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“confrontation between worlds, through transgressions of ontological levels

or boundaries, or through vacillation between different kinds and degrees of
‘reality’ (232). Faithful to their cultural and ethnic heritage, contemporary
African American women writers clearly epitomize, through their novels, this
postmodernist subversion of ontological borders, as they posit in them the inad-
equacy of the traditionally received concept of reality in the Western world. The
supernatural is an outstanding feature of the narrative written by many con-
temporary African American women writers in whose novels the dualistic vision
of reality — either/or —typical of the Western culture, gives way to a symbiotic
hybridity —both-and — that puts into question traditional binary opposites such
as science/spirituality, natural/supernatural, good/evil, life/death, past/present. If
postmodernism is concerned with the revision of previously unquestioned labels
and boundaries, novelists such as Toni Morrison, Gloria Naylor, Paule Marshall
and Toni Cade Bambara have embarked upon the difficult task of redefining
the concepts of reality and history in an attempt to pay a just tribute to unheard
voices from the past and thus strengthen present and future identities.

One of the main features of the literature written by ethnic women writ-
ers is the blurring of frontiers between the supernatural world and the empiri-
cal, tangible or so-called real world. In their works there is a harmonious dia-
logue between both realities, moving away from the Western scientific rationalism
and positivism. This is what Helen Tiffin defines as “the counter culture of the
imagination” (173). It is through the imaginative act that these writers rebuild
cultural values which have been subjugated by so many years of oppression, in a
task that Morrison calls “literary archeology” (“Site” 112). This task consists in
the reconstruction of a world that has been witness to the historical omission of
some of its episodes, trying now to rescue those hidden hi(stories) by means of
some historical information, memory and the use of imagination. Nevertheless,
in doing this such writers are aware of the risks they run of being criticized for not

I n Postmodernist Fiction, Brian McHale refers to postmodernist writing as a
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focusing on the social reality and problems of their ethnic communities, dwelling
instead on demential dealings with ghosts, superstitions, beliefs and rituals.
However, they also know that the ensuing strengthening of their identity together
with the empowering connection with their ancestors are worth the effort.

What this literature intends to convey is the idea that there is more than
one type of knowledge and that it is necessary to accept different modes of seeing
and knowing, in spite of their apparent opposition. Only by doing so will the fi-
ctionalization of the supernatural stop being evaluated as something merely
fantastic, in its pejorative sense, as opposed to the formal realism prescribed by
the Western canon. Nobel Laureate Toni Morrison has repeatedly highlighted
the importance the spiritual, supernatural and magic components have in her fi-
ction, which is but a reflection of her own background as an African American.
This author claims a realism which is not based on the factual but on the aural
and the visual where the reader can and should participate (Brown 466). In
Morrison’s literary creation, as well as in that of many of her contemporaries,
the world we perceive around us is combined with the metaphysical world which
corresponds to another type of reality and knowledge:

My own use of enchantment simply comes because that’s the way
the world was for me and for the black people that I knew. In ad-
dition to the very shrewd, down-to-earth, efficient way in which
they did things and survived things, there was this other knowledge
or perception, always discredited but nevertheless there, which in-
formed their sensibilities and clarified their activities. It formed a
kind of cosmology that was perceptive as well as enchanting, and
so it seemed impossible for me to write about black people and
eliminate that simply because it was “unbelievable.” (Davis 144)

The fact that Morrison was unwilling to apply the label “magic realism”
to her fiction is due precisely to the misrepresentation and discredit of the term
“magic”: “[i]t’s just that when it comes from discredited people it somehow has
some other exotic attachment: thus the word ‘magic™ (Davis 145). Furthermore,
when she refers to African American folklore and mythology, and more specifi-
cally to the supernatural, she resents their usual description as “simpleminded
and not progressive” (Brown 464), as well as their common association with un-
reality. Through the use of fantastic or supernatural elements, African American
women writers claim and therefore strengthen their connection with that too
often relegated sphere.

