonstrate Sula’s determination to inflict possible harm on other 

individuals, just as she has readily done to herself. The act serves rather like a warning of 

what she is capable of doing to others as well and demonstrates her courage. The other 

self-mutilation is merely speculated about and never fully explained since Eva’s absence 

does not allow the reader to peek into the preceding events. The community, however, 

speculates that the sacrifice of the leg gave Eva financial means to be able to take care of 

her children properly through receiving her insurance money. In conclusion Eva’s self-

violence allows her to gain freedom and she does not perceive it as a sacrifice at all. Both 
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of these actions establish the grotesque body by removing a part of the normal human body 

and thus creating a grotesque missing piece. Eva is always portrayed on a wheelchair but 

contrary to the expectations, she is indeed the character who shows the most strength and 

authority and to whom people look up to. 

In the selected novels there are multiple instances in which violent events literally 

start off the process of the grotesque. In Beloved for example, the traumatic event triggers 

quick development of the plot and calls for the character who is to become the central 

grotesque protagonist, Beloved, who returns as a revenant to the world of the living. The 

anger which echoes the violent event of the murder of the small child is the dark force 

which resides within Beloved and which causes the house to shake and tremble. 

Furthermore it tries to strangle Sethe and banishes Paul D from the house completely. The 

action keeps moving forward through the anger of the lost soul who is there to take 

revenge and take back what she missed. In The Bluest Eye the incestuous sexual 

relationship between Pecola and her father destroys the family bonds as well as human 

psyche. The character of Pecola is the intersection of all the violent injustices and wrongs 

done by society and that is why even society is ashamed of her. The brutality of everyday 

brainwashing of the black community with white beauty pictures goes as far as persuading 

the black population of their ugliness. Shirley Temple and other “perfection” 

representations in The Bluest Eye affirm the ludicrous situation where a character is willing 

to forsake her identity in order to gain acceptance of others and to really appreciate herself 

as a person. Another violent event in The Bluest Eye is the scene where Pecola poisons the 

dog. She does so unintentionally but nevertheless conjures a quite powerful image since 

she believes it is a sign that her dreams may come true. She believes it is a turning point in 

her life and due to her ignorance she does not believe it to be an intentional act. Harming 

animals is one the most unfair kinds of violence since the animals cannot defend 

themselves, just as Pecola is unable to defend herself.  

Lastly, in Sula the violent event could be the fire which causes Eva Peace to die and 

also the brutal death of Chicken Little which sets off the whole process of the oppositions 

of good and evil. At first both of these events are associated with Sula only, later they are 

not as easily decipherable as previously thought. The writer points out that these events are 

not merely black and white but much more complex, which is precisely what the grotesque 

encompasses. All individuals possess both the capacity to be good and evil at the same 

time. Nel and Sula are doppelgangers but not as distinctly good and evil as we might have 
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assumed at the beginning. They mirror each other’s fears and expectations and provide a 

balance of the characters, very close to the Freudian notion of ego and alter-ego.  

Nel realizes that it was easier to put all the blame on Sula and be the better half; 

however, in reality there is never such a simple black and white character and only towards 

the end does she come to this realization. By nature, from childhood on, Nel and Sula are 

interconnected and the relationship between them is quite complex. The best comparison 

would be to a regular love relationship which is quite common for Morrison’s novels. The 

women develop and maintain close bonds which are rarely broken by another presence and 

the relationship with men cannot fully replace this experience. The death of Chicken Little 

marks an important shift in narration from childhood to sudden adulthood due to the 

violent and traumatic event. The offender of the deed of violence versus the voyeur of this 

event is contrasted. How much is Nel to blame for observing the violence as opposed to 

Sula directly causing the tragic death? Is it morally justifiable to watch someone commit an 

accidental act of violence and be held less responsible? The violence is a way how to make 

people notice and become more aware of issues since it causes heightened emotional 

response. The sense of guilt is a burden which both females share and which they, just by 

their mere presence, constantly remind each other of. The violent events shock, scare and 

at the same time drag the reader amidst all the action. The reader from that moment is no 

longer the on looking outsider but feels himself or herself an inherent part of the plot. The 

violent events in Morrison´s novels most commonly include deaths, accidents or traumatic 

events like rape or even the return from the dead in the form of a revenant. They create an 

optimum environment for the unlikely parts to fall into place. Violence is a useful tool of a 

writer concerned with taboo topics and writing from the perspective of minorities to 

awaken the lethargic reader and create awareness about the problem via shock tactic.  

In this chapter, the carnivalesque, grotesque body and violent events were analyzed. 

Most of the discussed concepts were based on the theories of Mikhail Bakhtin. The 

carnival concept offers temporary liberation and shatters at least temporarily the old 

hierarchical order. A very common element connected with the carnival would be laughter. 

