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IN HER ESSAY " T h e Site o f M e m o r y , " T o n i M o r r i s o n p o i n t s 

o u t that to trace the i n n e r l ives o f f o r m e r slaves p r e s u p p o s e s 

a " l i terary a r c h e o l o g y " (112) that excavates m e m o r i e s f r o m 

w i t h i n . A s p a r t o f a n o r a l c u l t u r e , these m e m o r i e s g e n e r a t e a n 

a r c h i v e o f m e n t a l i m a g e s a n d m e t a p h o r s . T h e y p u n c t u a t e the 

p s y c h o l o g i c a l m a t r i x that const i tutes the u n c o n s c i o u s a n d there

fore o p e r a t e f r o m w i t h i n the psyche . N o t u n l i k e the o p e r a t i o n s 

o f F r e u d i a n d r e a m w o r k , the " m e m o r i e s w i t h i n " c a n o n l y be 

t rans lated i n t o text by figuratively e n c o d i n g a n d d e c o d i n g the 

f low o f the u n c o n s c i o u s . T h i s p r o c e s s o f t r a n s l a t i o n , however, 

c a n n o t u n c o v e r a c o m p l e t e o r tota l t r u t h l o c k e d i n m e t a p h o r . O n 

the contrary , t r a n s l a t i o n establ ishes m e t a p h o r as a c o n t e s t e d a n d 

m u l t i - a c c e n t u a t e d t e x t u a l space as the m e m o r i e s — w h i c h c o n s t i 

tute a s y m b o l i c n e t o f m e t a p h o r s — a r e always a l r e a d y c u l t u r a l l y 

a n d h i s t o r i c a l l y c o d e d even b e f o r e they e n t e r the s u b c o n s c i o u s . 

M o r r i s o n e m p h a s i z e s that "these ' m e m o r i e s w i t h i n ' are the sub

soi l o f m y w o r k . B u t m e m o r i e s a n d r e c o l l e c t i o n s w o n ' t give m e 

total access to the u n w r i t t e n i n t e r i o r l i fe o f these p e o p l e . O n l y 

the act o f the i m a g i n a t i o n c a n h e l p m e " ( 1 1 1 ) . I m a g i n i n g o r 

w r i t i n g the i n t e r i o r l ives o f o t h e r s ( that is, the u n s p e a k a b l e a n d 

the repressed) also p r e s u p p o s e s that the w r i t e r m u s t b a l a n c e h e r 

o w n u n c o n s c i o u s desires a n d m e m o r i e s w i t h the necessity to 

access the u n c o n s c i o u s o f o t h e r s . I n this sense, the "act o f the 

i m a g i n a t i o n " b e c o m e s a p r e c a r i o u s act o f l a n g u a g e , c o n s t a n t l y 

h o l d i n g i n suspense the d a n g e r o f s p e a k i n g f o r the O t h e r w h i l e 

e n v i s i o n i n g the v a r i o u s p a l i m p s e s t s o f i n d i v i d u a l a n d c o l l e c t i v e 

m e m o r i e s . T h e speci f ic figurative o r c h e s t r a t i o n o f M o r r i s o n ' s 
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texts by way o f m e t a p h o r , I suggest, p r o v i d e s access to the i n t e r i o r 

l ives o f h e r n o v e l s ' characters . 

I n Beloved, M o r r i s o n ' s fifth n o v e l , the process o f i m a g i n i n g a n d 

r e m e m b e r i n g involves a c o n s t a n t s h i f t i n g a n d m a n i p u l a t i o n o f 

l a n g u a g e , images , a n d l i t e r a r y f o r m . A c r i t i c a l t e x t u a l analysis o f 

M o r r i s o n ' s n o v e l , however, c a n n o t re ly o n c o n v e n t i o n a l tax

o n o m i e s o f r h e t o r i c a l figures s u c h as m e t a p h o r , i rony , m e t o n 

ymy, o r al legory, b u t i n s t e a d m u s t i n t e r r o g a t e the d e f i n i t i o n s a n d 

a p p l i c a b i l i t y o f those tropes w i t h i n the c o n t e x t o f p o s t c o l o n i a l 

w r i t i n g a n d theory. I p r o p o s e to e x a m i n e t h e n h o w a spec i f ic 

m e t a p h o r p r o m p t s a n d shapes M o r r i s o n ' s text. T h e r e a d e r e n 

c o u n t e r s the " c h o k e c h e r r y tree" first w h e n Sethe , the f e m a l e 

p r o t a g o n i s t o f the n o v e l , m e n t i o n s it as a " tree" to P a u l D . S h e 

l i t e r a l l y carr ies this tree o n h e r back. H e r e , the n a r r a t i v e " s u b s o i l " 

o f M o r r i s o n ' s n o v e l surfaces i n the two i m a g e s o f the " tree" a n d 

the " h a i n t , " w h i c h S e t h e ar t icu lates a l m o s t i n the f o r m o f a 

r i d d l e : "I got a tree o n m y b a c k a n d a h a i n t i n m y h o u s e , a n d 

n o t h i n g i n b e t w e e n b u t the d a u g h t e r I a m h o l d i n g i n m y a r m s " 

( 15). T h o u g h it m a y be i m p o s s i b l e to solve this r i d d l e , a t h e o r e t i 

ca l c o n s i d e r a t i o n o f h o w m e t a p h o r s are h i s t o r i c a l l y a n d c u l t u r 

al ly i n s c r i b e d a n d s u b s e q u e n t l y d e - s c r i b e d o r d i v e s t e d w i t h i n 

p o s t c o l o n i a l d i s c o u r s e , c a n p r o v i d e a n e n t r a n c e i n t o b o t h 

S e t h e 's r i d d l e a n d M o r r i s o n ' s text. 

A n e x e m p l a r y r e a d i n g o f " the c h o k e c h e r r y tree" as w h a t I w i l l 

t e r m " d i v e s t e d " a n d " p e r f o r m a t i v e " m e t a p h o r , w i l l e l u c i d a t e h o w 

the m e t a p h o r o f the " c h o k e c h e r r y tree" operates p e r f o r m a t i v e l y 

i n d i f f e r e n t n a r r a t i v e contexts . A p e r f o r m a t i v e r e a d i n g o f m e t a 

p h o r n o t o n l y contests the c o n v e n t i o n a l n o t i o n o f m e t a p h o r as a 

t r o p e o f s u b s t i t u t i o n a n d r e s e m b l a n c e b u t also its p r e s u m e d 

f u n c t i o n to g e n e r a t e a d u a l i s t i c a n d cohes ive i d e n t i t y . 1 T h i s essay 

argues t h e n that the c o n t i n u o u s yet d i s p l a c e d r e p e t i t i o n o f the 