In the introduction to Haunting the House of Fiction: Feminist Perspectives
on Ghost Stories by American Women, Lynette Carpenter and Wendy K. Kolmar
provide a trajectory of the ghost story as a literary genre. When referring to the
1970s and 1980s, they include the literature written by ethnic women writers as
a major example of this genre:
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More recently, the seventies and eighties have witnessed not only
the resurgence of ghosts in popular genres such as film and televi-
sion, but the reentry of the supernatural into mainstream literature.
This is especially true in the case of women writers, and perhaps
ascribable in part to the increased publication of women of color
by mainstream presses. (9-10)

Among the writers ascribed to the ghost story, Carpenter and Kolmar
mention Toni Morrison, Gloria Naylor, Toni Cade Bambara, Paule Marshall,
Maxine Hong Kingston and Louise Erdrich, in many of whose novels appear
characters from beyond the grave that live together with the living. On many oc-
casions some of those characters are ghosts, such as Beloved (Beloved), Old Wife
(The Salt Eaters) and Aunt Cuney (Praisesong for the Widow) who play an active
role in the novel, while some other characters have a hybrid nature, as both human
and supernatural features coalesce in them. Pilate’s dubious identity in Song of
Solomon due to her lack of navel —hence her difference from the rest of hu-
mans—is one of the most clear examples. The frequent use of supernatural
elements together with the fusion of the natural and the supernatural is but a
product of the authors’ ultimate origins. It is a trait of African cultural tradi-
tions to keep both dimensions together, without a clear division between them.
John S. Mbiti uses the term “living dead” to define the confluence of these two
realms of existence. The “living dead” are the dead up to the fifth generation,
who still live in the “sasa” —the present—and whose death is not yet complete.
They are in fact the most immediate links between this world and the other
world. The living dead are not referred to as “things” or “spirits” until their
name is forgotten across several generations, but they are partly human and
partly spiritual (81-84). Thus the African component of the African American
cultural tradition is clearly present in the literary discourse of its writers.

The blurring of barriers present in African cosmology is transferred to
the written text of the novel, where the dualistic vision of reality typical of the
Western world gives way to a symbiotic hybridity which does away with binary
opposites such as natural/supernatural, science/spirituality or good/evil. In
keeping with the postmodernist trajectory of paradoxical fusion of opposites, in
which each term of a binary opposition complements the other term, Paule
Marshall advocates “the idea that a thing is at the same time its opposite, and
that these opposites, these contradictions make up the whole” (“Making” 34).1
The supernatural elements intertwine with the vital experiences of the characters.
And the conversations between humans and ghosts convey a circular conception
of life, in which the different stages of the vital cycle coalesce in perfect harmony.
This process is effectively shown in the fiction of these novelists, in clear
contrast to the liner narrative typical of the Western patriarchal canon, including
a multiplicity of events and perspectives, metaphors and myths which go from
the present to the past and back to the present again. Morrison compares this
movement to the technique of “call and response” characteristic of blues and
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which consists in an exchange or interaction between the singer/narrator and the
audience/reader (Brown 465).

According to John S. Mbiti, for many traditional African peoples there is
not a concept of future but all time is reduced to a present, the now or “sasa”
where the living and the dead whose name is still remembered inhabit, and a past
or “zamani” in which the spirits of the dead whose name has been forgotten
dwell (21-23). Thus ghosts such as Aunt Cuney (Praisesong for the Widow), Old
Wife (The Salt Eaters) or Beloved (Beloved) belong to the “sasa” since they are
in a liminal position between the world of the living and the world of the dead.
Their presence is crucial in the lives of living characters as providers of advice
and guidance. From such relationship arises a feeling of connection to which
Toni Cade Bambara refers to describe her work The Salt Eaters as a novel
whose main goal is “to bridge the gap, to merge . . . frames of reference, to fuse
... camps” (Tate 16). This liminal phase links intead of separating and connects
instead of disconnecting across time and space. In Marshall’s novel, the presence
of Aunt Cuney in one of the protagonist’s dreams triggers off a radical change
in the spiritually dead Avey Johnson. Thanks to the ensuing connection with her
ancestors, Avey will emerge from her materialistic life to be reborn to a new
identity. Likewise, it is with the invaluable help given by the conjurer Minnie
Ransom, but also with the advice from the ghost of Old Wife, how Velma
Henry finds her way to a final healing in The Salt Eaters. In Beloved, it is the
ghost of the severed daughter that, being materialized in a woman’s body,
makes Sethe unwillingly plunge into the abyss of memory before reconciling
with the past, with the community and most importantly, with herself. Finally,
the fusion between this world and “the other place” is constant in Mama Day. In
this case, it is the practice of conjuring that brings Cocoa back to life. And the
island of Willow Springs, where the action takes place, is still dominated by the
invisible presence of another conjure woman called Sapphira Wade, the “Great,
Great, Grand Mother” whose special powers have been passed on to her great
granddaughter Mama Day.

