The Myth of Articulation

“Ah wanted to preach a great sermon about colored women sittin’ on high, but they wasn’t no pulpit for me.”

Acknowledging the multiple definitions of mythology, it is possible to argue that such foundational works of African American fiction as Zorah Neale Hurston’s Their Eyes Were Watching God and Toni Morrison’s Beloved may be termed modern myths, or metamyths. In the purest sense, a myth is a traditional story which originates in a preliterate society, usually incorporating elements of the supernatural, the heroic, and the ancestral in primordial patterns which help to formulate a primitive explanation of the natural world and human life.  This is a narrow definition, suggesting some sort of conservation theory by which we could say that all the myths humanity ever needed have been created, and many discarded, in the positive process of civilization. 

But if the purpose of myth is to help us better understand a hostile universe then the post-literate world is as much in need of myths as its primitive societies ever were. Indeed, there is an especial need for metamyths in the post-literate world, where oppression continually results in muted subcultures for whom channels for the development of an articulate sense of self apart from the dominant culture have been severely limited.  For members of such subgroups in American society (e.g., women, ethnic minorities, the poor, and those who fit into multiple categories of oppression) history has been different from that of the more dominant subgroups.  The personal past, day to day experience, and the rules of existence are all different; therefore such people may be said to live I a different world, with its own rules and properties, and a need for its own disparate explanations.  Separate myths are indicated, with separate progressions and heroic conventions.  

And for African American women, for whom a history of very specific cultural pathologies create multiple facets of oppression, the central myths often have to do with a kind of internal heroism in resistance to external definition and determinism.  The African American woman’s metamyth may involve, like other myths, issues of physical survival, romantic/erotic desire, and speculation about the spiritual realm and the afterlife.  But on the literal and symbolic level, such metamyths will frequently explore the internal evolution of the female hero’s consciousness, her inner voice.  They describe modes of feminine heroism in terms of the journey toward or battle for her own identity (self-definition), autonomy (self-determinism), and dignity (self-worth)--things the occidental male’s traditional mythologies may take for granted.

The hero in black women’s fiction is often a figure who, perhaps like the author, overcomes muting forces or a learned silence to discover the self-transforming power of articulation.  Having been literally enslaved in relatively recent history, having had little control over her public image or private existence, and having been denied the education and opportunity to develop her voice in the world and in her own affairs, the black feminine hero is often the one who has struggled or is struggling to have a voice in the formation and definition of her own reality.  This is accomplished in some of the best feminist fictions through something one might term “the myth of articulation.”

Before we ever meet a single character in Zorah Neale Hurston’s Their Eyes Were Watching God, the stage is set for some larger than life characterization, a hero or perhaps a god.  The omniscient narrator begins by making the first of many ultimate declarations, very broad life-maxims and generalizations about the wishes and dreams of every man and every woman.  Hurston’s language has the sound of self-affirming truth, the voice of the deity that, because it can find nothing holier, swears by itself; the story has the ring of myth, and myths are generally as unprovable as they are true.

The authority for the pronouncing of truth comes, against the established rules of rhetoric, not from a carefully built proof of knowledge but from the sound of the words themselves.  “Ships at a distance have every man’s wish on board.” And “women forget all those things they don’t want to remember, and remember everything they don’t want to forget.”  The reader may not immediately challenge the truth of such statements because he or she has already been lulled into the language of myth by the introduction of metacharacters, capitalized for convenient recognition, such as the Watcher and Time, and by the warning that “the dream is the truth” (Their Eyes Were Watching God, p. 1).  The language and lawfulness of dreams are at times illogical and illiteral, but we know as experienced dreamers that we are not listening for science, only for truth.

So when the main character Janie is introduced, she comes appropriately from the place of “the sudden dead, their eyes flung wide open in judgment” (p. 1), and she is returning with special knowledge--the Promethean brand--which is the story.  Janie has been subtly characterized as a Titan, or some other myth-bearing figure, and immediately the authority for omniscience and pronouncement of truth that characterizes the disembodied voice of the narrative commutes to the woman as well.  “Ah could sit down and tell ’em things.  Ah been a delegate to de big ’ssociation of life. Yessuh!  De Grand Lodge, de big convention of livin’ is just where Ah been dis year and a half y’all ain’t seen me” (p. 18).

Although Janie’s story has yet to unfold for the reader, the fruits of it are explicit in her claim to knowledge and to the ability to “tell’em things.”

The experienced reader does not question the logic of metaphors and other symbolic language used by the narrator-- “Mules and other brutes had occupied their skins.  But now … the skins felt powerful and human” (p. 10)--just as he or she would not question the illiteral truth of Janie’s intuitive knowledge.  “She knew the world was a stallion rolling in the blue pasture of ether. She knew that God tore down the old world every evening and built a new one by sun-up” (p. 44).  Both these ideas have the ring of myth; the latter being a cosmic “explanation,” and the former exhibiting the anthropomorphism so prevalent in some of the earliest African myths, which describe animals as people underneath the skins that disguise them.  The author does not say “Janie thought” these things. She knew, and the narrative credits her with knowing, validates her intuition, even when it goes against science. Thus when she pronounces other more human and perhaps less cosmic truths, they are readily accepted.  