" c h o k e c h e r r y tree" m e t a p h o r contests h i s t o r i c a l l y a n d p o l i t i c a l l y 

p r e s c r i b e d m a t r i c e s o f e s s e n t i a l i z i n g a n d t o t a l i z i n g m o d e s o f 

i d e n t i t y - f o r m a t i o n . R a t h e r , M o r r i s o n ' s m e t a p h o r suggests perfor

mat ive m o d e s o f i d e n t i f i c a t i o n that insist o n p e r m a n e n t r e i n v e n 

t ions a n d r e c o m b i n a t i o n s o f p r e s u m e d i d e n t i t i e s t h r o u g h t h e i r 

c u l t u r a l a n d h i s t o r i c a l p a r t i c u l a r i t i e s . A s s u c h , the " c h o k e c h e r r y 

tree" b e c o m e s a t e x t u a l field that u n d o e s the c o e r c i v e n o r m s o f 
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b i n a r y ident i ty c o n s t r u c t i o n s t h r o u g h its s i m u l t a n e o u s i n s c r i p 

t ions o f A f r i c a n - A m e r i c a n history, race , g e n d e r , slavery, whi te 

ethnic i tv , a n d b l a c k c o m m u n a l pract ices . I n o r d e r to c o n d u c t a 

r e a d i n g o f Beloved that locates the v a r i o u s c o n f i g u r a t i o n s o f 

M o r r i s o n ' s m e t a p h o r i n a p o s t c o l o n i a l r h e t o r i c o f p e r f o r m a t i v e 

s u b j e c t - f o r m a t i o n , I w i l l b e g i n w i t h a n e t y m o l o g i c a l o u t l i n e o f 

"the c h o k e c h e r r y tree ," a n d c o n t i n u e w i t h a t h e o r e t i c a l contex-

t u a l i z a t i o n o f m e t a p h o r i n p o s t c o l o n i a l d i s c o u r s e . 

T h e c h o k e c h e r r y tree, w h o s e fruit is p o i s o n o u s a n d astr ingent , 

m a i n l y o c c u r s i n the f o r m e r A m e r i c a n c e n t r e s o f slavery, V i r g i n i a 

a n d the C a r o l i n a s , w h e r e it is a lso c a l l e d b l a c k c h o k e c h e r r y . T h i s 

i n d i c a t e s a spec i f ic l o c a t i o n , a n d t h e r e f o r e history, to w h i c h 

the m e t a p h o r refers. F u r t h e r m o r e , the d e c e p t i v e q u a l i t y o f the 

c h o k e c h e r r y tree a n d its c o n n o t a t i o n o f b l a c k n e s s l i n k it to at 

least t h r e e t h e m a t i c issues o f the n o v e l . F irs t , the n o m i n a l speci f i 

c a t i o n o f the tree i n d i c a t e s that b l a c k n e s s is n o t n a t u r a l but 

c o n s t r u c t e d as threat , as s o m e t h i n g that c a n n o t be t rusted, some

t h i n g that deviates f r o m the n o r m s o f n a t u r e . S e c o n d , the i m a g e 

i n d i c a t e s the p e r i l s o f m a k i n g j u d g m e n t s based o n o u t e r p h e 

n o m e n a , a n d o f d i s r e g a r d i n g the c o m p l e x i t y o f n a t u r e w h i c h 

c a n n o t be g r a s p e d i n g e n e r a l i z i n g t e r m s . 2 T h i r d , f r o m a d i f f e r e n t 

a n g l e , the c h o k e c h e r r y tree i m p l i e s the sel f-protect ive q u a l i t i e s 

o f d e c e p t i o n , e n c o d i n g o r m a s k i n g , to use a n a l o g o u s t e n u s , 

s ince these q u a l i t i e s n o t o n l y p r o v i d e a strategy to resist c u l t u r a l 

r e p r e s e n t a t i o n a n d d o m i n a t i o n , b u t also g e n e r a t e c o m m u n i c a 

tive a n d p e r f o m a t i v e m o d e s that subvert the master c o d e . 3 

A l t h o u g h s u c h a w i d e field o f s e m a n t i c c o n n o t a t i o n s m a y at 

first s e e m c o n t r i v e d , it a lso i n d i c a t e s the p a l i m p s e s t i c ' s t m c t u r e 

o f m e m o r y , w h i c h i n t u r n p r o v i d e s the r e s e r v o i r f o r the r h e t o r i c a l 

" s u b s o i l " o f M o r r i s o n ' s text. B y m a k i n g v i s ib le the f r a g m e n t e d 

a n d p a l i m p s e s t i c t e x t u r e o f m e m o r y , M o r r i s o n ' s use o f m e t a p h o r 

avoids t o t a l i z i n g the h i s t o r i c a l e x p e r i e n c e o f slavery. O n the 

contrary , h e r p a l i m p s e s t s o f m e m o r y serve to b r e a k t h r o u g h 

the t o t a l i z i n g v is ions o f d o m i n a n t h i s t o r i o g r a p h y . I suggest that 

the p a l i m p s e s t i c c o n f i g u r a t i o n s o f m e t a p h o r i n Beloved w o r k as 

a t e x t u a l a n d r h e t o r i c a l d i s p l a c e m e n t s i m i l a r to w h a t C h a n t a l 

Z a b u s calls " r e l e x i f i c a t i o n . " B o t h m e t a p h o r i n a p o s t c o l o n i a l 

c o n t e x t a n d r e l e x i f i c a t i o n are a f o r m o f " t r a n s c o d a g e . . . charac-
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t e r i z e d by the absence o f a n o r i g i n a l " ( 1 0 6 ) . Yet, w h i l e i n Zabus 's 

study the process o f " r e l e x i f i c a t i o n " results f r o m the " A f r i c a n 

p a l i m p s e s t , " that is, the l a y e r i n g a n d c o i n c i d e n c e o f c o l o n i a l 

a n d i n d i g e n o u s A f r i c a n languages , M o r r i s o n ' s m e t a p h o r is n o t 

g e n e r a t e d f r o m a d i r e c t t r a n s l a t i o n process o f o v e r l a p p i n g l e x i 

cal features b u t f r o m a t r a n s c o d i n g o f m e m o r i e s i n t o narrat ive 

space. T h u s , the m e t a p h o r r e c i p r o c a l l y p r o d u c e s a n d is p r o 

d u c e d by the n a r r a t i v e s t ructure o f M o r r i s o n ' s n o v e l so that the 

m e t a p h o r c o m e s to e n c a p s u l a t e the d i f f e r e n t a n d associated 

m e a n i n g s o f the " c h o k e c h e r r y tree." T h e i m a g e , f o r i n s t a n c e , 

ant ic ipates P a u l D 's a c c o u n t o f slavery w h e n h e h a d his t o n g u e 

h e l d d o w n by a n i r o n bi t . It refers to Sethe 's excessive a n d 

m u r d e r o u s m o t h e r love, a n d to B e l o v e d ' s a t t e m p t to c h o k e 

Sethe i n the c l e a r i n g to satisfy h e r desperate a n d possessive 

l o n g i n g f o r love a n d e x p i a t i o n . B y e x c a v a t i n g a n d t r a n s c o d i n g 

the p a l i m p s e s t i c s t r u c t u r e o f c u l t u r a l a n d h i s t o r i c a l m e m o r y 

t h r o u g h l a n g u a g e , M o r r i s o n ' s m e t a p h o r t e x t u a l l y m e d i a t e s the 

necessity a n d p a i n o f u n s t r a n g l i n g a n d c o n n e c t i n g the d i f f e r e n t 

voices o f the past. 

