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This research paper explores the profound influence of African American folklore in the
novels of Toni Morrison. By examining her essential novels such as Beloved, Song of
Solomon, and Tar Baby, the study investigates how Morrison weaves elements of folklore,
including myth, oral traditions, and cultural rituals, into her narratives. The analysis reveals
how Morrison employs folklore to enrich her storytelling, develop complex characters, and
address themes of identity, memory, and community. Moreover, the research highlights
how Morrison’s integration of folklore serves as a powerful tool for cultural preservation
and resistance, offering a deeper understanding of African American experiences and

history. This study not only elucidates Morrison’s literary techniques but also underscores

the significance of folklore in shaping and sustaining African American cultural identity.

Introduction

Toni Morrison, an eminent figure in American
literature, intricately weaves African American
folklore into her novels, creating rich tapestries that
explore the complexities of Black identity, culture,
and history. Her works, including celebrated titles
like Beloved, Song of Solomon, and The Bluest Eye,
delve deeply into the African American experience,
employing folklore as a crucial narrative device.
This folklore, comprising myths, legends, oral
traditions, and communal narratives, serves not
merely as a backdrop but as a dynamic, living
element that shapes and propels the stories she
tells.

Morrison’s adept use of folklore is a deliberate and
powerful tool to reconnect her characters—and by

extension, her readers—with their ancestral roots.

Corresponding author

*E-mail: beenasrspg@gmail.com (Dr. Beena Yadav).
DOI: https://doi.org/10.53724 /ambition/v9n1.02
Received 10th March 2024; Accepted 20th April 2024
Available online 30t May 2024

It acts as a repository of collective memory,
preserving the struggles, triumphs, and enduring
spirit of African American communities. Through
her novels, Morrison reclaims and revitalizes these
traditional stories, challenging the erasure and
distortion of black culture in  mainstream
narratives. She transforms folklore into a medium
for resistance, empowerment, and healing,
illustrating its vital role in the cultural and
historical continuity of African American life.

This research paper delves into the multifaceted
ways in which Morrison incorporates African
American folklore into her novels. It examines how
these folkloric elements enrich her storytelling,
offering insights into the social, psychological, and
spiritual dimensions of her characters. By

analyzing Morrison’s use of folklore, this study
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seeks to uncover the deeper meanings and
implications of her literary techniques, exploring
how she bridges the past and present to forge a
deeper understanding of black identity and
resilience. Through this exploration, the research
aims to highlight Morrison’s profound contribution
to both literature and the preservation of African
American cultural heritage.

Toni Morrison, a Nobel Prize-winning author, is
renowned for her profound exploration of African
American culture and history through her novels.
One of the most compelling aspects of her work is
her use of African American folklore, which she
weaves intricately into her narratives to illuminate
the experiences, struggles, and resilience of her
characters. This research paper examines how
Morrison integrates African American folklore in
her novels, focusing on its thematic significance
and its role in shaping the cultural identity and
communal memory of her characters.

Folklore as a Narrative Framework

In Morrison’s novels, folklore serves as a crucial
narrative framework that connects the past with the
present. For instance, in Beloved, the character of
Sethe 1s haunted by the ghost of her dead daughter,
a narrative element that draws on African American
ghost stories and the spiritual belief in ancestors’
presence. This haunting is not merely a
supernatural event but a manifestation of the
trauma of slavery and the indelible impact it has on
individual and collective memory. The use of
folklore in this context underscores the pervasive
influence of history on the present and highlights
the importance of remembering and confronting the

past.
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In Song of Solomon, folklore also plays a
significant role in shaping the protagonist’s journey
towards self-discovery and cultural identity. The
legend of the flying Africans, which suggests that
enslaved Africans could fly back to their homeland,
symbolizes an escape from oppression and a return
to cultural roots. This myth is woven into the
protagonist Milkman’s personal quest, illustrating
how folklore can serve as a vehicle for exploring
themes of freedom and heritage.

Similarly, in 7ar Baby, Morrison uses folklore to
contrast the tension between nature and
civilization. The character of Jadine struggles with
her identity as she is caught between the traditional
folk wisdom represented by the mythical figure of
the tar baby and the modern, Westernized world
she inhabits. This duality reflects the broader
conflict within the African American experience of
reconciling ancestral traditions with contemporary
realities.