But Hurston’s novel uses an unconventional temporality to explain the cycle of knowledge and articulation in Janie.  First she shows Janie at the end of her journey, then carries the reader to Janie’s young life, where we see her intuition in conflict with a youthful dualism: “There are years that ask questions and years that answer.  Janie had had no chance to know things so she had to ask.  Did marriage end the cosmic loneliness of the unmated?  Did marriage compel love like the sun the day?”  Janie feels that things should be a certain way, based on her own observations and naturalistic analogies, but she looks to her grandmother to correct her worldview.  Unfortunately her grandmother is a “cracked plate,” whose experiences with slavery and the sexual tyranny of men have distorted her views.  She passes this distortion on to her granddaughter, and Janie’s faith in her own intuitive knowledge, her inner voice, is compromised.  Her experiences continue this process, but Janie has heroic moments of rebellion.  Janie suffers romantic disillusionment in her first marriage, yet she is still able to run toward the “far horizon” that Jody represented.  At the moment of her escape, she reaffirms her faith in intuition and her need for an adaptive articulation. “Her old thoughts were going to come in handy now, but new words would have to be made and said to fit them” (p. 54-55). 

Unfortunately Janie’s second marriage is characterized by verbal oppression as Jody’s “big voice” forces her into silence and mental duplicity as a mode of survival.  “No matter what Jody did, she said nothing.  She had learned to talk some and to leave some. …Plenty of life beneath the surface but it was kept beaten down by the wheels.” 

But even as Janie is forbidden the exercise of her vocal power, Janie’s inner voice and her faith in her own knowledge survive.  “Sometimes God gits familiar wid us womenfolks too and talks His inside business” (p. 117).  And as Jody’s life winds down, her recognition of her own verbal power winds up, ready to be released at the moment of his death and thereafter.  The growth of her power and verbal freedom are so noticeably intertwined with Jody’s declining physical and verbal power that he and others in the community begin to believe that Janie has “fixed” him--that is, put some sort of spell or curse on him.

But even after Jody’s death, the damage he has done to Janie’s voice and selfhood live on like a ghost after him.  Janie continues to be haunted by his big voice to the extent that “it always seemed to her that she was still clerking for Joe…” and she feels “like a usurper.”  Janie even erects an idol to him in the shrine of the store in the form of the youth Hezekiah, whose patronizing attitude and crowing adolescent ego reincarnate Jody’s spirit in the store.  

It is hardly surprising that, although Janie enjoys her freedom after Jody’s death and even allows herself some growth, she is still prone to subjugation.  When Tea Cake, her third and “virtual” husband comes along, she guards her newfound independence only loosely, and defers to him in matters of basic autonomy.  She has a house and a livelihood, yet she leaves it to a gambling, rambling, irresponsibly blithe spirit like Tea Cake to determine where she will live, what she will live on, what she will wear, and whether she will work.  Symbolically and literally, Janie’s deference to Tea Cake is life-threatening.  He puts their lives in jeopardy by not respecting the natural force of the hurricane until it is nearly too late, and later, by threatening her in his hydrophobic rage with his gun and his teeth.  

Janie, who has been driven from one point in the story to another in a search for an idealized love, very nearly sacrifices her newly rediscovered voice to an idol (or idyll) of erotic romanticism.  But within the final heroic moments of her narrative, when faced with imminent death, Janie chose to defend herself, to find her voice and live.  That the act of shooting Tea Cake is an analogy for the exercise of voice is supported by the metaphor Hurston uses to describe the chatter of the black folks in the courtroom.  “They were there with their tongues cocked and loaded, the only real weapon left to weak folks.  The only killing tool they are allowed in the presence of white folks” (p. 275).

In the course of the myth, Janie reclaims her “killing tool,” her weapon of defense against the ignorance of the well-meaning cracked plates, the big voices that oppress, and the self-subjugating love-hunger that threatens mental survival.  Janie’s Promethean brand is her ability to articulate her own experience, inner knowledge, and identity--self-defined and dignified with self-worth--in her own voice.

In Beloved Toni Morrison’s omniscient narrative functions in ways similar to the mythmaking mode of Hurston’s novel, throwing off the reader’s balance with factually pronounced illogic (the existence of an address haunted by an infant ghost), verifying and verified by the natural intuition of her characters.  The narrative does not pause to ponder whether a number can be spiteful and full of a baby’s venom; it says this is so, and that the “women in the house knew it and so did the children” (Beloved, p. 3).  On the first page of the novel the reader is conditioned to recognize that the supernatural is natural in the world of these characters, and that their knowledge of and traffic with the supernatural give them a certain right--whether or not it is recognizable to them--to say what is or is not so.

