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Morrison Playing In The Dark

Introduction: Unmasking the Shadows of American
Literature

Toni  Morrison,  a  towering figure  in  American letters  and a  Nobel  laureate,  gifted
the world  with  novels  that  explore the interior  lives  of  Black Americans with
unparalleled  depth.  However,  one  of  her  most  revolutionary  contributions  to
literary criticism is not a work of fiction but a slim, powerful volume titled Playing
in the Dark: Whiteness and the Literary Imagination. Published in 1992, this
book is a daring and incisive exploration of the hidden ways in which a Black
"Africanist" presence has shaped the very DNA of American literature. Instead of
focusing on Black authors, Morrison turns the critical lens onto the white literary
imagination, arguing that the concept of "whiteness" was constructed, in large
part,  through  its  opposition  to  an  often-silent,  shadowy  Black  figure.  This  article
delves into the core arguments of Morrison's Playing in the Dark, examining its
methodology,  its  key  examples,  and  its  enduring  relevance  in  contemporary
discussions about race, representation, and the American canon.

For decades, literary criticism had largely ignored the racial  dynamics at play
within the works of canonical white authors. Morrison's work was a seismic shift.
She  proposed  that  we  cannot  fully  understand  American  literature  without
acknowledging that its defining themes of freedom, individualism, and innocence
are deeply intertwined with the parallel narratives of slavery, oppression, and the
dehumanization of Black people. Morrison's Playing in the Dark is an invitation
to read these classic texts with new eyes, to see the "ghosts" that have always
been present on the page. It is an essential text for students of literature, scholars
of race, and anyone seeking to understand the profound and often unspoken
foundations of American cultural identity.

The Genesis of a Critical Masterpiece: Context and
Motivation

To appreciate the impact of Morrison's Playing in the Dark,  it is crucial to
understand the intellectual climate from which it emerged. In the late 1980s and
early 1990s, the American literary canon was under intense scrutiny. Scholars
were  asking  whose  voices  were  being  included  and  whose  were  being
systematically  excluded.  The  "culture  wars"  were  raging,  with  debates  over
multiculturalism  and  political  correctness  dominating  academic  and  public
discourse.

Morrison entered this fray not by demanding the inclusion of more Black authors,
though  she  certainly  championed  that  cause,  but  by  interrogating  the  very
structure of the white-authored texts that formed the canon's core. She explained
that  her  interest  was  piqued  by  a  persistent  silence—a  "willful  critical



blindness"—regarding the racial dimension of works by writers like Edgar Allan
Poe, Willa Cather, and Ernest Hemingway. In a series of lectures that became the
book, Morrison set out to "make the presence of the Africanist other visible" and to
analyze how this "other" was manipulated, projected onto, and used as a foil to
define  a  fragile  American  whiteness.  The  book's  title,  Playing  in  the  Dark,  is
itself a powerful metaphor. It suggests a literary game where white authors "play"
with the concept of blackness, often in a dark, fearful, or romanticized realm, to
explore their own subconscious anxieties and desires.

The Core Thesis: The Africanist Presence and the
Construction of Whiteness

The central argument of Morrison's Playing in the Dark is revolutionary in its
simplicity and depth. Morrison posits that the American literary imagination has
been fundamentally shaped by a nonwhite, Africanist presence. This presence is
not merely a collection of Black characters but a rhetorical and symbolic force. It is
a "dark and abiding presence" that serves as the backdrop against which the white
American self is defined. This process, Morrison argues, is essential to the creation
of  a distinct  American literary identity,  one that  is  predicated on the tension
between freedom and bondage, civilization and wilderness.

Whiteness as an Artificial Construct

Morrison brilliantly argues that whiteness is not a natural, unmarked category.
Instead,  it  is  a  constructed  identity  that  requires  constant  reinforcement.  In
American literature,  this  reinforcement  often comes through the projection of
undesirable traits onto Black characters. The white hero is autonomous, innocent,
and free; the Black character is often servile, libidinous, and tethered. By creating
this contrast, white authors were able to explore their own fears about selfhood,
morality, and power without directly confronting them. Morrison's Playing in
the Dark demonstrates that whiteness, in this literary context, is a "metaphor for
power" that relies on the "real or fabricated presence of blackness."

The "Willful Critical Blindness"

A key component of Morrison's critique is her attack on the critical establishment.
For  generations,  critics  had  analyzed  American  literature  as  if  race  were  an
irrelevant sidebar. They ignored the racialized language, the slave names, the
descriptions of skin color, and the plantation settings that permeate even the most
"universal" of texts. Morrison calls this a "willful critical blindness" and argues that
it is a form of intellectual dishonesty. She insists that reading these texts without
acknowledging their racial context is not a neutral act but a political one that
perpetuates  the  very  power  structures  the  texts  helped  create.  Morrison's
Playing in the Dark provides the tools to break this blindness.
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Case Studies: Unpacking the Canon

Morrison  does  not  simply  theorize;  she  provides  close  readings  of  several
canonical American texts to prove her point. These analyses are the heart of the
book and make its arguments concrete and persuasive. She examines the works of
four major authors: Edgar Allan Poe, Willa Cather, Ernest Hemingway, and Herman
Melville.