The use of the supernatural has occasioned negative reviews? of some of
these novels as well as a reinforcement of the marginal position of African A-
merican women’s literary discourse.> However, the concept of marginality, so
often mentioned when dealing with ethnic literatures, has a twofold meaning.
On the one hand, the supernatural belongs to a liminal space between the material
and the spiritual, between the worldly and the otherworldly, between the human
and the non-human. On the other hand, to this ontological marginal condition
we can add a marginality produced by the rejection from the Western literary
canon in what is a clear case of marginalization. The first type of marginality, as
it is claimed by the aforementioned African American women writers, is based
on a relationship of connection and reconciliation, whereas marginalization
resides in the separation and implied discrimination present in binary opposites.
In their resorting to the supernatural, these authors are advocating the legitimacy
of liminal and marginal stages, thus adopting what Gloria Anzaldia terms as “la



Postmodern Supernaturalism 163

conciencia de la mestiza™: “she has discovered that she can’t hold concepts or
ideas within rigid boundaries . . . nothing is thrust out, the good, the bad, and
the ugly, nothing rejected, nothing abandoned . . . she turns the ambivalence
into something else” (79). The marginal is therefore turned into a vital source of
identity and power, as bell hooks admits in her essay “Marginality as Site of Resi-
stance™:

I was not speaking of a marginality one wishes to lose, to give up,
or surrender as part of moving into the center, but rather as a site
one stays in, clings to even, because it nourishes one’s capacity to
resist. It offers the possibility of radical perspectives from which
to see and create, to imagine alternative, new worlds. (341)

If we accept the margin as catalyst to resistance and defence of the differ-
ent instead of a space with no voice and power, then we will be able to under-
stand the role the supernatural plays in these writers’ narrative, who see the ad-
vantages of consciously choosing marginal, alternative and even contradictory po-
sitions instead of struggling to belong to the white center. In this sense, the defini-
tion of “liminality” provided by anthropologist Victor Turner is highly relevant:

Liminal entities are neither here nor there; they are betwixt and
between the positions assigned and arrayed by law, custom, con-
vention, and ceremonial. As such, their ambiguous and indetermi-
nate attributes are expressed by a rich variety of symbols in the
many societies that ritualize social and cultural transitions. Thus,
liminality is frequently likened to death, to being in the womb, to
invisibility, to darkness, to bisexuality, to the wilderness, and to an
eclipse of the sun or moon. (95)

While the literature of ethnic women writers has suffered a total displace-
ment from the center and has been marginalized until its resurgence at the very
end of the 20th century, novelists like Bambara, Marshall, Morrison and Naylor
contribute to the redefinition of that marginal position, going from invisibility to
visibility, from death to life at the same time as they claim another reality seen
with the mind’s eye, demonstrating that “sight is no guarantee of insight”
(Heinze 171). Apart from being a recurrent motif in African American
narrative, (in)visibility constitutes an image closely related to the supernatural
because it represents the invisible as opposed to the “real” or visible. As Rose-
mary Jackson points out,

In a culture which equates the ‘real’ with the ‘visible’ and gives the
eye dominance over other sense organs, the un-real is that which
is in-visible. That which is not seen, or which threatens to be un-
seeable, can only have a subversive function in relation to an episte-
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mological and metaphysical system which makes ‘I see’ synonymous
with ‘T understand.” Knowledge, comprehension, reason, are esta-
blished through the power of the look, through the ‘eye’ and the ‘T’
of the human subject whose relation to objects is structured through
his field of vision. (45)

Therefore, the fantastic or supernatural necessarily acquires heavy trans-
gressive and subversive overtones since it does away with the equations visible-
real and sight-knowledge, understanding.