But for Sethe and other characters in Beloved, knowledge and articulation are ambivalent strengths.  Like the ghost who is at once consolation and condemnation--“the girl who wated to be loved and cry shame” (p. 274)--and like the ability to remember and to speak of the past, these powers are dangerous, whether suppressed or given free rein.  It is in the attempt to wield these magical weapons of voice against painful or unwieldy memories and cruel realities that these characters unfold their myth.  Memory, in the form of an infantile ghost, insists on having a story before it will go to sleep.  “Tell me your diamonds,” Beloved insists, and prompts the recital of the past by and for those who would suppress their own capacities for life, love, and community to keep memory at bay (Beloved, p. 59).

Beloved also deals with the power of witnessing, which is articulation with visual and verbal (and literary) connotations.  There are multiple instances of storytellers who describe what they have seen, or tell what others saw, or who are seen by others as the perpetrators or victims of horrible acts.  Since Sethe has been a witness and been witnessed in so many instances, her exercise of control over her own image is questioned by her myth.  It is a transforming moment in the novel when Paul D. suggests to her that “You your best thing, Sethe,” to which she can only reply with an incredulous question, “Me? Me?” (Beloved, p. 273).

Beloved, which is told in a communal mode with the responsibility for the telling passing from narrator to character to other characters and around again, returns at the final chapter to that disembodied, atemporal voice with which it began--the voice that has the ring of myth in it.  Its cautionary ending suggests that memory, or history, even when it is not a story to pass on (that is, even when its realities are what one might call unspeakable), still compels telling; it is not a story to pass on (that is, to pass up).  The fading at the end, where “what is forgotten is not only the footprints but the water too and what is down there” (p. 275), might leave the reader with the impression of having had a bad dream, which should prompt him or her to go back and reread for archetypes and symbols.  What is a myth after all, but the mass dream or nightmare of a culture with problems to be worked out?  And what is the individual’s dream if not a highly personal and internal myth?

As fictions, Their Eyes Were Watching God and Beloved play out very much in a dreamlike way.  But the dreamlike internal and personal nature of the black feminine myth is not so much a break with “mainstream” mythic conventions as one might suppose.  Many of the same psychological themes occur in lesser known stories, but these have not been incorporated into popular western culture so readily as have tales of “action heroes” like Hercules, Finn McCool, and the ubiquitous Jack.  But many of those African myths which have become well known, such as the tales of Ananse the spider, involve the elevation of knowledge or guile over strength.  And at least once sort of “predestination myth” suggests the self-determining powers of imaginative speech.  

There is a Nigerian myth according to which we all have an ehi (spirit of destiny) and that in the “before-life” each as yet unborn person’s soul has an opportunity to influence the kind of life the person will have on earth.  Called before the creator, Osanobua, the person is asked what sort of life he or she wants to lead, and must make an uninformed and inexperienced (i.e., wholly imaginative) statement about life.  Whether the destiny given is to be one prosperous in cattle, children, and respect or one impoverished by trouble, misery, and barrenness is largely dependent on the eloquence of the imaginative soul in convincing Osanobua to show favor.  “This pre-life conversation is called hi, to predestine oneself, to fix one’s life.  By so doing the soul creates for himself an Ehi…a type of spirit who stays…to remind Osanobua from time to time of the life which that soul has been allotted.  If on earth that person finds himself living in poverty and squalor, he will have to offer sacrifices to his Ehi in order to improve his personal destiny” (Knappert, African Mythology, 1995).

People create the myths they need to describe and understand their own experiences.  For those readers with a detective spirit, many of the fictional works of African American women writers may be viewed as a kind of scratch sheet where problems of identity, autonomy, and self-actualization are laboriously worked out.  The formulas are not given, but may be discovered within the figures, and the solutions may be scribbled roughly and tentatively, deeply ground into the eraser-scored grain, or conspicuously absent from the bottom of the final page.  And from these remnant marks on paper, the reader will hopefully discover whatever it is that the writer meant to say, or whatever she discovered in the process of trying to say whatever she meant to say.  Perhaps as no other, the myth of articulation grows out of its creator’s process.

A tale may be told over and over without becoming a myth; then again, a myth may be born in a single telling.  This is the process that results in the creation of works like Their Eyes Were Watching God and Beloved.  The process by which characters with all their best and worst traits begin to loom larger than life, their actions and circumstances to take on ultimate, heroic significance, is an elusive one.  But the reader may become aware of this titanic movement from the subjective to the universal, and from the literal to the symbolic, especially as she discovers the pertinence of the myth to her own experience.  The reader who stumbles upon a story that has the ring of myth is often someone who has experienced a void where such a myth was needed.  

