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Difficulty Passage: 

“What happens when literature tries to imagine an Africanistic Other? What does the inclusion of 
Africans and African-Americans do to and for the work? As a reader, I had always assumed that 
nothing ‘happens.’ That Africans and their descendants are there in no sense that matters; that 
when they are there, they are decorative displays of the facile writer’s technical expertise. I 
assumed that since the author was not Africanistic, the appearance of Africanistic characters or 
narrative or idiom in his or her work could never be about anything other than the ‘normal,’ 
unracialized, illusory, white world that provides the backdrop for the work.”  1

 
Explanatory Passage: 

 
“...it is understood that being a man is not a particularity; a man is in his right by virtue of being 
man; it is the woman who is in the wrong… Woman has ovaries and a uterus; such are particular 
conditions that lock her in her subjectivity; some even say she thinks with her hormones. Man 
vainly forgets that his anatomy also includes hormones and testicles… Humanity is male, and 
man defines woman, not in herself, but in relation to himself; she is not considered an 
autonomous being.”  2

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1 Toni Morrison, “Black Matter(s),” Grand Street 40 (1991): 208. 
2 Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex, trans. Constance Borde and Sheila Malovany Chevallier 
(New York: Vintage, 2011), 26. 
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In her thought-provoking passage, “Black Matter(s),” Toni Morrison criticizes historical 

ignorance toward African-American influence in American literature. Morrison investigates the 

theory of “American Africanism,” the ways in which a fraudulent representation of 

African-American culture manifests itself in literature and how it passes without recognition.  In 3

her investigation, Morrison describes the normalization of this phenomenon by society and 

recognizes her own trouble with glossing over the purpose of African presence in literature. “As 

a reader, I had always assumed that nothing ‘happens.’ That Africans and their descendants are 

there in no sense that matters,” writes Morrison.  How was this assumption, which Morrison 4

claims is the general assumption of readers and literary critics, formed and how does it affect 

social division today? Simone de Beauvoir’s introduction to The Second Sex provides clarity on 

Morrison’s argument.  

Looking at de Beauvoir’s claim that “humanity is male,” we find a dominant group, men, 

deemed the overarching, normal, and superior identity.  Therefore, people who are not men are 5

considered different and inferior by men. Definitions and labels on identities normalize 

otherization and objectification. By approaching Morrison’s issue of race from de Beauvoir’s 

explanation of gender, we will find that American Africanism is an issue solidified by a language 

created by the dominant group. First, we will look at de Beauvoir’s note on the establishment of 

particularities of social groups. Next, we will ask if de Beauvoir is correct to argue that 

otherization is natural. Finally, we will investigate how de Beauvoir’s observation on 

3 Toni Morrison, “Black Matter(s),” Grand Street 40 (1991): 206. 
4 Toni Morrison, “Black Matter(s),” Grand Street 40 (1991): 208. 
5 Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex, trans. Constance Borde and Sheila Malovany Chevallier 
(New York: Vintage, 2011), 26. 
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objectification explains Morrison’s “American Africanism.”  Ultimately, we will find that 6

Morrison’s struggle to understand the presence of Africanism in literature stems from a 

normalization of institutionalized rhetoric.  

De Beauvoir writes on the dichotomy of men and women. “Being a man is not a 

particularity… a woman has ovaries and a uterus; such are the particular conditions that lock her 

in her subjectivity,” de Beauvoir argues. She notes the particularity of womanhood in contrast to 

the rightful state of men.  Morrison would argue that African-American culture is a particularity 7

of American culture on the basis of skin pigment. Both would agree that being a particularity 

keeps a group in subjection under a dominant group without recognizing the equal virtues of the 

groups. Society creates definitional particularism for women and African-Americans. The 

dominant group defines, speaks of, and considers other groups in relation to themselves. De 

Beauvoir continues, “Humanity is male, and man defines woman, not in herself, but in relation to 

himself; she is not considered an autonomous being.” As a result, the genuine story of women 8

and African-Americans is lost because the dominant group tells it. The dominant group produces 

a false narrative of the oppressed groups; however, because the group in power is producing this 

narrative, it becomes reality to society. The labels created for particular identities allow the 

embedded discrimination to sit nicely in people’s conscious. Particularism is the result of 

otherization, which de Beauvoir claims “is as original as consciousness itself.”   9