I n a n i n t e r v i e w w i t h C l a u d i a Tate , M o r r i s o n e x p l a i n s h o w she 

works w i t h a n d t h r o u g h l a n g u a g e i n h e r novels: 

I try to c l e a n t h e l a n g u a g e u p a n d give w o r d s b a c k t h e i r o r i g i n a l 
m e a n i n g , n o t t h e o n e that 's s a b o t a g e d by c o n s t a n t use , so t h a t 
" c h a s t e " m e a n s w h a t i t m e a n t o r i g i n a l l y . . . . I try to d o t h a t by 
c o n s t r u c t i n g s e n t e n c e s t h a t t h r o w s u c h w o r d s i n t o r e l i e f , b u t n o t 
s t r a n g e w o r d s , n o t " l a r g e " w o r d s . . . . I f y o u w o r k v e r y c a r e f u l l y , y o u 
c a n c l e a n u p o r d i n a r y w o r d s a n d r e p o l i s h t h e m , m a k e p a r a b o l i c 
l a n g u a g e s e e m a l i v e a g a i n . ( I n t e r v i e w 165) 

T h i s process o f c l e a n s i n g does n o t reject r i c h a n d m e t a p h o r i c a l 

l a n g u a g e use. I n s t e a d , M o r r i s o n refers to a m a n o e u v r i n g o f 

l a n g u a g e w h i c h f o r e g r o u n d s the h i s t o r i c a l l y a n d i d e o l o g i c a l l y 

i n s c r i b e d a n d c i r c u l a t e d c o n n o t a t i o n s o f " o r d i n a r y w o r d s " 

t h r o u g h m e t a p h o r . I n o t h e r w o r d s , w h i l e " o r d i n a r y w o r d s " have 

b e e n "sabotaged," i n D e r r i d e a n terms, t h r o u g h the wear-and-

tear effect o f m e t a p h o r , t h e i r c o n c o m i t a n t v a l u e i n s c r i p t i o n s c a n 

also be d e c o d e d a n d r e a r t i c u l a t e d t h r o u g h m e t a p h o r . R a t h e r 

t h a n i m p l y i n g a n essential ist n o t i o n o f l a n g u a g e , M o r r i s o n ' s 

strategy o f r e p o l i s h i n g the " o r i g i n a l m e a n i n g " o f w o r d s seeks to 

r e i n v i g o r a t e a n d a p p r o p r i a t e l a n g u a g e o n b o t h h e r o w n a n d 
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h i s t o r i c a l l y spec i f ic terms. " T o c l e a n u p o r d i n a r y w o r d s , " t h e n , 

n o t o n l y fo l lows the d e t o u r o f m e t a p h o r , 5 b u t also reart iculates 

the h i s t o r i c a l traces a n d v a r i o u s s e m a n t i c entrances w h i c h w o r d s 

a n d , m o r e speci f ica l ly , n o u n s a c q u i r e i n processes o f d e n o m 

i n a t i o n a n d d e s i g n a t i o n . 6 T h e n o t i o n o f a n o r i g i n a l m e a n i n g , 

t h e r e f o r e , s ignif ies a d i s s o l u t i o n o f d o m i n a n t o r p r e s u m e d l y 

" o r d i n a r y " i n s c r i p t i o n s o f m e t a p h o r a n d r e t u r n s the i m a g e to a 

f o r m e r l y m a r g i n a l i z e d c u l t u r a l a n d h i s t o r i c a l c o n t e x t by w h i c h it 

was i n i t i a l l y s h a p e d . 

B u t the f u n c t i o n o f m e t a p h o r goes b e y o n d the process o f 

re t r ieva l , f o r m e t a p h o r s also w o r k as strategical m a r k e r s o f a 

necessar i ly p o l i t i c a l c u l t u r a l b e l o n g i n g . M o r r i s o n p o i n t s o u t that 

"it is the way w o r d s are p u t together , the m e t a p h o r s , the r h y t h m , 

the m u s i c — that 's the p a r t o f the l a n g u a g e that is d i s t i n c t l y b l a c k 

to m e w h e n I h e a r i t " ( Conversations 9 6 ) . T h e sensual c h a r a c t e r o f 

those m a r k e r s — m e t a p h o r s , r h y t h m , m u s i c — s e e m to p a r t i c i 

pate i n what E d o u a r d G l i s s a n t descr ibes as a l i n g u i s t i c a n d histor

ica l " r e t u r n to the p o i n t o f e n t a n g l e m e n t " (26) w h e r e a c o l l e c t i v e 

m e m o r y was lost i n the r u p t u r e s a n d d i s p l a c e m e n t s o f the M i d d l e 

Passage a n d slavery. T o " ' d i g d e e p ' i n t o this m e m o r y " involves to 

f o l l o w " the signs . . . p i c k e d u p i n the everyday w o r l d . " I n a 

p o s t c o l o n i a l c o n t e x t , the use o f l a n g u a g e , a n d s p e c i f i c a l l y o f 

m e t a p h o r , G l i s s a n t argues, i n a g r e e m e n t w i t h M o r r i s o n , "traces 

the h i s t o r i c a l b r e a k a n d wreckages left b e h i n d a n d thrust for

w a r d " ( 6 4 ) . 

T o r e a r r a n g e l a n g u a g e , however, is n o t m e r e l y a l i n g u i s t i c act, 

b u t also a p o l i t i c a l m o v e , s i n c e i n c lassical r h e t o r i c m e t a p h o r also 

f u n c t i o n s as a t r o p e o f p e r s u a s i o n . " T h e r e l a t i o n s h i p b e t w e e n 

l o g i c a n d r h e t o r i c , b e t w e e n g r a m m a r a n d r h e t o r i c , " G a y a t r i 

S p i v a k observes, "is a lso a r e l a t i o n s h i p b e t w e e n s o c i a l l o g i c , s o c i a l 

reasonableness , a n d the d i s r u p t i v e n e s s o f figuration i n s o c i a l 

p r a c t i c e " ( 187) . W h a t S p i v a k i n d i c a t e s is that the usage o f figura

tive l a n g u a g e i n p o l i t i c a l a n d s o c i a l d iscourses shapes, i f n o t 

d e t e r m i n e s , the at t i tudes o f the p a r t i c i p a n t s i n those discourses . 

