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              Abstract 
 

Postmodern literary theory has re-invented Roland Barthes’ notorious notion of the  
‘death of the author’ in the form of the metafictional paradox of the powerless author.  
Here the author himself/ herself enters the arena of quest for meaning. He/she makes the  
readers conscious of the author’s role in the fiction making process. The author  
announces at once his/her power and deviates so drastically from that stated position so  
as to present the dichotomy of the situation. The reader is left to grapple in the midst of  
the multiple perspectives offered by the metafictional text. The narrator skillfully  
impresses the reader to believe in their version of the story then suddenly challenges that  
very version as fictive. The purpose of the metafictional author is to reveal the fictional  
quality of the work. In other words, metafiction is self-reflexive in nature. Deceiving the  
readers at that very juncture when they had taken the narrative for granted. The African  
American women novelists discussed here viz., Alice Walker, Toni Morrison, Gloria  
Naylor and Ntozake Shange have all used the baffling mode of metafiction. The  
following article is an attempt to illustrate the extent of their experiments in this genre.  
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Self-reflexivity is a key to a wide span of literary traditions. This is evident, for example, in  
 
the playfulness and magic realism of so many Latin American writers like Julio Cortazar,  
 
Carlos Fuentes, Claric Lispector, Jorge Luis Borges and Gabriel Garcia Marquez, as well as  
 
in African American oral traditions whose self-reflexivity, as Henry Louis Gates points out in  
 
The Signifying Monkey (1988) dates back to slavery, as can be traced through such modern  
 
and contemporary writers as Zora Neale Hurston, Ralph Ellison, Ishmael Reed, Gayl Jones,  
 
Toni Morrison and Toni Cade Bambara. And since the 1970s metafiction’s breath has grown  
 
tremendously. This is evident in the work of recent feminist, gay and lesbian writers.    

 
Postmodernists suggest that, first, the ultimate meaning intended by the author can never  
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really by known, since that presupposes the existence of a kind of “internal truth of the  
artist” which simply does not exist. Second, though, the author’s intentions wouldn’t  
matter, even if they could be discovered. Once the work of art is created, it becomes a  
product for all of us to interpret in our own way. The artist’s interpretation of his/her own  
work should not necessarily take priority over anyone else interpretations. All  
interpretations are by nature equally valid, at some level, since there is no “ultimate truth”  
to compare interpretation by.  
 

Linda Hutcheon notes that often the novel itself also consciously manifests a concern for  
the aesthetic presence of the writing novelist, drawing the reader’s attention to the  
storytelling process, destroying what Ian Watt once called the defining characteristic of  
the novel-formal realism. The narrator-novelist has unrealistically entered his own novel,  
drawing his reader into his fictional universe.  
 

Alice Walker 
 

In her 1992 novel Possessing the Secret of Joy, Alice Walker presents us with the  
character of Tashi or Evelyn. She is the traumatized African girl who had chosen the  
ritual genital mutilation practiced by her tribe in order to maintain her cultural identity.  
But the dire consequences of such a choice had crippled the very notions of identity  
within her. It is because of such a discordant life she manages to live by framing stories.  
It is her observation about narration that deserves mention in the context of self-reflexive  
fiction: 
 

I told Raye about my lifelong tendency to escape from reality into the realm of  
fantasy and storytelling…do you think this is how storytelling came into being?  
That the story is only the mask for the truth? (Walker 1992: 124)  

 

Toni Morrison 
 

It is Toni Morrison among the other African American novelists mentioned here who has  
most extensively used metafiction in her writing. Right from her very first novel to her  
latest she has indulged in disrupting the narrative code. In introducing Morrison’s 2003  
novel, Love, Pam Houston has noted: 
 

Each of Ms. Morrison’s novels rise to a greater narrative challenge. The identity  
of her narrators often remain elusive; sometimes they seem like no one in the  
book, sometimes they are recently back from the dead, sometimes they seem to  
speak as the physical book you hold in your hand…These novels only intensify or  
deepen, offer up more of their secrets, remain true both structurally and  
thematically to themselves. (Denard (ed.) 2008: 229) 

 

The very first novel of Morrison draws the reader’s attention by opening with the fairy  
tale story of Dick and Jane that is in total antithesis to the cruel narrative of Pecola  
Breedlove’s life. It is through the comment of the young Claudia Mac Teer, one of the  
narrators of The Bluest Eye, that the elusive nature of self-reflexive narration is  
addressed: 
 