6 Toni Morrison, “Black Matter(s),” Grand Street 40 (1991): 206. 
7 Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex, trans. Constance Borde and Sheila Malovany Chevallier 
(New York: Vintage, 2011), 25. 
8 Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex, trans. Constance Borde and Sheila Malovany Chevallier 
(New York: Vintage, 2011), 26. 
9 Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex, trans. Constance Borde and Sheila Malovany Chevallier 
(New York: Vintage, 2011), 26. 
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Otherization is the basis of eurocentrism, which Morrison identifies as an integral part of 

American education.  Eurocentrism defines history, culture, and people in relation to itself, 10

allowing the West to degrade foreign history, culture, and people for their differences. Because 

America is derived from eurocentric fundamentals, the tendency to otherize has become inherent 

to people, as de Beauvoir claims, and groups which are not dominant become particularities. 

Morrison would agree that labeling may be inherent, but she would ask us to be conscious of 

this. Otherization explains the assumption that the white author was responsible for 

African-American presence and influence in their text and that African-Americans themselves 

had no ability to be there. De Beauvoir’s statement that women are not autonomous brings the 

idea of dependence into the conversation.  The same dependence describes what the general 11

reader and historian assumes is the relation of African-Americans to white people because they 

assume white authors had discretion over Arican-American inclusion in white stories. This fuels 

the consumption of the African-American story by the white story, the precession of the white 

story to the African story, the particularization of oppressed groups. Because critics and authors 

otherize African-Americans and fail to recognize their influence on literature, the reader cannot 

fully understand the text. Therefore, African-American influence continues to be masked and 

thereby fabricated without recognition by society, creating what Morrison labels as “American 

Africanism.”  The employed otherization allows the dominant group to objectify the Others. 12

10 Toni Morrison, “Black Matter(s),” Grand Street 40 (1991): 206. 
11 Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex, trans. Constance Borde and Sheila Malovany Chevallier 
(New York: Vintage, 2011), 26. 
12 Toni Morrison, “Black Matter(s),” Grand Street 40 (1991): 206. 
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Objectification is a primary observation de Beauvoir makes. De Beauvoir asks, “what is a 

woman?”  Using the interrogative phrase ‘what is’ rather than ‘who are,’ and identifying 13

‘woman’ as a singular rather than plural, de Beauvoir implies that women are objectified by men. 

Similarly, Morrison’s idea of American Africanism can be explained as the objectification of 

African-Americans in the history of the United States and in literature. Fraudulent representation 

and definitional otherization in which white people and men think about African-Americans and 

women is inherent objectification. When the rhetoric of the literature is normalized, as it is in a 

eurocentric society, the objectification becomes institutional practice. Society is then dictated by 

these practices and they become acceptable, masking racism. 

 Using de Beauvoir to investigate Morrison’s passage in Black Matter(s), otherization and 

objectification are revealed to create particularism. Specifically, dominant groups, men and white 

people, reference, consider, define, and include other groups, such as women and 

African-Americans, as dependent on the dominant. The dominant group highlights and criticizes 

differences, as if divergence from the dominant standard is bad or wrong, resulting in control and 

manipulation by the dominant group. When the dominant uses this rhetoric, it becomes the 

attitude of the society as a whole, even for those who are oppressed. Particularities form in the 

language and they are engraved in the concrete structure of society, becoming acceptable. As a 

result, African-Americans are not American, they require a hyphen between their home and their 

ancestors’ origins; however, this is not only the label on their heritage, but it is their everyday 

identity. Additionally, individual men refer to men as we, but individual women refer to women 

as women. These institutionalized definitions and ideas, particularities, create initial perspectives 

13 Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex, trans. Constance Borde and Sheila Malovany Chevallier 
(New York: Vintage, 2011), 25. 
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like Morrison’s, that African-Americans aren’t really there. The writer enslaves them for his own 

production of thought and this is deemed ‘ok’ by society. They are simply a part of the 

“‘normal,’ unracialized, illusory, white world,” which is America.   14

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

14 Toni Morrison, “Black Matter(s),” Grand Street  40 (1991): 208. 
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