A s R a y m o n d W . G i b b s argues, m e t a p h o r is " a f o r m o f t h o u g h t 

w i t h its o w n e p i s t e m o l o g i c a l f u n c t i o n s " that p r o v i d e s " m u c h o f 

the f o u n d a t i o n f o r o u r u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f c u l t u r e " ( 1 2 2 ) . It " c a n 

i n d e e d s i g n i f i c a n t l y c h a n g e p e o p l e ' s a t t i t u d e t o w a r d v a r i o u s p o -
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l i t i c a i a n d s o c i a l t o p i c s " ( 1 4 5 ) . T h e A m e r i c a n p o l i t i c a l a n d m i l i 

tary r h e t o r i c to p r o m o t e the G u l f War , f o r i n s t a n c e , was d r e n c h e d 

i n m e t a p h o r s t a k e n f r o m n a t i o n a l A m e r i c a n sports, so that b o t h 

a p u b l i c d e b a t e c o u l d be a v o i d e d a n d p o p u l i s t n a t i o n a l e m o t i o n s 

o f u n i t y a n d s t r e n g t h c o u l d be m o b i l i z e d . I n this respect meta

p h o r constructs the c l a i m o f W e s t e r n h e g e m o n y to i m a g i n e a 

t o t a l i z i n g f o r m o f n a t i o n a l i t y t h r o u g h the p r o d u c t i o n or, as 

C h o m s k y puts it, the m a n u f a c t u r i n g o f n a t i o n a l c o n s e n t . 

T h u s M o r r i s o n ' s strategy to c l e a n the l a n g u a g e o f its h i s t o r i 

ca l l u g g a g e is by n o m e a n s a n aesthet ic e x p e r i m e n t o f f o r m , 

b u t d isrupts d o m i n a n t s o c i a l a n d p o l i t i c a l pract ices o f r e p r e 

s e n t a t i o n . B u t h o w p r e c i s e l y c a n l a n g u a g e be m a n i p u l a t e d i n 

o r d e r to c h a n g e s o c i a l a n d c u l t u r a l m e a n i n g ? In Playing in the 

Dark, M o r r i s o n specif ies that l a n g u a g e m u s t be " f r e e d u p . . . 

f r o m its s o m e t i m e s sinister, f r e q u e n t l y lazy, a l m o s t always p r e d i c t 

able e m p l o y m e n t o f r a c i a l l y i n f o r m e d a n d d e t e r m i n e d c h a i n s " 

( x i i i ) . I n Beloved, this is a c h i e v e d by " the c h o k e c h e r r y tree," a 

c o m p o u n d m e t a p h o r . T h a t is to say, it is n o t the " tree" w i t h a l l its 

p r e i n s c r i b e d r a c i a l c o n n o t a t i o n s that const i tutes the s e m a n t i c 

focus o f the m e t a p h o r ; ra ther , the " c h o k e c h e r r y tree," i n its 

speci f ic c u l t u r a l , h i s t o r i c a l , a n d g e o g r a p h i c a l l o c a t i o n , b e c o m e s 

the site f o r processes o f s e m a n t i c t r a n s c o d a g e . 

T h r o u g h s p e c i f y i n g a n d l i t e r a l i z i n g the s i g n i f i e r " tree," it be

c o m e s poss ib le to i n t e r r u p t the c i r c u l a t i o n o f the m e t a p h o r 

" tree" i n its var ious g e n e a l o g i c a l , b i o l o g i c a l , a n d o t h e r c o n c e p t s . 

D u r i n g this process , the s i g n i f i e r splits i n t o m o n a d s o f histor

i c a l l y a n d c u l t u r a l l y d e t e r m i n a b l e m e a n i n g s . S i m u l t a n e o u s l y , 

the s i g n i f i e d is d i v e s t e d o f its f o r m e r va lue i n s c r i p t i o n s w h i c h 

init iates the t r a n s c o d i n g o f b o t h m e t a p h o r a n d m e m o r y i n t o 

a p o s t c o l o n i a l n a r r a t i v e . T h e p r e v i o u s s i g n i f i e d , t h e n , is n o t 

o b l i t e r a t e d b u t p u t u n d e r erasure or, to use M o r r i s o n ' s w o r d , 

c l e a n s e d . 7 I suggest c a l l i n g the m o d i f i e d m e t a p h o r a d i v e s t e d 

m e t a p h o r . T o p u t it o therwise , a m e t a p h o r , c o n s i s t i n g o f a t e n o r 

(the s i g n i f i e d , o r subject to w h i c h a m e t a p h o r i c w o r d is a p p l i e d ) 

a n d a v e h i c l e (the s igni f ier , that is, the m e t a p h o r i c w o r d i tsel f) , 

u s u a l l y c h a n g e s its m e a n i n g by a l t e r i n g the tenor. B u t i n the case 

o f the " c h o k e c h e r r y tree," it is the c h a n g e o f the v e h i c l e that 

generates n e w m e a n i n g . T h i s is n o t to say that i n p o s t c o l o n i a l 
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d i s c o u r s e m e a n i n g is p r i m a r i l y g e n e r a t e d t h r o u g h the s igni f ier ; 

this r u n s the r isk o f p e r p e t u a t i n g m o d e s o f r e p r e s e n t a t i o n based 

o n p h y s i c a l p h e n o m e n a . R a t h e r , the v e h i c l e a n d s i g n i f i e r func

t i o n strategical ly as a t e x t u a l t r i g g e r to d e m a r c a t e the fissures o f 

h i s t o r i c a l " e n t a n g l e m e n t [ s ] . " T h i s u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f m e t a p h o r 

also c o r r e s p o n d s to M o r r i s o n ' s n o t i o n o f g a i n i n g access to the 

past by " r e m e m o r y " b e c a u s e it is p r e c i s e l y the v e h i c l e o f a meta

p h o r that, as G i b b s argues, " fac i l ia te[s] m e m o r y to the e x t e n t 

that [it] evokes v i v i d m e n t a l i m a g e s " ( 1 3 3 ) . S o r e c a l l i n g m e n t a l 

images by m e a n s o f m e t a p h o r involves two i m p o r t a n t o p e r a t i v e 

m o d e s o f m e t a p h o r . F i rs t , m e t a p h o r reactivates the s u b c o n 

sc ious l o n g - t e r m m e m o r y so that a c h o k e d u p h i s t o r y c a n e n t e r 

the c u l t u r a l text. S e c o n d , m e t a p h o r , as G l i s s a n t i n d i c a t e s , "strug

gles against t i m e i n o r d e r to r e c o n s t i t u t e the past" (145) a n d 

enables "a k i n d o f f u t u r e r e m e m b e r i n g " ( 1 4 4 ) , w h i c h is s i m i l a r 

to M o r r i s o n ' s n o t i o n o f " r e m e m o r y " 8 a n d a ims at a d i s s o l u t i o n o f 

what C h a n t a l Z a b u s cal ls the " i n f e r n a l b i n a r i t y " ( 174) that also 

i n h a b i t s m e t a p h o r . 