Their conversation is like a gently wicked dance: sound meets sound, cursies,  
shimmies, and retires. Another sound enters but is upstaged by still another: the  
two circle each other and stop. Sometimes their words move in lofty spirals; other  
times they take strident leaps…(Morrison 1970: 9) 

 



IJRESS                  Volume 6, Issue 2  (February,  2016)             (ISSN 2249-7382) 
International Journal of Research in Economics and Social Sciences (IMPACT FACTOR – 5.545) 

 

                  International Journal of Research in Economics & Social Sciences 

    Email id: editorijrim@gmail.com, http://www.euroasiapub.org 
 

 

302 

The foreword to the novels of Morrison is as interesting as the ensuing novel. It in the  
foreword to her 1977 novel Song of Solomon that the author has made an absorbing  
comment on the ambiguous nature of her artistry. The comment seems almost as a  
definition of self reflexive fiction: 
 

I regarded the mystery of creativity as a shield erected by artists to avoid  
articulating, analyzing, or even knowing the details of their creative process----for  
fear it would fade away. (Morrison 1977: xi) 

 

The foreword again sets the stage for the convoluted narrative to follow in Beloved  
(1987). It is difficult tale to narrate since the main plot is about a mother’s mutilation of  
her daughter. To heighten the emotional drama between mother and daughter Morrison  
has chosen to bring back to life the ghost of the dead daughter. Even the narrator claims  
to be innocent of the knowledge of the presence of the ghost thus exposing the deficiency  
of her narrative: 
 

…except me, everybody (the characters) knew it----a sentence that later became  
The women in the house knew it…I wanted the reader to be kidnapped, thrown  
ruthlessly into an alien environment as the first step into a shared experience with  
the book’s population…(Morrison 1987: xviii) 

 

The conclusion of Beloved is fashioned like an epilogue in which a faint glimmer of hope  
is aroused and the painful past is mentioned too time and again. For Patricia Waugh,  

Alternatively, such [metafictional] novels may end with a gloss upon the  
archetypal fictional ending, the happily ever after. (Waugh 1984: 29) 

This is exactly what we get to see in the concluding pages of Beloved. The narrator keeps  
stressing on the line: It was not a story to pass on. The insufferable agony that had  
pushed Sethe to mutilate her daughter and the unspeakable woe that the baby ghost cost  
her mother are indeed not a happy subject to read about hence the repetition of the above  
mentioned line seems only just. The months of Sethe’s suffering are now more like a  
distant dream and the end is just as Waugh noted, a gloss upon the concept of the happily  
ever after: 
 

By and by all trace is gone, and what is forgotten is not only the footprints but the  
water too and what it is down there. The rest is weather…Certainly no clamor for  
a kiss. (Morrison 1987: 324) 

 

The narrator of Jazz (1992) is a ambiguous entity. The narrator’s voice is self-effacing as  
well as self-asserting, internalizing the sifting surroundings and thus transcending,  
defying, appropriating and upholding binarisms and paradigms. The narrator of Jazz had  
been in a conversational mode since the beginning of the novel until in page 160 when  
he/ she suddenly questions the reliability of his/ her own narrative. True to the nature of  
self-reflexive fiction, the narrator himself/ herself declares his/ her discourse as a subject  
to be scrutinized by the readers: 
 

What was I thinking of? How could I have imagined him so poorly? Not noticed  
the hurt that was not linked to the color of his skin, or the blood that beat beneath  
it…I have been careless and stupid and it infuriates me to discover (again) how  
unreliable I am. (Morrison 1992: 160)     

 

Self-reflexive fiction is a process as well as a product, according to Hutcheon, it attempts  
representation while discarding the myth of representation. The narrator of Jazz wants us  
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to believe that she is the all powerful entity giving life to her characters and yet she  
undermines this position herself by making us uncomfortable with her musings about  
‘missing the mark’ in terms of her account of the characters of this novel: 
 

I break lives to prove I can mend them back again. And although the pain is  
theirs, I share it, don’t I? Of course. Of course. I wouldn’t have it any other way.  
But it is another way. I am uneasy now. Feeling a bit false. What, I wonder, what  
would I be without a few brilliant spots of blood to ponder? Without aching words  
that set, then miss the mark? (Morrison 1992: 219)     

 

In metafictional prose the reader is made aware of the fact that literature is less a verbal  
object carrying some meaning, than it is his own experience of building, from the  
language, a coherent autonomous whole of form and content.  In the closing lines of the  
novel the narrator time and again stresses on the fact that the reader has to play an  
important role in determining the contents of the gaps left by the narrator in the story: 

…something is missing there. Something rogue. Something else you have to  
figure in before you can figure it out. (Morrison 1992: 228)   

