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‘The best art is political and you ought to be able to make it 
unquestionably political and irrevocably beautiful at the same time’

 – Toni Morrison
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Lecture outline

1. Toni Morrison: Brief biography and context

2. Morrison’s Fiction: Important historical contexts
2.1 Slavery

2.2 The Civil War and Reconstruction

2.3 Segregated America: The ‘Jim Crow’ Laws

3. Some thematic preoccupations
3.1 Slavery’s legacy: Black American ‘historical trauma’

3.2 ‘Internalized Racism’ and ‘Double Consciousness’
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Reconstruction 
Engraving of the congressional resolution for the 
Thirteenth Amendment abolishing slavery, published 
in 1868.

Monday 08 October 12



Opposition to Reconstruction
From left to right:
1896 – The ‘separate but equal’ law is passed by the Supreme Court
Example of virulent racism opposing reconstruction
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Jim Crow songbook
This songbook, published in Ithaca, New York, in 1839, shows an early depiction of a 
minstrel-show character named Jim Crow. By the 1890s the expression “Jim Crow” was 
being used to describe laws and customs aimed at segregating African Americans and 
others. These laws were intended to restrict social contact between whites and other 
groups and to limit the freedom and opportunity of people of color. (From The 
Smithsonian Institute of American History: http://americanhistory.si.edu/brown/history/1-
segregated/white-only-1.html)
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Examples of ‘Jim Crow’ Laws

It shall be unlawful for a negro and white person to play together or in company with each 
other in any game of cards or dice, dominoes or checkers.

—Birmingham, Alabama, 1930

Marriages are void when one party is a white person and the other is possessed of one-eighth 
or more negro, Japanese, or Chinese blood.”

—Nebraska, 1911

Separate free schools shall be established for the education of children of African descent; 
and it shall be unlawful for any colored child to attend any white school, or any white child 
to attend a colored school.”

—Missouri, 1929

All railroads carrying passengers in the state (other than street railroads) shall provide equal 
but separate accommodations for the white and colored races, by providing two or more 
passenger cars for each passenger train, or by dividing the cars by a partition, so as to secure 
separate accommodations.”

—Tennessee, 1891
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‘Jim Crow’ 
segregation
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W.E.B Du Bois
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‘Double Consciousness’

‘…born with a veil, and gifted with second sight in this American world, - a world 
which yields him no to true self-consciousness, but only lets him see himself 
through the revelation of the other world. It is a peculiar sensation, this double-
consciousness, this sense of always looking at one's self through the eyes of others, 
of measuring one's soul by the tape of a world that looks on in amused contempt 
and pity. One ever feels his two-ness,--an American, a Negro; two warring souls, two 
thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; two warring ideals in one dark body, whose 
dogged strength alone keeps it from being torn asunder  […]The history of the 
American Negro is the history of this strife — this longing to attain self-conscious 
manhood, to merge his double self into a better and truer self. In this merging he 
wishes neither of the older selves to be lost. He does not wish to Africanize 
America, for America has too much to teach the world and Africa. He wouldn't 
bleach his Negro blood in a flood of white Americanism, for he knows that Negro 
blood has a message for the world. He simply wishes to make it possible for a man 
to be both a Negro and an American without being cursed and spit upon by his 
fellows, without having the doors of opportunity closed roughly in his face. He 
simply wishes to make it possible for a man to be both a Negro and an American’
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