The chapter discussed the grotesque body characterized by various stigmas it bears. The 

grotesque marked body subverts common accepted processes, distorts typical features of 

the human body, exaggerates them and they become grotesque in their nature. This 

includes the life cycle, social relations and various other bodily processes. The last section 

dealt with violent events, which are not so much part of the thematic structure of the 
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grotesque, as they function as catalysts to bring about greater direct emotional impact on 

the audience. The whole chapter raises important moral questions which are exposed when 

dealing with the caricatures of the human condition in general. 
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CHAPTER 3: EFFECTS OF USING THE GROTESQUE 

 

This chapter deals with the outcome achieved when employing the device of the 

grotesque. In the first part of the chapter an overall characteristic of the racial undertone of 

the grotesque is explained. The various representations of the dominant white beauty 

standards are elaborated and contrasted with its “grotesque” Afro-American counterpart. 

Two interpretation theories of the grotesque by Susan Corey are referred to. Their 

complimentary nature is explained in the larger framework of the grotesque. 

The grotesque may be a tool employed by minority literature writers who are not 

part of the dominant, seemingly homogenous, society because it questions and challenges 

the ideological hierarchy. Since according to Cassuto, from the perspective of the dominant 

society, slaves neither fall into the human category nor do they fall into the object 

category, their identity becomes ambiguous and hazy. The constant repetitious allusion to 

the objectified slave struggle and the constant dehumanization of the African-Americans as 

opposed to the white population with its humane characteristics is supposed to highlight 

the wide gap in representation and treatment of these two distinct races.  Morrison uses this 

method to be able to portray “the complex social world of slavery and exposing the moral 

failure of the society which sustained and defended that institution."38 This would be the 

negative interpretation of the grotesque; however, it is not the only one. The author at the 

same time employs the positive redemptive force which builds upon ancestral tradition and 

strives to achieve regeneration and improvement of self-identity.  

The depictions of both races in terms of symbols and language chosen are very 

important. As far as the white mainstream society is concerned, in the novels it is presented 

as the omnipresent counterpart, which tyrannizes and misuses the black population. We see 

some deviation from this path, for example in Beloved the white girl Amy represents an 

attempt to portray a complex white character but the racist environment has already left its 

traces on her. This is apparent from the racist vocabulary she uses to voice her opinions. 

There are also instances where she repeats the prejudiced racist beliefs, which were part of 

the dominant indoctrination process, although it is questionable whether she herself 

believes them or not. 

Morrison’s analyzed novels Sula, The Bluest Eye and Beloved are carefully 

selective in terms of focus on certain characters, more precisely on black women. Black 
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women occupy of course the central space in the novels and the grotesque features like 

deformities and disfigured bodies are an emblem of the continuous rejections of the white 

society. Although they are outcasts from dominant society, they still have a strong voice 

that may be heard and is influential despite their inferior position. “Their deformities, 

disabilities and abnormalities are the bodily imprints and the judgments of social 

stigmatization – rejection, isolation, lowered expectations, poverty, exploitation, 

enslavement, murder, rape.”39 This means that these women are stigmatized both 

psychologically as well as physically. They have a strong narrative power despite these 

stigmas, “all of them possess a narrative power, often associated with the supernatural that 

far outstrips the marginal social status accorded them by the dominant power.”40 Their 

discourse may include traces of spirituality and these are part of the Pan-African heritage 

which is passed on to other generations. Spirituality is also a means of healing and 

recovering one’s identity, for example Baby Suggs represents a strong spiritual leader 

persona. The marked bodies include deformities and disabilities that mirror the dominant 

society’s prejudices. The grotesque, as was mentioned before, may in certain cases act as a 

useful means of expressing an outcast minority perspective.  

 

3.1 White Standard of Beauty 

 

This particular element is noticeable first and foremost in Toni Morrison’s first 

novel The Bluest Eye, where this white beauty standard is constantly being contrasted with 

the assigned black physical experience of the inability to reach this standard.  For some of 

the characters, racial difference signifies “ugliness” when looked at through the perspective 

of the mainstream society. Black people seem to wear this “ugliness” at all times and it 

seemingly becomes a part of their identity. “Ugliness” is not an actual physical feature but 

moreover reflects the struggles to come to terms with the absurd requirements for 

qualifying as “beautiful.” There are various symbols which represent the dominant culture 

beauty idol. Firstly, the recurring Dick and Jane parallel narrative is omnipresent 

throughout the whole novel. This pattern was already discussed in the previous chapter.  