Overall, Morrison’s incorporation of African
American folklore in her novels not only enriches
the narrative complexity but also reinforces the
themes of resilience, identity, and cultural memory.
By embedding folklore into her stories, Morrison
highlights the enduring legacy of African American
culture and its vital role in shaping the present and
future.

Myth and Identity

Morrison often employs myths to explore themes
of identity and self-discovery. In Song of Solomon,
the protagonist, Milkman Dead, embarks on a
journey that parallels the myth of the flying
Africans, a folktale about enslaved Africans who

escaped bondage by flying back to Africa. This
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myth becomes a metaphor for Milkman’s quest for
personal and cultural identity, illustrating how
folklore can serve as a source of empowerment and
a means of reclaiming a lost heritage. By
integrating such myths, Morrison not only enriches
her storytelling but also asserts the value and
richness of African American cultural traditions.
Similarly, in Beloved, the character of Sethe is
haunted by the ghost of her dead daughter, which
echoes African beliefs in ancestral spirits and the
unresolved issues of the past. This supernatural
element underscores Sethe’s struggle to come to
terms with her traumatic history and highlights the
healing power of confronting and embracing one’s
roots.

Furthermore, Morrison’s use of folklore in her
novels often serves to challenge dominant
historical —narratives and offer alternative
perspectives rooted in African American
experiences. In Tar Baby, the titular myth is
revisited to explore themes of racial identity and
cultural assimilation, questioning the protagonist’s
place within both African and American heritages.
Morrison’s nuanced portrayal of folklore illustrates
the complexities of identity formation within the
African American community, emphasizing the
interconnectedness of personal history and
collective memory.

Through her integration of African American
folklore, Morrison creates a literary space where
marginalized voices and histories are validated and
celebrated. Her works suggest that understanding
and reclaiming these myths is crucial for the self-
discovery and empowerment of her characters. The

incorporation of these traditional stories not only
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also serves as a testament to the enduring legacy
and resilience of African American culture.

Oral Tradition and Community

The oral tradition is a vital element of African
American folklore, and Morrison incorporates it
extensively in her novels to emphasize the
importance of community and shared history. In
The Bluest Eye, the stories told by characters such
as Claudia and Pecola reflect the oral storytelling
practices of African American communities, where
storytelling is a way of preserving history,
imparting wisdom, and fostering a sense of
belonging. These narratives often convey moral
lessons, cultural values, and collective experiences,
reinforcing the idea that personal identity is deeply
intertwined with community and tradition.
Morrison’s use of oral tradition not only highlights
the resilience and creativity of African American
culture but also serves as a form of resistance
against the erasure of black experiences and
histories.

In Song of Solomon, Morrison extends this theme
by weaving in folklore, myths, and ancestral tales,
creating a rich tapestry that connects the
protagonist’s search for identity to the collective
memory of his community. The communal stories
act as a guide, helping characters navigate their
personal journeys and understand their place within
a larger historical and cultural context. Similarly, in
Beloved, the act of storytelling becomes a powerful
tool for healing and reconciliation, as characters
confront and make sense of their traumatic pasts
through shared narratives. By embedding African

American folklore into her novels, Morrison not
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only honors the cultural heritage of her characters
but also underscores the essential role of oral
tradition in shaping and sustaining the bonds of
community.

Symbolism and Folkloric Elements

In Beloved, the character of Sethe is intertwined
with the ghostly presence of her deceased daughter,
evoking elements of African American ghost
stories and the concept of ancestral spirits. This
haunting serves as a powerful symbol of the trauma
of slavery and the enduring presence of the past.
Morrison’s use of the supernatural reflects the
blend of African traditions with African American
culture, illustrating how folklore can be a means of
coping with and understanding historical trauma.

In Song of Solomon, the motif of flight recurs
throughout the novel, rooted in the folklore of the
flying African who escapes slavery by returning to
Africa. The protagonist, Milkman Dead, embarks
on a journey of self-discovery that is deeply
connected to this myth. His eventual realization
and symbolic flight represent a reclaiming of
heritage and identity, demonstrating Morrison’s
skillful incorporation of folklore to enrich her
characters’ quests for meaning and freedom.
Moreover, Morrison’s depiction of the Bottom
community in Sula itself is steeped in folkloric
elements. The town’s origins are based on a myth
about a deal between a white farmer and a freed
slave, emphasizing themes of deception and
resilience.  The  folklore  surrounding the
community’s foundation underscores the struggles
and ingenuity of African Americans in creating
spaces of their own despite systemic oppression.