T h u s the p r e v i o u s l y i n s c r i b e d c o n n o t a t i o n s o f the v e h i c l e are 

n o t f u l l y e r a s e d b u t e c h o i n the r e a d e r ' s m i n d a n d s i m u l t a 

n e o u s l y v isua l ize the D e r r i d e a n trace o f m e t a p h o r i c a l efface

m e n t . A t this p a r t i c u l a r p o i n t , w h e r e o l d a n d n e w i n s c r i p t i o n s 

intersect , m e t a p h o r p r o d u c e s its p r o p e r t y o f creat ive d o u b l e -

ness: the e c h o e s o f the i m a g e " tree" a n d its s i m u l t a n e o u s distor

t i o n a n d m o d i f i c a t i o n by " c h o k e c h e r r y " cause a c u l t u r a l l y a n d 

l i terary d i s r u p t i v e effect. T h i s dissolves the c o n c e p t of m e t a p h o r 

as i d e n t i t y s i n c e " tree" is n o t s u b s t i t u t e d f o r b u t s u p p l e m e n t e d 

by " c h o k e c h e r r y tree." I n s t e a d o f a i m i n g at c o h e s i o n a n d total

i z a t i o n , M o r r i s o n ' s m e t a p h o r e m p h a s i z e s f r a g m e n t a t i o n a n d 

c u l t u r a l d i f f e r e n c e as a m a r k e r o f the text as w e l l as o f subjec

tivity. T h e process o f d i s s o l u t i o n also puts i n t o q u e s t i o n the 

r e c e i v e d s t r u c t u r a l d i v i s i o n o f m e t a p h o r i n t o v e h i c l e a n d t e n o r 

as the m e t a p h o r s i m u l t a n e o u s l y u n d e r g o e s a n act o f l i t e r a l i z a -

t i o n a n d p e r f o r m a t i v i t y t h r o u g h r e p e t i t i o n . T h i s does n o t neces

sari ly m e a n that m e t a p h o r i n the c o n t e x t o f p o s t c o l o n i a l w r i t i n g 

f u n c t i o n s as catachresis , as S p i v a k argues. O n the contrary , a 

m e t a p h o r s u c h as the " c h o k e c h e r r y tree" c a n a d v a n c e m u l t i p l e 

referents " f r o m [a] p o s t c o l o n i a l space" ( 6 0 ) , b u t those refer-
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ents are p l u r a l a n d are m a r k e r s o f d i f f e r e n c e . I n d e e d , the use 

o f m e t a p h o r i n M o r r i s o n ' s text e x t r a p o l a t e s v a r i o u s r e f e r e n t i a l 

m e a n i n g s f r o m a spec i f i c yet h e t e r o g e n o u s , c u l t u r a l , a n d h i s t o r i 

ca l text. 

T h e " c h o k e c h e r r y tree" does n o t o p e r a t e as a d i a l e c t i c a l p r o 

cess e i ther . Instead, because o f t h e i r c o n t i g u i t y a n d c o n c u r 

r e n t d i s t a n c e , the two c o m p o u n d n o u n s o f the m e t a p h o r , sep

arately o r together , r e t a i n t h e i r d i s r u p t i v e n o t i o n o f d o u b l e n e s s 

t h r o u g h o u t the text. T h i s space o f d o u b l e n e s s a n d a m b i v a l e n c e , 

w h i c h resides i n b e t w e e n the a l i e n a t i o n o f the t e n o r a n d the 

e m p t y i n g o f the v e h i c l e , generates c u l t u r a l d i f f e r e n c e . M o r e 

speci f ical ly , the c o n s t a n t r e p e t i t i o n o f the m e t a p h o r , i n c l u d i n g 

the v a r i o u s m e m o r i e s a n d f u n c t i o n s o f trees p e r t a i n i n g to e a c h 

c h a r a c t e r o f M o r r i s o n ' s n o v e l , s i m u l t a n e o u s l y reiterates the 

d o m i n a n t i n s c r i p t i o n s o f the m e t a p h o r . I n Beloved, this f o r m o f 

r e p e t i t i o n p r o d u c e s a transgressive space i n w h i c h the b i n a r y 

c o d e o f m e t a p h o r is p e r f o r m a t i v e l y d i s s o l v e d a n d r e a r t i c u l a t e d . 

H e r e , m e t a p h o r acts p e r f o r m a t i v e l y r a t h e r t h a n r h e t o r i c a l l y . T h e 

p e r f o m a t i v e c o n f i g u r a t i o n s o f m e t a p h o r i n Beloved, I suggest, 

o p e r a t e s i m i l a r to the c o n c e p t o f p e r f o r m a t i v i t y d e v e l o p e d by 

J u d i t h B u t l e r i n o r d e r to n e g o t i a t e the p r o d u c t i o n o f g e n d e r 

ident i t ies . S h e argues that " p e r f o r m a t i v i t y ap pears to p r o d u c e 

that w h i c h it n a m e s , to e n a c t its o w n referent . . . . [ T ] h i s p r o 

d u c t i v e capac i ty o f d i s c o u r s e is d e r i v a t i v e , a f o r m o f c u l t u r a l 

i t e r a b i l i t y o r r e a r t i c u l a t i o n , a p r a c t i c e o f r e s i g n i f i c a t i o n , n o t 

c r e a t i o n ex n i h i l o " ( 1 0 7 ) . T h u s the f u n c t i o n a n d p r o p e r t y 

o f m e t a p h o r i n M o r r i s o n ' s text is to e n a c t a n d " n a m e [one 's] 

o w n r e f e r e n t " b e y o n d any n o t i o n s o f o r g i n a l i t y . T h e " c h o k e 

c h e r r y tree" p r o m p t s the n a r r a t i v e o f Beloved i n a p e r f o r m a t i v e 

m o d e w h i c h e n a b l e s the c o n s t i t u t i o n o f b o t h g e n d e r a n d race 

i d e n t i f i c a t i o n s . 

B y p l a y i n g o u t d i f f e r e n t v a r i a t i o n s o f the m e t a p h o r i c a l t h e m e , 

the m e t a p h o r o f the " c h o k e c h e r r y tree" serves as a n i m p o r t a n t 

o r g a n i z i n g e l e m e n t o n the s t r u c t u r a l o r c o m p o s i t i o n a l leve l o f 

M o r r i s o n ' s n o v e l . O n the o n e h a n d , it creates w h a t H o m i B h a b h a 

calls a s o c i a l a n d " i n t e r p e r s o n a l r e a l i t y . . . that appears w i t h i n the 

p o e t i c i m a g e as i f it were i n parentheses . " T h a t i n t e r p e r s o n a l 

real i ty d e p i c t s a r e l a t i o n that is "aesthet ica l ly d i s t a n c e d , h e l d 
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back, a n d yet h i s t o r i c a l l y f r a m e d " ( 1 7 ) . I n this way, m e t a p h o r 

generates a n d f rames the r e l a t i o n s h i p s o f the n o v e l ' s characters . 