In the novel there are various references to dolls, once again the prototypical blue 

eyed, pink skinned and blonde haired small version of the perfect girl. “The big, the 
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special, the loving gift was always a big, blue-eyed Baby Doll.”41 The narrator frequently 

mentions that she in fact hates them but everyone else seems charmed by them, that is, 

even the black population. Parents do not ask their children what they would like as a 

present because they presume that this is precisely what they desire the most.  In The 

Bluest Eye it is evident from the very title that the stereotypical features of a white standard 

are taken out and set as an imaginary example pushed through by the dominant media. The 

prototype of this perfection is Shirley Temple, a child movie star who is set as an example 

of talent and perfect looks. The narrator mentions “Frieda and she [Pecola] had a loving 

conversation about how cu-ute Shirley Temple was.”42 Many dolls were also produced to 

look like Shirley Temple. Through this obvious contrast between the reality and the 

imagined beauty the author implicitly achieves a critical standpoint, however she does not 

need to state it openly since it may be deduced from the context.  

Pecola becomes obsessed with acquiring the prototypical white beauty features and 

seeks help through Soaphead Church. “A little black girl yearns for the blue eyes of a little 

white girl, and the horror at the heart of her yearning is exceeded only by the evil of 

fulfilment.”43 Through constant contrasts and the complete mental breakdown of Pecola, 

the narrator carefully achieves a strong moral message which however she leaves up to the 

reader to handle. Pecola’s psychological decline goes so far as to splitting up her 

personality and leads the audience into a schizophrenic dialogue in which the absurd 

values echo repetitively again and again. The grotesque opposition here serves as the best 

implicit condemnation which the author could have chosen. Both opposing races and their 

features are augmented to an extreme, the concrete bodily features are overstated and 

exaggerated and thus the bigger the gap between them is, the greater the perfection of the 

white ideal and the supposedly “uglier” and more imperfect the black counterpart. The 

device achieves transformation, in which the reader may realize the harm caused to human 

psyche through absurd prescribed beauty symbols. The message could be that there is no 

universal beauty standard. 
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3.2 The Afro-American Presence 

 

Morrison’s use of the grotesque quite naturally focuses on the black persona. 

According to Vice, in the American Antebellum South, the difference between “high” and 

“low” portrayal of the body based on race comes to a Bakhtinian polarity; “Black men and 

women are low, represented by the unspeakable, unclean elements official culture would 

repress.”44 Pecola Breedlove suffers from an inferiority complex based purely upon the 

racial prejudices which become implanted even in her conscience and thus become an 

inherent part of her. “You looked at them and wondered why they were so ugly; you 

looked closely and could not find the source. Then you realized that it came from their 

conviction, their conviction.”45 The stereotypical white person features in The Bluest Eye 

are put on a pedestal and the black females are trampled upon. In Morrison’s essays, the 

proposed ideal solution is not the reversed hierarchy of black above white but a universal 

balance and equality. It is no mere coincidence that Morrison’s central characters and 

protagonists are black female ex-slave women, powerless women or strong women on the 

road to empowerment. The male black characters are present as well and are also important 

for the novels since they frequently create the setting and circumstances for the plot to 

work in. This is because black women are faced even with the gender prejudices as 

opposed to black males.  

The significance of given and last names in the novels of Morrison is also crucial 

for the understanding of the characters. The process of assigning characters names of 

positive occurrences while dealing with tragic ones is even more interesting since it 

highlights the problematic issues even more. The irony of their family names must not 

escape the audience’s attention. For example the name Breedlove where obviously an 

incestuous relationship is going on and the family bonds and constellations are 

dysfunctional or for example the name Peace where there is no peace and calm atmosphere 

concerning that particular family. The white characters create the necessary binary 

opposition for the grotesque to work in, necessary opposition to be able to have something 

to contrast it to.  

Sue Vice claims that the black body has a capacity of collective consciousness due 

to the circumstances it has witnessed, and all the violations and oppression it has endured. 

Obviously not all characters can be empowered and strong, and some are actually 
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portrayed as a warning to society. For example in The Bluest Eye Pauline yields to the 

mainstream inferiority judgments and internalizes the ideas onto herself.46 Thus she 

remains untrue to her own family, race and community. She ends up idealizing the white 

people so much as to comparing them to everything that is clean and virtuous. In a sense 

she is a traitor to her own flesh and she lives her life in an idealized artificially constructed 

world with no place for her own kin. 

Many of the empowered central female characters who are refused by the dominant 

society establish a place for themselves where these rules no longer apply. Each of the 

women presides over her mythical realm, most noticeably Baby Suggs with her ritual 

almost “religious like” gatherings in the clearing. The main message once again is to love 

oneself and especially one’s body with all its imperfections and deviations from the alleged 

standard. This statement shows them that they are worthy, beautiful and mainly equal 

individuals. They simply “exist” no matter how hard the white population tries to deny 

their existence.  