These symbolic and folkloric elements in
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Morrison’s novels not only enhance the narrative
depth but also underscore the significance of
African American cultural heritage. Through her
intricate weaving of folklore into her storytelling,
Morrison honors the resilience and creativity of
African American communities, offering readers a
profound exploration of their collective identity
and history.

Healing and Redemption

Folklore and spiritual traditions in Morrison’s
novels often act as conduits for characters to
connect with their ancestry and reclaim their
identities. In Song of Solomon, for instance, the
protagonist, Milkman Dead, embarks on a journey
of self-discovery that is deeply intertwined with the
folktales and oral histories passed down through
his family. These stories not only guide him to a
deeper understanding of his heritage but also
facilitate his personal growth and redemption.
Moreover, in Beloved, Sethe’s struggle to confront
and reconcile with her traumatic past is mediated
through the ghost of her deceased daughter, a
figure steeped in the supernatural elements of
African American folklore. The haunting serves as
a metaphor for the collective memory of slavery
and the necessity of addressing historical traumas
to achieve healing. Through Sethe’s journey,
Morrison demonstrates how engaging with these
folkloric elements can lead to catharsis and
empowerment.

Morrison’s use of folklore also underscores the
communal aspect of healing. In Sula, the close-knit
community of the Bottom relies on shared stories
and legends to navigate their hardships and

celebrate their joys. These communal narratives
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foster a sense of solidarity and continuity, helping
individuals to find strength in their collective
identity and experiences. By weaving African
American folklore into her narratives, Morrison not
only preserves these cultural treasures but also
showcases their vital role in fostering resilience,
offering solace, and facilitating redemption. This
integration of folklore serves as a reminder of the
enduring power of storytelling in the African
American experience, emphasizing its significance
in the process of healing from both personal and
collective traumas.

Conclusion

Toni Morrison’s integration of African American
folklore in her novels is a testament to her
commitment to preserving and celebrating African
American cultural heritage. Through her rich and
nuanced storytelling, Morrison demonstrates how
folklore is not only a repository of cultural memory
but also a dynamic and living tradition that shapes
identity, community, and resilience. Her novels
invite readers to engage with the complexities of
African American history and culture, recognizing
the power of folklore as a means of understanding
and transforming the human experience.

Thus, the integration of African American folklore
in the novels of Toni Morrison serves as a powerful
vehicle for preserving cultural heritage, fostering
communal identity, and addressing historical
traumas. Morrison’s adept use of folklore elements
such as oral traditions, spiritual beliefs, and
communal narratives not only enriches her
storytelling but also provides a profound
commentary on the African American experience.

Through characters and plots that embody these
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folkloric  traditions, Morrison reclaims and
reinterprets African American history, challenging
dominant cultural narratives and asserting the
significance of black voices and stories.

Her novels, including Beloved, Song of Solomon,
and Sula, exemplify how folklore can be used to
explore complex themes such as identity, memory,
and resilience. By weaving folklore into her
narratives, Morrison creates a tapestry that
connects the past with the present, enabling readers
to understand the enduring impact of slavery and
racism while celebrating the strength and creativity
of the African American community.

Furthermore, Morrison’s work underscores the
dynamic and evolving nature of folklore,
demonstrating its ability to adapt and remain
relevant across generations. Her stories are not
mere reflections of cultural practices but active
engagements with them, inviting readers to
participate in the continuation of these traditions.
Thus, the folklore in Morrison’s novels is not only
a testament to the richness of African American
culture but also a call to acknowledge and honor its
ongoing contributions to the broader tapestry of
American literature and history.

In essence, Toni Morrison’s incorporation of
African American folklore is a testament to her
literary genius and her commitment to cultural
preservation and social justice. Through her novels,
she ensures that the voices of the past resonate with
contemporary audiences, fostering a deeper
appreciation for the cultural and historical legacies
that shape our present and future.
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