The profusion of supernatural elements cannot be seen only as a thematic
component nor as something out of the ordinary used merely to attract the read-
er’s attention. In one of her interviews, aptly entitled “Toni Morrison’s Black
Magic,” Morrison admits such a special relationship with the supernatural: “We
were intimate with the supernatural” (Strouse 54).5 The stories about ghosts,
omens and superstitions told by mothers and grandmothers have undoubtedly
left an indelible trace on these writers. The first association this supernatural
component suggests is a tribute to the ancestors; the fact that even some charac-
ters with their own voice are but spirits or ghosts implies a kind of empowerment
of those ancestors in the narrative discourse. By means of ghosts dead members
of a family are claimed and brought out of oblivion. This is the case of the slave
Sapphira Wade in Naylor’'s Mama Day or Aunt Cuney in Marshall’s Praisesong
for the Widow, but probably the most telling example is Morrison’s Beloved,
who represents all the ancestors who had perished under slavery and the infa-
mous Middle Passage:¢ the “Sixty Million and more” the author dedicates the
novel to. Furthermore, the help the living receive in return for their paying tri-
bute to the ancestors is the strengthening of their own ethnic and gender
identity through the authorization of a female voice that emerges from a long
imposed silence. The need to preserve the links with the ancestors and to
remember an oppressed past is achieved by means of female figures such as the
“mud mothers” in The Salt Eaters, the “swamp/tar women” or “night women” in
Tar Baby or the blind riders in the same novel. These are all collective entities
representative of the black community and the roots of the members of the A-
frican diaspora. These emblematic figures appear as a reminder of that African
origin and cultural background, especially for those characters who fall victim to
ethnic and cultural alienation, such as Jadine and Avey Johnson.

The supernatural functions as a narrative strategy of transgression in
these writers’ novels. The very act of endowing ghosts with a narrative voice
distorts the received conception of reality according to formal realism, as Ruth
Y. Jenkins states:

the use of the supernatural by women may also serve as a specific
rhetorical strategy both to expose and counter the androcentric
social and literary scripts that circumscribe “acceptable” behavior.
In the Eurocentric canon, however, the presence of the superna-
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tural as a plot device has traditionally marginalized the work —
whether male or female authored —reflecting the dominant values
of Western culture, which privilege formal realism, the understan-
dable and ordinary rather than the unexplained and fantastic. (61)

Therefore, ghosts offer an alternative to the established reality, celebrating the
diversity of the real. Literature must be pluralist, in the same way as society
should be, as Morrison claims (Strouse 53). This implies the relativization of
truth and reality; there is not one single reality but several realities, nor is there
a single truth but several truths. On the other hand, the recurrent journeys into
the past through ancestral characters and ghosts entail the breaking of a linear
narrative prescribed by the Western literary canon. When Singh, Skerrett and
Hogan refer to the use of memory in the literary discourse as a subversive tech-
nique which does not abide by narrative linearity, they also enumerate other
strategies used by writers to achieve the same effect, being among those the
myths, rituals, dreams and legends (19); and to such a list we could certainly add
the supernatural. This temporal circularity is also reflected in the constant leaps
between past and present in the form of multiple flashbacks and flashforwards.
This pattern of fragmented narrative is precisely one of the elements that makes
The Salt Eaters a difficult novel, where the narrative acquires a pendulum-like
movement through the protagonist’s mind. Likewise, the ghost of the child
Beloved takes the readers and other characters back to the time of slavery,
bringing to the fore memories that many just do not want to remember. Finally,
one of the protagonists of Song of Solomon, the emblematic and ambiguous Pi-
late, joins in her supernatural nature past, present, and future: “the woman who
had as much to do with his [Milkman] future as she had with his past” (36).

The narrative fragmentation is concomitant with the multiplicity of voices
rendered in it, many of which belong to ancestors speaking through dreams or
through memory. In Mama Day this diversity dominates the novel; the atemporal
collective voice of Willow Springs speaks at the beginning from a hypothetical
future:

We're sitting here in Willow Springs, and you're God-knows-where.
It’s August 1999 —ain’t but a slim chance it’s the same season
where you are. Uh, huh, listen. Really listen this time: the only
voice is your own. But you done just heard about the legend of
Sapphira Wade . . . you done heard it the way we know it, sitting
on our porches and shelling June peas. .. (10)

The collective voice, which forms part of the collective unconscious of the whole
community, transmits the legend of Sapphira Wade across generations as it
does with the reader —hence the warning “the only voice is your own,” referring
to the reader. In The Salt Eaters, Velma’s healing process takes place amidst a
range of diverse voices across time and space —her husband, her sister, a bus
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driver, the witnesses at the clinic where Minnie Ransom perfoms her ritual, etc.
In Beloved the narration in third person alternates with individualized interior
monologues of the three protagonists—Denver, Beloved and Sethe, whose
three voices are joined together at the end of the novel.