 

3.3 Positive Redemptive Force 

 

Corey’s theory of dual power of the grotesque divides the powers into the healing 

positive redemptive force which is also the opposition force to the negative prophetic force 

which is mentioned in chapter 3.4. As Corey mentions, “for black women writers, like 

Toni Morrison, the grotesque offers a method of expressing the ambiguities and 

contradictions involved in discovering one’s identity as an African American woman in 

America.”47 Corey compares her two paths for interpreting the grotesque to the literary 

models applied in this thesis, the positive redemptive force to that of Bakhtin, and the 

negative prophetic force which will be discussed in the subsequent chapter, to that of 

Kayser. The main function of the positive redemptive force is to bring together the 

alienated and fragmented parts of the lives of the characters in the novel and bring them 

together as a whole. Going back to Bakhtin’s notion, the grotesque includes playfulness 

and a comic approach as was the case in the medieval literature and later during the 

Renaissance. Even despite the trauma, many of the characters in Sula and Beloved become 

empowered and come to a realization about their identity and value precisely through 

going back to the roots of their ancestors. This positive redemptive force is a possible 
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literary approach to comprehending Morrison’s novels. It essentially means that the 

characters put together pieces of their shattered identity and try to define themselves 

according to their past, who they are and who they still may become. The key to this 

positive redemption is the character’s identity and their own flesh.  

There are certain specific features which are not present in the white western 

culture and these are for example: “African-American myth and language, African-

American musical tradition of the spirituals, blues, and jazz, alternative approaches to 

history, religion, and ancestry, culture-specific concepts and philosophical ideas of time 

and cosmology that are often opposed to traditional western concepts, and many more.”48 

All of these Afro-American cultural heritage characteristics need to be understood in terms 

of following the basic paths of the redemptive force. In some black writers it may even go 

as far as redeeming their lives by the collective cohesion of the black ancestry, the notion 

of Pan-African movement, which is very important when referring to the African continent 

and the roots of the race. The positive redemptive force reverses the negative black 

experience and turns it into a valuable possession which can be utilized for the better. This 

force is a healing process through experience of even painful events, the consciousness of 

one’s ancestry and finally the quest for one’s self-identity. The typical example of the 

redemptive ending is the closing scene of Beloved. In this scene Beloved’s bad spirit is 

confronted by the black community which suddenly unites and sticks together. Beloved 

does undergo a kind of exorcism, flees and confirms Kayser’s notion of the grotesque 

being associated with the demonic aspects of the world. It also however leads to a hopeful 

ending with the possibility of recovering the relationship between Sethe and Paul D. But 

since it is grotesque indeed, the novel retains many ambiguities including an unclear 

ending and obviously many potential hindrances along the way.  

Strong positive elements in Morrison’s literature also include the everlasting and 

unshaken bonds of love and relationship between African-American women. These 

relationships in essence help them to conquer the obstacles laid before them and are also an 

important starting point for the renewal of the ability of coexistence between humans 

which the slave holders tried to destroy. These bonds also serve as a replacement for the 

unaccepted community members and they hold a mirror to the black community in general. 

These two contradictory forces, the negative one and the positive one, once again function 

                                                 
48 Corey, Towards the Limits of Mystery. The Grotesque in Toni Morrison’s Beloved, XI. 



 

39 

 

in their binary coexistence and reconfirm the message and the medium of the grotesque 

experience.  

 

3.4 Negative Prophetic Force 

 

The negative force, sometimes referred to as the prophetic force, is the second 

agent which plays an important role in these selected works. According to Corey, this 

negative force is used as “a prophetic critique to the status quo, whether social or 

personal.”49 The majority of the grotesque elements are perceived as negative and thus 

create the grotesque atmosphere. The negative connotations are a result of projecting the 

condemnation and criticism of the current and past social practices onto certain people and 

objects as will be dealt with in the next chapter. The aggressive practices of slavery are 

echoed in the brutal grotesque actions and descriptions. The negative grotesque force 

consists of characteristics like the evil, uncanny, horrible and sees little hope for 

improvement in terms of what the future might hold. This negative prophetic force allows 

the author to challenge conventional values and structures. This interpretation of the 

grotesque sees it as a “catalyst to break up the present order and to expose whatever fears, 

guilt or oppressive conditions.”50 

Beloved, the main grotesque protagonist once again possesses both the negative and 

the positive features and is very ambiguous as a character. She moreover belongs partly to 

the realm of the supernatural and partly to the realm of the living. The negative power is 

evident in the presence of the evil spirit making changes within the house and the physical 

shaking of the house when the spirit does not approve of something. Furthermore the 

negative force includes the capacity to drive unwanted inhabitants such as Paul D. out of 

the house. The negative power also takes absolute and complete possession of certain 

characters and takes up all of the imaginary space offered. Since in this case the taking up 

of space inevitably requires the suppressing of other characters’ space, it is also another 

negative aspect. 