Edgar Allan Poe and the Shadow of Gothic Blackness

Morrison  examines  Poe’s  only  novel,  The Narrative  of  Arthur  Gordon Pym of
Nantucket. The novel ends shockingly with an encounter with a towering, white,
shrouded figure in the Antarctic. Morrison argues that this ending is not a mystical
fantasy but a direct manifestation of the racial anxieties of a nation grappling with
slavery. The whiteness at the end of the world is a terrifying, ambiguous force,
representing both the purity that America desired and the horror of the racial
other that had to be expelled. She shows how Poe uses blackness—the dark-
skinned natives,  the black sea—as a gateway to explore psychological  terror,
which is deeply connected to the historical terror of the slave trade. Morrison's
Playing in the Dark  reveals  how even in a seemingly fantastical  story,  the
"Africanist presence" is a central, shaping force.

Willa Cather and the Erasure of Black Labor

Morrison’s reading of Willa Cather’s Sapphira and the Slave Girl  is particularly
devastating. Cather, a writer known for her depictions of the American frontier, set
this late novel in the antebellum South. Morrison argues that Cather, despite her
liberal sympathies, ultimately succumbs to the very racist ideology she attempts
to critique. The book’s plot revolves around a white mistress, Sapphira, and her
slave, Nancy. Morrison points out that the narrative is obsessed with the white
woman's interiority while rendering the Black slave’s experience secondary and
objectified.  The  novel's  resolution—Nancy’s  escape  to  freedom—is  botched  by
Cather’s  inability  to  imagine  a  truly  autonomous  Black  self.  This  analysis  in
Morrison's Playing in the Dark powerfully demonstrates how even progressive
white authors struggled to see Black characters as anything other than props in a
white drama.

Ernest Hemingway and the Masculine Africanist Presence

Perhaps the most compelling chapter is on Ernest Hemingway, a writer often seen
as the epitome of American masculine literary style. Morrison examines his novel
To Have and Have Not and the short story "The Snows of Kilimanjaro." She argues
that Hemingway’s terse, stoic style is a masterful performance of whiteness. The
Black characters in his work—the "natives" or the African servants—are often
silent,  nameless figures who serve as a backdrop for  the white hero’s  existential
crisis.  In  "The  Snows  of  Kilimanjaro,"  the  protagonist,  Harry,  a  white  writer,
laments  his  wasted  talent.  Morrison  notes  that  the  story  is  filled  with  African
imagery that is simultaneously exoticized and feared. The "darkness" of Africa is



used as a metaphor for death and decay, which the white hero must overcome.
Morrison's Playing in the Dark reveals how Hemingway’s celebrated "grace
under pressure" is a performance of racial performance, where the Black body is a
silent foil for white courage and despair.

Melville and the Rebellious Black Self

Morrison also discusses Herman Melville, particularly his novella "Benito Cereno."
While she acknowledges Melville’s unique ability to critique racism, she notes that
even he could not fully escape the racial framework. In "Benito Cereno," the story
of a slave ship rebellion, the true horror, from the white perspective, is not the
violence but the terrifying *intelligence* of the Black rebel, Babo. Morrison argues
that this portrayal, while more complex than others, still positions blackness as an
ultimate threat to white order and sanity. The text becomes a meditation on the
impossibility of true knowledge across the racial divide.

Critical Reception and Enduring Legacy

Upon  publication,  Morrison's  Playing  in  the  Dark  was  hailed  as  a
groundbreaking work of literary criticism. It  received the National Book Critics
Circle  Award  for  Criticism and  cemented  Morrison’s  reputation  not  just  as  a
novelist but as a formidable intellectual force. The book was praised for its clarity,
its courage, and its innovative methodology. It forced a generation of scholars to
rethink  their  approach  to  American  literature.  It  also  faced  some  criticism,
particularly from those who accused Morrison of reducing complex literary works
to  simple  racial  allegories,  or  of  being  "politically  correct."  However,  these
critiques largely missed the point.  Morrison was not claiming that race is the
*only* lens through which to read these texts;  she was arguing that it  is  an
*unavoidable* lens that had been shamefully neglected.

The legacy of Morrison's Playing in the Dark is immense. It is now considered a
foundational  text  in  the  field  of  whiteness  studies,  critical  race  theory,  and
American literary studies. It has inspired countless other works that examine the
role of race in shaping national narratives. The book’s methodology—close reading
for racial subtext—has become a standard tool in the humanities. Moreover, its
ideas have moved beyond academia and into popular culture. Journalists, critics,
and public  intellectuals  now routinely discuss how whiteness is  a constructed
identity that relies on the "other," a concept that Morrison's Playing in the
Dark helped popularize.

Relevance in the 21st Century

The central  questions of Morrison's Playing in the Dark  are perhaps more
urgent today than ever. In an era of renewed debates about critical race theory,
book bans,  and the ongoing struggle for  racial  justice,  Morrison’s insights offer a
powerful framework for understanding the deep roots of American racism. The
book is not just about literature; it is about the stories a nation tells itself to justify
power.
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Understanding Contemporary Media: The "Africanist presence" Morrison
describes can be seen in modern movies, television shows, and even
political rhetoric. The trope of the "magical negro" who helps a white
protagonist find his way, or the "angry black woman" who serves as a foil for
a white heroine, are direct descendants of the literary patterns Morrison
identified.
The Construction of Whiteness Today: The idea that whiteness is an
unmarked norm continues to shape privilege and perception. Morrison's
work provides a language to challenge that unearned normativity.
Critical Reading for All: In an age of