F u r t h e r m o r e , the r e p e t i t i o n o f the i m a g e f u n c t i o n s as a struc

t u r a l e l e m e n t i n the n o v e l that effects n a r r a t i v e obscuri ty , that is 

to say, sites o f n a r r a t i v e a m b i g u i t y , by m a r k i n g a t e x t u a l site o f 

i n t e r v e n t i o n that resists the r e a d e r ' s c o m p l e t e c o n q u e s t o f the 

text. A s s u c h , M o r r i s o n ' s text is s t r u c t u r a l l y a n d r h e t o r i c a l l y 

firmly l o c a t e d i n the e x p e r i e n c e o f slavery a n d resistance. T h e 

m e t a p h o r i c a l t e x t u r e o f M o r r i s o n ' s n o v e l d e p i c t s slavery as what 

G l i s s a n t calls " a s truggle w i t h n o witnesses f r o m w h i c h we p e r h a p s 

have a q u i r e d the taste f o r r e p e a t i n g w o r d s that r e c a l l those 

r a s p i n g w h i s p e r s d e e p i n o u r throats , i n the huts o f the i m p l a c a 

b l y s i lent w o r l d o f slavery" ( 1 6 1 ) . I n o p p o s i t i o n to the slave 

o w n e r w h o v i o l e n t l y c o n s t r u c t e d a v i s ib le a n d t r a n s p a r e n t w o r l d , 

Beloved i n g e n e r a l , a n d the m e t a p h o r o f the " c h o k e c h e r r y tree" 

i n p a r t i c u l a r , "seek o u t obscuri ty , that w h i c h is n o t o b v i o u s , " to 

c l a i m a c o m m u n a l r i g h t "to a s h a r e d o b s c u r i t y " ( 1 6 1 ) . 

T o b r e a k t h r o u g h the "s i lent w o r l d o f slavery" also entai ls a 

p r o j e c t M o r r i s o n p u r s u e s i n " T h e Site o f M e m o r y . " T h e c o m p o s i 

t i o n o f h e r fictional texts o f t e n d e p a r t s f r o m a n i m a g e o r a 

m e t a p h o r ' w h i c h e n a b l e s the a r t i c u l a t i o n o f a c o u n t e r - m e m o r y 

o r n a r r a t i v e . I n c o n t r a s t to wri ters s u c h as S i m o n e de B e a u v o i r 

a n d J a m e s B a l d w i n , M o r r i s o n e m p h a s i z e s that, i n h e r w r i t i n g , 

t h e i m a g e c o m e s first a n d tel ls m e w h a t the " m e m o r y " is a b o u t . . . . 

[ T ] h e i m a g e s — t h e r e m a i n s , so to s p e a k , at t h e a r c h e o l o g i c a l s i t e — 

s u r f a c e first, a n d t h e y s u r f a c e so v i v i d l y a n d so c o m p e l l i n g l y t h a t I 

a c k n o w l e d g e t h e m as m y r o u t e to a r e c o n s t m c t i o n o f a w o r l d , to a n 

e x p l o r a t i o n o f a n i n t e r i o r l i f e t h a t was n o t w r i t t e n a n d to t h e revela

t i o n o f a k i n d o f t r u t h . (114-15) 

If the i m a g e c o m e s first a n d d e v e l o p s the " m e m o r y , " t h e n the 

i m a g e p r o m p t s the text a n d m o v e s i n t o the text. T h i s reversed 

m o v e m e n t f r o m m e t a p h o r to m e m o r y a n d text d i s t i n g u i s h e s 

M o r r i s o n ' s use o f m e t a p h o r f r o m the d o m i n a n t s t ructura l i s t a n d 

posts tructura l i s t a p p r o a c h to m e t a p h o r . 

W e m a y r e c a l l that i n the c o n t e x t o f L a c a n i a n post-structural is t 

theory, a m e t a p h o r , by s u b s t i t u t i n g o n e s i g n i f i e r f o r a n o t h e r , 

strives to transgress the b o u n d a r i e s o f spec i f i c o r p r e i n s c r i b e d 

m e a n i n g s . T h e s i g n i f i e r m e r g e s i n t o the s i g n i f i e d a n d t h e r e b y 
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dissolves the h i e r a r c h i c a l r e l a t i o n b e t w e e n s i g n i f i e r a n d s i g n i f i e d 

i n o r d e r to d isc lose the s i g n i f i e d of the s ignif ier . T h u s , L a c a n 

c o n c l u d e s that " the s y m p t o m is a m e t a p h o r , w h e t h e r o n e l i k e s it 

o r n o t " ( 1 7 5 ) . " ' T h i s focus o f e p i s t e m o l o g i c a l interest o n the 

s i g n i f i e d , however, i m p l i e s the ex is tence o f a h i d d e n a n d o r i g i n a l 

t r u t h as m e t a p h o r stands i n f o r s o m e t h i n g that is to be r e t r i e v e d . 

T h i s t h e o r e t i c a l a p p r o a c h c a n n o t answer h o w a n d u n d e r w h i c h 

speci f ic c o n d i t i o n s the s i g n i f i e r has b e e n s h a p e d a n d c l a i m e d i n 

the first p lace . 

I n contrast , the c o n t i n u o u s r e p e t i t i o n s 1 1 o f " the c h o k e c h e r r y 

tree" trace h o w the m e t a p h o r has b e e n s h a p e d di f ferent ly . H e r e 

the m e t a p h o r d o e s n o t e x c l u s i v e l y o p e r a t e as a s y m p t o m f o r a 

regressed past o r a d i s i n t e g r a t e d identi ty . By m e d i a t i n g a n d 

m o d i f y i n g the s i g n i f i e r o f the m e t a p h o r so that the " c h o k e c h e r r y 

tree" c a n be s i m u l t a n e o u s l y r e a d as gal lows, i r o n - m a z e , B r o t h e r , 

a s p e n , roses o f b l o o d , the f u n c t i o n s o f m e t a p h o r eschew a n easy 

c lass i f icat ion i n t o cause a n d effect. M e t a p h o r i n s t e a d is s i m u l 

t a n e o u s l y i n s c r i b e d w i t h the loss o f subject ivity a n d the subse

q u e n t process o f r e a r t i c u l a t i n g a n d p e r f o r m i n g the d i f f e r e n t sites 

o f i d e n t i f i c a t i o n . F o r m e t a p h o r to o p e r a t e as a s y m p t o m w o u l d 

f u r t h e r m o r e p r e s u p p o s e that the b o d y c a n st i l l f u n c t i o n as the 

p r i m a r y m a t r i x for the c o n f i g u r a t i o n o f the u n c o n s c i o u s . 