In The Bluest Eye it is the unfortunate propaganda of the white community which 

projects the beliefs of their own superiority onto the black community who internalize 

them. The monstrosity of the depiction of the ugliness through which Pecola sees herself is 

simply heart breaking. The damaged family relations are another grotesque feature which 
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is employed. In Sula, the grotesque evil is projected onto the main protagonist. Sula carries 

all the hatred, blame and sin of the whole community and thus allows them to be able to 

differentiate themselves from her. She is grotesquely portrayed as an almost Satan-like 

figure and serves the community as the necessary contrasting opposition for the common 

good. It is not surprising that after her death the community does not function merely as 

well since they have no necessary opposition. Sula is the necessary antagonist for the 

community to realize the boundaries of the seemingly good and bad. Another grotesque 

figure would be Shadrack, who is almost a mirror image of Sula. This character neglects 

social conventions and rules, just as readily as Sula, and he represents the male grotesque 

element. 

However although there is a strong critique of the white community, there is also a 

very crucial condemnation of the black community itself. This is because the community is 

not homogenous and united, but on the contrary, quite divided and vulnerable. This 

particular force also exposes the obvious evils of slavery which continue to influence Afro-

Americans up until the present times. Its prophetic quality foresees the problems which are 

about to come in the future. The hardest part was found to be for example the reintegration 

of these dehumanized grotesque figures into the “normal” life process and society along 

with the need to redefine the whole hierarchy and social structure. However once again, 

even despite these horrific experiences, the positive redemptive force opens new 

possibilities of how to escape to a different constructed world of imagination and the 

possibility to find consolation in the bonds within the community. These two forces are 

both necessary for the comprehension of the text and also function as alternative forces. 

Both must be present in order to keep the grotesque balance and opposition alive. The 

existence of these two forces, according to Corey, causes the novels to have no clear sense 

of closure.  

 

3.5 The Grotesque as a Form of Social Criticism 

 

In my opinion, nowadays the social trend in modern Western culture seems to be no 

different from the one during which these novels were published. Across the United States, 

there are great differences between states and people, and the way they look upon racial 

issues and equality. The impact of Morrison’s works is indisputable, as she won the Nobel 

Prize for Literature and many of her books became a part of the literary canon in the 
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United States. What is also important to note, is the widespread problematic reception of 

Morrison’s novels up until today, especially the novel The Bluest Eye. The book has been 

censored, challenged or banned numerous times over the years, making it the 15th most 

challenged book of the 2000s in schools and libraries in the United States. The reasons 

included would be of religious nature but also because of the difficult and troubling themes 

from the United States past, dealt with in depth and focus. Morrison’s Beloved is also on 

the list at #26. 51 

As long as we come across familiar things we are at peace, however at the moment 

of encountering foreign, unknown or different people or objects we are alarmed. Being 

different is tolerated with difficulty and even less so in a society where there are certain 

hierarchies according to economical, racial or social backgrounds. The dominant society in 

general feels uneasy when confronted by the grotesque which does not fit into their 

definition of “normalcy” and thus the unfamiliar is regarded as threatening. This is 

especially true since the grotesque uncovers uneasy taboo themes such as incest or adultery 

and distorts familiar notions of the world we know. In Morrison’s novels we are presented 

with many levels of the disruption, first of all the obvious racial difference. Secondly also 

due to economic and social circumstances which go along with the racial differences. 

Lastly it would be the concrete representation of the marked bodies, which carry not only 

the racial but also the physiological stigma.  

Since the grotesque people, objects and events are mostly on the margins of society, 

it comes as no surprise that these shift to occupy alternative space and places. They no 

longer find acceptance in the mainstream society and look for freedom in terms of 

expression, leisure and activities. These attempts to escape the world of reality are mostly 

based on the notion of community, myth or the supernatural. In Beloved for example Baby 

Suggs offers them a space in the clearing where they may enjoy their life, love themselves 

and forget about their everyday toils. It gives the black community the opportunity to use 

their senses and experience the sense of understanding one’s identity. Another disruption 

as was mentioned before is during the carnival, where the strict rules are forgotten and 

people enjoy a special atmosphere full of liberation and joy. 