 

The unreliable narrator resurfaces time and again to dethrone the composite reader from  
his passive perceptions. In style of the true metafictional prose much is left on the reader  
to conjecture and comprehend. As Carmen Gillespie considers: 
 

The narrator intervenes throughout the novel and shapes the story to her whim.  
She is, perhaps, the definition of the unreliable narrator. She cannot be believed or  
trusted with the story and is often incorrect about the motivations of the  
characters. (Gillespie 2008: 89)  

 

The abysmal love that Joe, Violet and Felice have rediscovered among themselves is an  
object of the narrator’s envy. She has only known secret love and hence this dislike for  
the display of emotion. The concluding lines of the novel are a challenge posed before the  
readers to remake her and her storytelling. These lines make the readers recognize  
themselves as crucial to the nature of narration: 
 

I can’t tell anyone that I have been waiting for this all my life and that being  
chosen to wait is the reason I can. If I were able I’d say it. Say make me, remake  
me. You are free to do it and I am free to let you because look, look. Look where  
your hands are. Now. (Morrison 1992: 229)   

 

Judylyn S. Ryan in his essay, “Language and narration in Morrison’s novels” notes that  
the narrator of Jazz has transcended the traditional storytelling modes by engaging the  
reader in the present task of forming the novel: 
 

Jazz’s narrator gives us a glimpse of what, by necessity, gets lost….but the  
narrator-become-talking-book offers itself to us when the narrator says You are  
free to do it and I am free to let you because look, look. Look where your hands  
are. Now. The book ends with the word that signifies the impossible in the realm  
of narrative----that is, the ability to narrate the present, the now. (Tally (Ed.) 2007:  
173) 

 

The narrative within the narrative technique is used by Morison in her 1997 novel  
Paradise in order to underscore the deficiency of the story-teller. As we can see is the  
case with Pat’s (the local historian) narration to Reverend Misner of the murdering of the  
convent women and the preeminent narrator’s observations on it: 
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 Pat gave him the two editions of the official story: One that nine men had gone to  
talk to and persuade the Convent women to leave or mend their ways; there had  
been a fight; the women took other shapes and disappeared into thin air. And two  
(the Fleetwood version), that five men had gone to evict the women; that four  
others----the authors----had gone to restrain or stop them…some of the five (men)  
lost their heads and killed the old woman…What she withheld from him was her  
own: (a) because the women were impure (not 8-rock); (b) because women were  
unholy…(c) because they could----which was what being an 8-rock meant to  
them and was also what the deal required. (Morrison 1997: 296-297) 

 

The novel Love (2003) sets out with a long section in italics where an unnamed narrator  
characterizes herself as reticent, reserved and almost speechless. Refusing to talk she only  
hums while watching what is going on in our modern days. However, the problem is  
trickier than one would wish. In the novel Morrison not only documents her narrative  
virtuosity but also gives us a whole philosophy of art by simply showing and displaying  
expressive possibilities of the changing and shifting of narrative form. As can be noted  
about the ambiguous comments that L makes about Mr Cosey: 
 

Mr. Cosey would know. You could call him a good bad man, or a bad good man.  
depends on what you hold dear----the what or the why. I tend to mix them.  
(Morrison 2003: 200) 

 

Florens is the persecuted slave daughter of the mother who prefers to keep back her son  
and let go of her daughter she deems ‘dangerous’ with a new slave owner in Morrison’s  
ninth novel A Mercy (2008). The misconceived betrayal on her mother’s part has  
embittered Florens about mothers who love their male children. When she had been  
entrusted with the care of Malaik, Florens had treated him with malaise impairing his  
hand. This confession that Florens makes in the course of the story is certainly shocking  
but with vehemence in her voice she simply ‘apologizes’ for the ‘discomfort’: 
 

If you are live or ever you heal you will have to bend down to read my telling,  
crawl perhaps in a few places. I apologize for the discomfort. (Morrison 2008:  
156)  

 

The narrative technique of Morrison’s 2012 novel, Home is by far the closest specimen of  
metafictional prose. In this novel Morrison has chosen to deploy a narrator who has overt  
conversations with the protagonist of the story, Frank Money. The narrative is  
interspersed with a few confessional first person accounts of Frank where he reveals  
more than the narrator can possibly do and is seen as agreeing and at some points even  
arguing with the narrative voice. In an interview given at The George Washington  
University on Sep. 21, 2011, Toni Morrison has made the following observation about  
her latest novel Home:    
 