In her article “The Metaphysical Argument for the Supernatural,”
Denise Heinze argues that “Morrison finally, through fantasy, negotiates the di-
visiveness of double-consciousness by tapping into the animus mundi that uni-
fies all human beings” (149). The concept of “double-consciousness,” coined by
W.E.B. Du Bois in The Souls of Black Folk, alludes to the fragmented identity of
African American people, who are situated between two different worlds. On
the one hand, they must adjust to the dominant white society, internalizing its
values and seeing themselves through it; on the other hand, they have to deal
with their ethnic condition—and the sexual one too in the case of women. By
means of the supernatural, Heinze continues, “Morrison is able to some extent
to mitigate the problem of double-consciousness and articulate a spiritual res-
ponse to life in which human beings are treated to possibilities for growth and
development denied in their real lives” (149). African Americans cannot escape
that adverse reality but they can certainly manipulate it through the supernatural
world. To start with, the blurring of opposed polarities this dimension implies,
as it is shown in these novels, reflects a criticism of that “double consciousness.”
This is why many of them can be defined as revisionist literature, since they sug-
gest revisions and redefinitions of the established or traditionally acceptable
reality, questioning terms such as “real,” “normal,” and “natural.”

We cannot conclude this essay without making a special reference to the
important revaluation of the African Americana conjure woman which all these
writers accomplish in their novels. The female conjurer is represented as the
embodiment of the connecting counter culture of spirituality and the supernatu-
ral, being considered as the paradigm of duality and hybridity since, like ghosts,
she is in between the natural and the supernatural worlds. Conjure women, also
called “healers,” “obeah women” or “midwives,” among other names, were the
ones who dealt with cases of both physical and spiritual illness, using mainly
herbs, plants and roots or resorting to healing rituals. However, conjuring has
often been misunderstood and misrepresented as a clear sign of primitivism and
ignorance typical of the ethnic “other” in a world where the very terms of magic
and witchcraft have traditionally had pejorative connotations. To that already
present marginalization in the Western world we have to add the stereotype of
the superstitious and primitive Negro (Herskovits 22-26). Condemnation of
conjuring also came from some members of the African American community
itself, such as African American writer Charles Chesnutt, who linked it to the
ignorance and the ensuing lack of progress of his people (Jaskoski 108; Ches-
nutt 372). Despite its detractors, the world of conjuring and spirituality has
undoubtedly assuaged the horrors of slavery and helped black people in their
survival in a hostile land, preventing them from being victims of spiritual enslave-
ment. And female conjurers stand out as the protagonists of that peculiar
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crusade of resistance, as their rescuers do now in the literary discourse. By con-
juring up the ancestral connections with African roots and the spiritual milieu
of their foremothers these writers attain the well-being and personal integrity of
many of their characters, creating a healing narrative for African American wo-
men as true “metaphorical conjure women” (Pryse 5).

Far from being an escapist or evasive type of literature, these novels en-
close the authors’ compromise with and concern about the social condition of
the African American woman, where the personal is at the same time political.”
The liminal position ghosts represent coincides with the marginality of the Afri-
can American people and African American women in particular. Thus these
writers see in the figure of the ghost an apologia for the hybrid and the validity
of an intuitive, spiritual and ancestral knowledge. It is due to the interaction
between the healer Minnie Ransom and the ghost of her friend Old Wife that
Velma Henry finally manages to go out of her suffocating cocoon, becoming fa-
miliarized with the “mud mothers” from whom she had always tried to escape
while she had been immersed in the Western empirical epistemology: “Some-
thing crucial had been missing . . . And what could it be?” (259). In the final
reconciliation with her ancestral mothers and therefore with her self she finds
the answer. A similar process is undergone by Avey Johnson and Jadine Childs.
Avey is a well-off widow who has forgotten her ethnic past in a white capitalist
society. But thanks to the ghost of her great aunt who appears to her in a
dream, Avey will go through a spiritual rebirth at the end of the novel. The
“swamp/tar women” in Tar Baby perform the same function as those threatening
“mud mothers” of The Salt Eaters. Jadine’s final return to Paris and its atmo-
sphere of grandeur closes her life to any possible connection with her ancestors
and a reconciliation with her ethnic self. Once again Morrison uses visions in
dreams and the overwhelming presence of ghosts who take direct part in the
narrative. Finally, Naylor bases her novel on the African American practice of
conjuring. Furthermore, with it Naylor commemorates the African past of those
who suffered the ordeal of slavery in the Americas, bringing to the fore an often
forgotten past.