Perhaps the best attempt to briefly describe Morrison’s attitude to the function of 

the novel is that it cannot be either merely an artistic piece of work or merely a writing 

dealing with social problems but it has to be both. However there is a recurring pattern of 
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bias concerning her critical reception since many critics only analyze her literature in terms 

of power structures and racial problematic. This is evident from the vast amount of critics 

who have occupied themselves with the racial aspects of her writing. This may limit the 

ability to perceive other essential motifs and themes of her literature and thus lead to a 

skewed interpretation. The problem of the whole reception of literature is that it is based on 

white culture premises, practices and does not fully apprehend the specifics of the black 

community writing and thus in fact omits essential details. These would be for example the 

uneven representation of black people in politics and thus the legislature consequences. 

Furthermore the basic tenements of American perception of equality, where black people 

were not taken into account and the historical remnant prejudices from the antebellum 

period are also evident. 

By exposing problematic figures, figures which the mainstream society tries to get 

rid of or is ashamed of, Morrison’s novels show the society a mirror of the social issues. 

Morrison never openly uses her authorial presence to impose the desired meaning and 

judgment on the audience but her controversial descriptions and images give a complex 

overview of characters, and lead the audience to the coveted conclusion. Instead she 

chooses characters that are inside of the story, usually first or third person and who depict 

the story through their own eyes. This technique develops the story faster and enables the 

reader to seek the true meaning herself or himself. Morrison mockingly portrays the white 

ideal of beauty and lifestyle, especially in The Bluest Eye. Through this contrast however 

she achieves to demonstrate the discrepancy between the ways of life of two distinct 

groups of human beings. She never portrays the white counterpart as perfect or flawless 

but on the contrary explores their prejudices towards black people as their own burden they 

carry. Each person should ideally come to terms with who she or he is and has to do so no 

matter what the skin color is and no matter what the society believes. Some characters are 

partially successful, while others fail miserably. For certain characters the discrepancy 

between the desired ideal and the actual reality is too big to overcome. The heroines may 

have flaws, however they are unique human beings with messages to pass on. 
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CHAPTER 4: CONCLUSION 

 

The thesis analyzes the ways in which grotesque elements function in selected 

novels of Toni Morrison, what kind of role they play and if there is a pattern that can be 

deduced as far as their use is concerned. The thesis speculates that the grotesque is at times 

used by minority group authors who represent the “foreign” amongst the “mainstream” 

usually white male dominated society, at least as far as the United States are concerned. 

This marginal position may to a certain degree determine how they are perceived and how 

in turn they perceive themselves, although Morrison herself refuses to accept this as the 

only interpretation approach.  

The grotesque is a very slippery concept, with various theories as to what it actually 

means. The origins of the grotesque are traced back to the first artistic expressions in 

Ancient Rome. The grotesque may be a device used by the dominant or by the marginal 

group to express either the mainstream anxieties and point towards differences or it may 

also deconstruct the hierarchy. The two main theorists alluded to are Bakhtin and Kayser. 

They present opposing perspectives on this phenomenon; whereas Bakhtin perceives the 

grotesque as something cohesive, positive and useful which renders laughter, Kayser on 

the other hand views the grotesque as something evil which results from our frustration of 

not being able to grasp the complexities of our lives and the universe. The analyzed 

grotesque devices include the “marked” grotesque body image, the carnivalesque or the 

grotesque life cycle. The grotesque is suited to the chosen novels, as it helps to expose 

stereotypes of the dominant society through shock and confusion tactics. The question of 

validity of these constructed values and ideals is being posed over and over again. The 

most important capacity of the grotesque is its complimentary function of having a positive 

as well as negative mode at the same time. 

Dealing specifically with the grotesque in Morrison’s novels, one has to take into 

account that she has gone through a literary development throughout her career and thus it 

is not possible to make generalized assumptions. In Morrison’s early literature referring to 

the selected novels, the author focuses on vulnerable individuals. These include characters 

bearing some kind of stigma - physically handicapped individuals, mentally unstable 

people or for the mainstream society somehow “unacceptable” characters. She frequently 

chooses them as protagonists and they become grotesque characters. “Such hybrid figures 

repeatedly appear in Toni Morrison’s first five novels, published between 1970 and 
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1987.”52 Morrison mentioned that she was working with the figure of a pariah, whose 

literal translation signifies an outcast in different areas, mainly from society. The word 

“pariah” comes from the Hindu word referring to the member of the lowest caste, also 

sometimes called untouchables.53 Morrison mentioned there were different levels in her 

use of the pariah figure. In her view, pariahs were the black people and the black 

community as a whole, but even within the black community there were pariahs who were 

important for the consciousness of that community.54 That suggests that her protagonists 

are often pariahs not only in the white dominated world order but moreover within their 

own community.  

Morrison herself says: “The concepts of beauty and ugliness are mysterious to me. 