I n the c o n t e x t o f p o s t c o l o n i a l t h e o r y a n d w r i t i n g , however , the 

p h y s i c a l a n d p s y c h o l o g i c a l d ispossess ion o f the b l a c k b o d y n o t 

o n l y designates the m o s t v i o l e n t c o n s e q u e n c e o f slavery b u t also 

d e n o t e s the a m b i v a l e n t l o c u s f o r the p r o d u c t i o n a n d r e p r o d u c 

t i o n o f c o l o n i a l d e s i r e , fantasy, a n d f e t i s h i s m . M e t a p h o r s that are 

e n g e n d e r e d at those cross-sections o f c o l o n i a l p s y c h o l o g y m u s t 

be p s y c h o l o g i c a l l y a n d c u l t u r a l l y h y b r i d f o r m a t i o n s r a t h e r t h a n 

s y m p t o m s w h i c h m e r e l y des ignate the poss ib i l i ty to retr ieve what 

has b e e n s u b s t i t u t e d o r m i s p l a c e d . A s a c o r o l l a r y , the b o d y a l o n e 

c a n n o l o n g e r c o u n t as the u n e q u i v o c a l agent o f processes o f 

i d e n t i t y f o r m a t i o n b u t as a c o n t e s t e d a r c h i v e o f m e m o r i e s a n d 

desires. It does n o t s e e m s u r p r i s i n g , t h e r e f o r e , that M o r r i s o n ' s 

text posits var ious f o r m s o f i d e n t i f i c a t i o n s that are n a r r a t e d 

t h r o u g h the m u l t i p l e c o n f i g u r a t i o n s o f a m e t a p h o r o r a n inter

l i n k e d field o f m e t a p h o r s . M e t a p h o r , seen f r o m this p e r s p e c t i v e , 

designates a n u n f i n i s h e d process o f c o l l e c t i v e b e c o m i n g . 
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B o t l i aspects, the c o n s e q u e n c e s of a h i s t o r i c a l l y dispossessed 

b o d y a n d the n o t i o n o f a c o l l e c t i v e b e c o m i n g , c o n v e r g e i n the 

" c h o k e c h e r r y tree" as the phys ica l i n s c r i p t i o n o f slavery o n 

Sethe's b a c k a n d its v a r i o u s r e a d i n g s by the m e m b e r s o f the 

c o m m u n i t y Sethe lives i n . It is a n i n s c r i p t i o n , f e a t u r e d as a n 

u n c a n n y phys ica l o m n i p r e s e n c e e x p e r i e n c e d by i n d i v i d u a l char

acters o f the n o v e l . By b e i n g i n v i s i b l e — thus o b s c u r e — to S e t h e , 

the " c h o k e c h e r r y t ree" is n o t o n l y w r i t t e n o n h e r back , but also 

i n s c r i b e d o n those w h o e x p e r i e n c e d the d ispossess ion a n d m a r k 

i n g o f t h e i r b o d i e s d u r i n g slavery. In the c o u r s e o f b o t h b l a c k a n d 

white history, the m u t i l a t i o n a n d dispossess ion o f the b l a c k b o d y 

have b e c o m e what M o r r i s o n calls " the u n s p e a k a b l e . " In the 

n o v e l , Sethe 's o w n m u t i l a t i o n repeats h e r m o t h e r ' s d i s f i g u r a t i o n 

t h r o u g h slaverv. T h u s , the " c h o k e c h e r r y tree" ( u n c t i o n s as a 

f o r m o f m e m o r y , w h i c h , i n the w o r d s o f B h a b h a , const i tutes a n 

" a n t e r i o r i t y — a b e f o r e that has n o a p r i o r i ( t y ) — w h o s e causal i ty 

is effective because it r e t u r n s to d i s p l a c e the present , to m a k e it 

d i s j u n c t i v e " ( 1 7 7 ) . In o t h e r w o r d s , the o x y m o r o n is o f a l i t e r a l 

m e t a p h o r : the p h y s i c a l l y i n s c r i b e d "c h o k e c h e r r y tree" c o n n e c t s 

Sethe to h e r m o t h e r w h o m she h a d t l i s r e m e m b e r e d i n the pres

ent because the m e m o r y was u n b e a r a b l e . 1 ' 2 T e x t u a l l y the loss o f 

the b o d y figures as the loss o f the s i g n i f i e r so that the " c h o k e 

c h e r r y tree" c o n n o t e s b o t h the absence o f m e t a p h o r as identity, 

that is, the body, a n d the n e e d f o r a p e r f o r m a t i v e a n d " c l e a n s i n g " 

act o f m e t a p h o r i z a t i o n that m a r k s this absence as d i f f e r e n c e . 

B a s e d o n a n a r r a t i v e p o l y l o g u e a m o n g a spec i f i c soc ia l a n d 

c u l t u r a l c o m m u n i t y , the m e t a p h o r o f the " c h o k e c h e r r y tree" c a n 

s i m u l t a n e o u s l y o p e r a t e as a d i v e s t e d a n d p e r f o r m a t i v e meta

p h o r . T h e v a r i o u s n a r r a t i v e perspect ives o n the " c h o k e c h e r r y 

tree" h e l p to dissolve the binary d i v i s i o n o f m e t a p h o r by m u l t i 

p l y i n g p r e i n s c r i b e d s igni f iers , s u c h as tree o r body, a n d t h e r e b y 

m a k i n g space f o r a l ternat ive d iscourses of those s igni f iers . In that 

respect , M o r r i s o n ' s m e t a p h o r f u n c t i o n s as a c o n f i g u r a t i o n o f a 

p o s t c o l o n i a l r h e t o r i c o f i n t e r v e n t i o n because the d i v e s t e d meta

p h o r p a r t i c i p a t e s i n the process o f r e i n s c r i b i n g d i f f e r e n t s o c i a l 

a n d c u l t u r a l values a n d is g r o u n d e d i n a spec i f ic history. 

T h e p e r f o r m a t i v e aspects o f m e t a p h o r i z a t i o n i n M o r r i s o n ' s 

texts are f u r t h e r e m p h a s i z e d t h r o u g h the p r o d u c t i o n o f s o u n d 
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o r v e r b a l images so that the r e a d e r interacts w i t h the text, s i m i l a r 

to the o r a l t r a d i t i o n o f c o m m u n a l s t o r y t e l l i n g . I n a n i n t e r v i e w 

w i t h C h a r l e s R u a s , M o r r i s o n e x p l a i n s the p e r f o r m a t i v e aspects o f 

h e r w r i t i n g : 

I w a n t to b r e a k away f r o m c e r t a i n a s s u m p t i o n s t h a t a r e i n h e r e n t i n 
the c o n c e p t i o n o f t h e n o v e l f o r m t o m a k e a t r u l y a u r a l n o v e l , i n w h i c h 
t h e r e are so m a n y p l a c e s a n d spaces f o r t h e r e a d e r t o w o r k a n d 
p a r t i c i p a t e . . . . I d o n ' t w a n t t o c l o s e it [ t h e n o v e l ] , to s t o p t h e 
i m a g i n a t i o n o f the r e a d e r , b u t to e n g a g e it i n s u c h a way t h a t h e f u l f i l s 
the b o o k i n a way t h a t I d o n ' t . I try to p r o v i d e every o p p o r t u n i t y f o r 
t h a t k i n d o f s t i m u l a t i o n , so t h a t t h e n a r r a t i v e is o n l y p a r t o f w h a t 
h a p p e n s . . . . I w o u l d l i k e to . . . try to p u t t h e r e a d e r i n t o t h e p o s i t i o n 
o f b e i n g n a k e d a n d q u i t e v u l n e r a b l e . . . i n o r d e r to e n g a g e h i m i n t h e 
n o v e l . ( 1 0 8 - 0 9 ) 

T o wri te a n o v e l i n this p e r f o r m a t i v e m o d e also m e a n s to create a 

v i s u a l a r c h i v e o f m e n t a l images . M e t a p h o r s are n o t o n l y c o g n i 

tive p r i n c i p l e s o f o r g a n i z i n g t h o u g h t , b u t also g e n e r a t e a n d 

r e p r o d u c e i n t e r n a l i z e d stereotypes a n d c o m m o n - s e n s e images . 