With their narrative emphasis on the supernatural, Morrison, Naylor,
Bambara and Marshall do not merely intend to demonstrate that there is another
dimension or another world which can be perceived with the eyes of the mind,
but establish a continuous dialectic relation between the empirically visible and
the invisible, the probable and the potential, the ensuing effect being what could
be interpreted as a redefinition or a reaffirmation of an alternative reality that
dilutes the negative effects of “double consciousness,” racism and oppression.
In a Western culture that focuses on the tangible and visible, these writers act as
what Angelita Reyes calls “technicians of the unseen—the spiritual world”
(185), their novels being a challenge to the Western traditional concept of
reality and the implications of literary realism. Although this challenge runs pa-
rallel to the postmodernist disintegration of absolute truths, fragmentation and
pluralism, we should bear in mind that these novelists are also representing and
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paying homage to their own ethnicity and culture. At the doors of the 21st
century, the literary powers of these African American women make us but con-
clude that in our postmodern world it is necessary to open up to other ways of
knowing and to alternative views of the world, all in order not to succumb to the
snake’s bite® and to wish for the personal well-being of the African American
people.

Notes

1.

When establishing connections with postmodernism, we should not forget that this
dialogic conception of the world obeys, as we have already pointed out, to the unde-
niable links with Africa. As Dorothy H. Denniston states in the introduction of her
book about Marshall, the coexistence of opposites “forms the core of traditional A-
frican thought and is expressed through an acceptance of paradox as a means of a-
chieving equilibrium” (xv). Likewise, Vernon Dixon uses the term “diunital” to refer
to this barrier blurring:

American Blacks rather than Whites are more deeply attuned to a diunital [both/and]
existence for two reasons. First, we live in a dual existence. We are American citi-
zens, yet we are not . . . We have one identity that are two identities . . . Secondly, we
may embody a predisposition to diunity that arises from our African identity. (qtd. in
T. Smith 143)

See for instance Hull’s and Koenig’s reviews of Mama Day.

The very term “ethnic” was used mainly with the meaning of “heathen,” “pagan” in
its initial usage in the Christian world between the 14th and 19th centuries (Sollors
648). The heritage of such meaning has undoubtedly engulfed the life of African
Americans in the United States from their first days of enslavement in the American
continent.

Even in her speech of acceptance of the Nobel Prize, Morrison once again employed
the image of blindness as a metaphor for wisdom, as she had previously done in her
fourth novel, Tar Baby, with the character Marie Thérése and the blind riders. From
the very beginning of her speech, Morrison makes reference to the lack of vision and
black women: ““Once upon a time there was an old woman. Blind but wise’ . . . the
woman is the daughter of slaves, black, American, and lives alone in a small house
outside of town” (Peterson 267).

When Strouse tried to listen to the interview at home, there was nothing recorded on
the tape. After telling Morrison about this she replied, “I know why. I told you some-
thing I wasn’t supposed to tell you. So my father took care of it. I'm not surprised.
He’s done that before” (57). When she began writing Song of Solomon, soon after her
father’s death, she found in his spirit a guide with whom she could have conversations
in her mind and who definitely helped her to develop her characters (Century 57).

The term “Middle Passage” refers to the journey slave ships made between Africa
and America and which usually took between four and eight weeks. This journey
meant the death of many of the slaves because of illnesses, starvation and suicide. It
is estimated that at least fifty per cent of all the slaves taken through the Middle Pas-
sage died in it during the whole period of the slave trade.

In her essay “Rootedness: The Ancestor as Foundation,” Toni Morrison advocates
the political character of the work of art, which must be committed to the community
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and each one of its members (344).

8. We borrow this metaphor from Bambara’s The Salt Eaters, where she uses the image
of the snake’s bite to refer to the dangers of corruption and personal disintegration
of the modern capitalist Northamerican society.
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