Many people write about them. In mulling over them, I try to go underneath them and see 

what they mean, understand the impact they have on what people do.”55 The grotesque 

attempts to deconstruct the notions of “beauty” and “ugliness” and explores the emotions 

associated with the inability to reach these constructed “ideals.” According to Morrison 

herself, every author has a moral duty that has to be put into his/her work along. From her 

perspective, literature should be aesthetically and also politically powerful, she states that: 

“For me, a novel has to be socially responsible as well as very beautiful.”56  The role is not 

only informative, it is formative; it forms our views and opinions on the world around us. 

Morrison however claims that authors who are deliberately trying to educate an audience 

produce a literary piece full of artifice. In her interview with Claudia Tate she says: “You 

can feel the artifice, not the art, when the writer is getting somebody told.”57 According to 

Morrison, the creative process should not be focused as much on the audience, as it should 

be a spontaneous piece of art which people will be able to relate to through the intimate 

experience. “But when I am writing, if I have in mind that I am writing a novel or that they 

are going to read it, it does something to the voice: the voice is not intimate.”58 The writing 

cannot be accomplished for the sake of writing for large external audiences, because it will 

never be intimate and people will not be able to relate to it. This according to Morrison is 

the main key to writing meaningful and beautiful literature. Moreover the reception of the 

literature is just as important as the creative process. When reading literature, there should 

                                                 
52 Garland Thomas 115. 
53 Merriam Webster, Merriamwebster.com, <http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/pariah,> 5 December           

2015. 
54 Garland Thomas 115. 
55 Claudia Tate, Conversations with Toni Morrison. ed. Danille Taylor-Guthrie (Jackson: Mississippi UP, 1994) 160. 
56 Marc,Connor, The Aesthetics of Toni Morrison: Speaking the Unspeakable (Jackson: Mississippi UP, 2000) X. 
57 Claudia Tate, Conversations with Toni Morrison. ed. Danille Taylor-Guthrie (Jackson: Mississippi UP, 1994) 161. 
58 Kathy Neustadt, Conversations with Toni Morrison. ed. Danille Taylor-Guthrie (Jackson: Mississippi UP, 1994) 88. 
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be no hierarchy, be it the Eurocentric or the Afrocentric one. “I don’t think it is possible to 

discuss a literature without taking into consideration what is sociologically or historically 

accurate, but most of the criticism in this country stops here.”59 Therefore, this kind of one 

sided literary interpretation approach may prevent the reader from considering the other 

literary aspects.  

The grotesque allows Morrison to utter implicit criticism on problematic social 

issues. It helps the audience to understand the world as a set of complex, multi-dimensional 

characters and phenomena rather than a black and white world. It is insufficient to pinpoint 

one force of “good” without being able to understand that of the “evil.” However, the 

notions of good and evil themselves are questioned and undermined by the grotesque. The 

forces are interlinked and coexist in an ever changing state of momentum. It is crucial to 

have writers like Morrison who explore these controversial and difficult themes and 

through their literature keep them alive. The western white male dominated society has to 

be challenged by different minority groups in order to receive a multi-focal perspective and 

representation. Morrison strives to write about characters that have not been previously 

been taken seriously in any book, “all those peripheral little girls.”60 Her literature however 

represents various types of characters, including male characters and white characters as 

well, although black female personas are prevalent. Her early ideas that black people 

signified little in the imagination of the white writers were replaced by the realization that 

they both were inevitably shaped by the encounter. This is according to her the foundation 

of the American literary canon.   

                                                 
59 Anne Koenen, “The One out of Sequence,“ Conversations with Toni Morrison. ed. Danille Taylor-Guthrie (Jackson: 

Mississippi UP, 1994) 67. 
60 Kathy Neustadt, Conversations with Toni Morrison. ed. Danille Taylor-Guthrie (Jackson: Mississippi UP, 1994) 88. 



 

46 

 

Bibliography 

Primary Sources: 

Morrison, Toni. Beloved. New York: Signet, Penguin Group, 1991. 

Morrison, Toni. The Bluest Eye. New York: Plume, Penguin Group, 1994. 

Morrison, Toni. Sula. New York: Alfred A. Knopf Inc., 1974. 

 

Secondary Sources: 

 

Anspaugh, Kelly. “Jean Qui Rit and Jean Qui Pleure: James Joyce, Wyndham Lewis and 

the High Modern Grotesque.” Literature and the Grotesque. Ed. Michael Meyer. Atlanta: 

Rodopi B. V., 1995. 

 

Adams, James L. and Wilson Yates. The Grotesque in Art and Literature: Theological 

Reflections. Michigan: Wm. B. Erdmans Publishing Co., 1997. 

 

Bakhtin, Mikhail Mikhailovich. Rabelais and His World. Bloomington: Indiana University 

Press, 1984. 

 

Carlacio, Jami. The Fiction of Toni Morrison: Reading and Writing on Race, Culture, and 

Identity. Urbana: NCTE, 2007. 