I wanted this voice to talk to me. I’m writing this story, me. Author. He is sort of  
correcting me, disagreeing, or just describing something so that there’s a  
conversation that goes on. Not overwhelming. But every now and then he comes  
in between the so-called author and the subject. So this is his voice that opens the  
book. 
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It is the task of self-reflexive fiction to prevent reader’s identification with any character  
and force a new, more active, thinking relationship upon him. It becomes increasingly  
clear that, though free to interpret, the reader is also responsible for his interpretation. It is  
to impose this task upon the reader that the narrative of Frank Money is often seen in  
contradiction with that of the main narrator: 
 
 

Earlier you wrote about how sure I was that the beat-up man on the train to  
Chicago would turn around when they got home and whip the wife who tried to  
help him. Not true. I didn’t think any such thing. What I thought was that he was  
proud of her but didn’t want to show how proud he was to the other men on the  
train. I don’t think you know much about love. Or me. (Morrison 2012: 86-87) 

 
Patricia Waugh observes that postmodernist texts draw attention to the process of the  
construction of the fictive ‘world’ through writing. In texts that employ such overtly  
metafictional strategies, final resolution can only be through either an awareness of the  
linguistic reality of the text itself or the acceptance of the existence of mutually exclusive  
realities or ‘worlds’. Thus the dual levels of narration in Home serve the purpose of  
creating the various ‘mini-narratives’ that are shaped to confront the traditional grand  
narrative as set up by the narrator alone. It is not surprising then that the protagonist  
confesses of having hidden true facts of his life and revealing the faulty rendition of his  
life by the main narrator: 
 

I have to say something to you right now. I have to tell the whole truth. I lied to  
you and I lied to me. I hid it from you because I hid it from me…I shot the  
Korean girl in the face…You can keep on writing, but I think you ought to know  
what’s true. (Morrison 2012: 172-173) 

 

The narrative of Morrison’s latest novel God Help the Child (2015) is self reflexive in a  
way that draws in the readers to share the perspective of the narrator and again thwarts  
them from doing the same all at the same time. A passage has been inserted in this novel  
discussing the process of composing a narrative. The conclusion of the conjecture is even  
more alarming since it declares the process of writing as a ‘waste’. But of course we must  
look beyond the obvious. The lines quoted below are a supreme example of the self- 
reflexive mode of writing since it comments insidiously on the process of composing any  
creative work: 
 

Each will cling to a sad little story of hurt and sorrow----some long-ago trouble  
and pain life dumped on their pure and innocent selves. And each one will rewrite  
the story forever, knowing the plot, guessing the theme, inventing its meaning and  
dismissing its origin. What waste. (Morrison 2015: 158)     

 

Gloria Naylor 
 

The narrator of Gloria Naylor’s 1992 novel Bailey’s Café is Bailey the owner of Bailey’s  
Café is a mystical person existing in a world whose origins are questionable. The  
personality of Bailey poises him to be a narrator whose version of the story is self– 
reflexive because he himself is a doubtful entity. He is sidetracked by his wife Nadine  
who ridicules the feeble heartedness of the men folk in not being able to tell the story of a  
marginalized woman: 
 

This isn’t a story that any man can tell. And the girl can’t do it for herself; she’s a  
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little off in the head. (Naylor 1992: 143) 
 

Naylor’s Mama Day (1988) is the narrative of a conjure woman. Patricia Waugh  
propounds that in metafiction frames are set up only to be continually broken. Contexts  
are ostentatiously constructed, only to be subsequently deconstructed. The ending of  
Mama Day can be taken as a case in point where the dissolute strands of the story are  
ended in ambiguity through the narration of a dead woman: 

And it’s the one truth about you that I hold on to. Because what really happened  
to us, George? You see, that’s what I mean----there are just too many sides to the  
whole story. (Naylor 1988: 311) 

 

Ntozake Shange 
 

Ntozake Shange’s 1995 novel Liliane is an exercise in dubious narrative strategies  
because much of the psychological insight about the story is provided by the interaction  
between Liliane and her psychiatrist. The reader is deliberately misled as to the intent of  
either’s words: 
 

Actually, I’m not tellin’ you everythin’. It’s not that I’m lyin’, I just forgot to tell  
you about these…(Shange 1995: 50) 

 

The onus is on the reader to decipher what has been intentionally left out and what not.  
Since it is through her own account that we come to know about her past it is rather  
unsettling if one is to learn that some of the details have been kept away. Liliane’s  
psychiatrist acts as the readers’ alter-ego in urging her time and again to disclose her  
innermost perceptions: You say what’s on your mind; we go on from there.  
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