 

Casutto, Leonard. The Inhuman Race: The Racial Grotesque in American Literature and    

Culture. New York: Columbia University Press, 1997. 

 

Clark, John R. The Modern Satiric: Grotesque and Its Traditions. Lexington, Kentucky: 

The University Press of Kentucky, 1991.  

 

Connelly, Frances. The Grotesque in Western Art and Culture. The Image at Play. 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012. 

 

Connor, Marc, et al.The Aesthetics of Toni Morrison: Speaking the Unspeakable. Jackson: 

Mississippi University Press, 2000. 

 

Corey, Susan. “The Religious Dimensions of the Grotesque in Literature: Toni Morrison’s 

Beloved.” The Grotesque in Art and Literature: Theological Reflections. Eds. Adams, 

James L., Yates, Wilson and Robert Penn Warren. Michigan: Wm. B. Erdmans Publishing 

Co., 1997. 

 

Corey, Susan. “Towards the Limits of Mystery.” The Aesthetics of Toni Morrison: 

Speaking the Unspeakable. Ed. Marc Connor et. Al. Jackson: Mississippi UP, 2000. 

 



 

47 

 

Davis, Leonard J. “Constructing Normalcy: The Bell Curve, the Novel, and the Invention 

of the Disabled Body in the Nineteenth Century.” The Disability Studies Reader. New 

York: Routledge, 1997. 

 

Davis, Christine. “An Interview with Toni Morrison.” Conversations with Toni Morrison. 

Ed. Danille Taylor-Guthrie. Jackson: Mississippi UP, 1994. 

 

Franco, Dean. “When We Talk about Beloved.” Toni Morrison’s Beloved. Ed. Harold 

Bloom. New York: Infobase Publishing, 2009. 

 

Friedlander, Walter. Mannerism and Anti-mannerism in Italian Painting. New York: 

Columbia University Press, 1990. 

 

Garland Thomas, Rosemarie. Extraordinary Bodies: Figuring Physical Disability in 

American Culture. New York: Columbia University Press, 1997. 

 

Koenen, Anna. “The One out of Sequence.” Conversations with Toni Morrison. Ed. 

Danielle Taylor-Guthrie. Jackson: Mississippi UP, 1994. 

 

Makaryk, Irena Rima. Encyclopedia of Contemporary Literary Theory: Approaches, 

Scholars, Terms. Toronto: Toronto University Press, 1993. 

 

Matus, Jill. Toni Morrison. London: Manchester United Press, 1998. 

 

Meindl, Dieter. American Fiction and the Metaphysics of the Grotesque. Baton Rouge: 

Louisiana State UP, 1998. 

 

Neustadt, Kathy. Conversations with Toni Morrison. Ed. Danielle Taylor-Guthrie. Jackson: 

Mississippi, 1994. 

 

Railsback, Brian. “Uncomfortable Reflections in John Steinbeck’s Grotesques.” Literature 

and the Grotesque. Ed. Michael Meyer. Atlanta: Rodopi B. V., 1995. 

 

Russo, Mary. The Female Grotesque: Risk, Excess and Modernity. New York: Routledge, 

1994. 

 

Shands, Kerstin W. and Giulia Grillo Mikrut. Living Language, Living Memory – Essays 

on the Work of Toni Morrison. Sweden: Elanders, 2014. 

 

Schmitz, Thomas. Modern Literary Theory and Ancient Texts. An Introduction. Oxford: 

Blackwell Publishing, 2007.  

 



 

48 

 

Suranyi, Agnes. “The Bluest Eye and Sula.” Cambridge Companion to Toni Morrison. Ed. 

Justine Tally. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007. 

 

Tate, Claudia. Conversations with Toni Morrison. Ed. Danielle Taylor-Guthrie. Jackson: 

Mississippi UP, 1994. 

 

Van der Spek, Inez. Alien Plots: Female Subjectivity and the Divine. Liverpool: Liverpool 

University Press, 2000. 

 

Vice, Sue. Introducing Bakhtin. Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1997. 

 

Tally, Justine. Cambridge Companion to Toni Morrison. Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2007. 

 

Internet sources: 

 

Merriam Webster. “Definition of Pariah.” Merriamwebster.com, <http://www.merriam-

webster.com/dictionary/pariah,> 5th December 2015. 

 

Oxford Dictionaries. “Definition of the Grotesque.” Oxforddictionaries.com, 

<http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/learner/grotesque>, 16th May 2015. 

 

Williams, Maren “ The Bluest Eye Challenged in Colorado School District,“ CBLDF.org, 

19th July 2013 <http://cbldf.org/2013/07/the-bluest-eye-challenged-in-colorado-school-

district/> 25th May 2015. 