I n reverse, m e t a p h o r s c a n t h e n be u s e d to f o r m u l a t e a c o u n t e r -

d i s c o u r s e . A s s u c h , the m e t a p h o r o f the " c h o k e c h e r r y t ree" 

p r o d u c e s c u l t u r a l d i f f e r e n c e a n d intervenes i n the c h a i n o f 

s t e r e o t y p i c a l r e p r e s e n t a t i o n . I n p o s t c o l o n i a l theory, however, 

the p r o d u c t i v e use o f m e t a p h o r has b e e n w i d e l y i g n o r e d o r 

o v e r l o o k e d f o r o b v i o u s reasons. B h a b h a , f o r i n s t a n c e , avoids the 

p r e c a r i o u s subject o f m e t a p h o r by m e a n s o f a d i a l e c t i c a l m o v e 

s u b l i m a t i n g m e t a p h o r a n d m e t o n y m y i n t o the m o r e g e n e r a l 

" i m a g e . " W h i l e s i m u l t a n e o u s l y c o n c e i v i n g the p r o p e r t i e s o f met

a p h o r i n s t ructura l i s t terms (that is, as t r a n s f e r r i n g a n d d i s p l a c 

i n g i d e n t i t y ) , B h a b h a does n o t q u e s t i o n the d e f i n i n g categor ies 

o f m e t a p h o r themselves. R e f e r r i n g to the i m a g e o f ident i ty , h e 

r e m a r k s that 

t h e i m a g e . . . m a r k s t h e site o f a n a m b i v a l e n c e . Its r e p r e s e n t a t i o n 

is always s p a t i a l l y s p l i t — i t m a k e s present s o m e t h i n g t h a t is absent— 

a n d t e m p o r a l l y d e f e r r e d : it is t h e r e p r e s e n t a t i o n o f a t i m e t h a t is 

always e l s e w h e r e , a r e p e t i t i o n . . . . T h e i m a g e is at o n c e a m e t a 

p h o r i c s u b s t i t u t i o n , a n i l l u s i o n of p r e s e n c e , a n d by t h a t s a m e t o k e n a 

m e t o n y m , a s i g n o f its a b s e n c e a n d loss. (51 ) 

A l t h o u g h B h a b h a , g i v e n his posts t ructura l i s t s i g n a t u r e , c o n 

ceives o f the i m a g e as a s i g n that is always a l r e a d y i n s c r i b e d by 
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d o u b l e n e s s o r a m b i v a l e n c e , his n o t i o n o f the i m a g e u l t i m a t e l y 

p e r p e t u a t e s the J a k o b s o n i a n b i n a r y o f m e t o n y m y a n d m e t a p h o r 

w i t h t h e i r respect ive p r o p e r t i e s o f d i s p l a c e m e n t a n d subst i tu

t i o n . It is poss ib le to a r g u e , however, that the r e p r e s e n t a t i o n o f 

the i m a g e is n o t o n l y set i n d i s p l a c e d t i m e b u t that r e p e t i t i o n , as a 

p e r f o r m a t i v e act, is i tsel f a f u n c t i o n a l c o n s t i t u e n t o f m e t a p h o r . 

T o a r g u e that m e t a p h o r generates a n d d e m a r c a t e s c u l t u r a l dif

f e r e n c e d e p e n d s o n w h a t t h e o r e t i c a l p r o p e r t i e s o f m e t a p h o r are 

e m p h a s i z e d . I f n a m i n g by m e a n s o f r e p e t i t i o n a n d d i f f e r e n c e as 

a p r e r e q u i s t i o n o f r e s e m b l a n c e d e l i n e a t e s the focus o n a t h e o r y 

o f m e t a p h o r w i t h i n p o s t c o l o n i a l d i s c o u r s e , m e t a p h o r b e g i n s to 

f u n c t i o n as a site o f p o s t c o l o n i a l i n t e r v e n t i o n . 

T o c o n s i d e r r e p e t i t i o n as a c o m m u n a l p o l y l o g u e that is 

p r o m p t e d by a s h a r e d b u t d i f f e r e n t e x p e r i e n c e o f var ious charac

ters, as the n a r r a t i v e o p e r a t i n g m o d e s o f the " c h o k e c h e r r y tree" 

suggest, makes r e p e t i t i o n c o m p r e h e n s i b l e as b o t h the p e r f o r m 

ance o f what the m e t a p h o r n a m e s a n d o f p r o d u c t i v e c o n f l i c t . 

M a i n t a i n i n g a ( p o s t ) s t r u c t u r a l i s t n o t i o n o f the i m a g e as "meta

p h o r i c s u b s t i t u t i o n " also i m p l i e s that a n i m a g e is m e r e l y the 

s y m p t o m o f a d i s p l a c e d cause. B u t as I have a r g u e d , M o r r i s o n ' s 

m e t a p h o r c a n be r e a d as the cause o r the n a m i n g o f w h a t it refers 

to. S trateg ica l ly c o n s i d e r i n g m e t a p h o r as cause, i n s t e a d o f a 

s y m p t o m , also c o r r e s p o n d s to the severe c r i t i c i s m B e n i t a Parry 

expresses i n respect to B h a b h a ' s theory. I n his t h e o r e t i c a l ap

p r o a c h , she argues, " n o i n p u t o f s o c i a l t e n s i o n a n d c o n t r a d i c t i o n 

[is] r e q u i r e d to r e n d e r e n u n c i a t i o n i n d e t e r m i n a t e " (11) . T o 

suggest a c o n c e p t o f m e t a p h o r i n the c o n t e x t o f p o s t c o l o n i a l 

t h e o r y t h e n s h o u l d n o t o n l y re ly o n i n t e r a c t i o n a n d a l l o w for 

c o n f l i c t a n d t e n s i o n to be g e n e r a t e d b u t m u s t also c o n s i d e r 

the c u l t u r a l a n d h i s t o r i c a l p a r t i c u l a r i t i e s i n w h i c h a m e t a p h o r 

o c c u r s . 

D e s p i t e B h a b h a ' s a m b i g u o u s stance towards the n a r r a t i v e a n d 

p o l i t i c a l m e r i t s o f m e t a p h o r , his n o t i o n o f a n a r r a t i v e a n d 

n a t i o n a l d o u b l e - s p a c e a n d t i m e p r o v i d e s a f u r t h e r t h e o r e t i c a l 

dev ice f o r a r e t h i n k i n g o f m e t a p h o r . I n " D i s s e m i N a t i o n : T i m e , 

N a r r a t i v e , a n d the M a r g i n s o f the M o d e r n N a t i o n , " h e argues 

that i n contras t to the p e d a g o g i c a l d i s c o u r s e o f the state, w h i c h 

perceives p e o p l e as objects, " the p e r f o r m a t i v e i n t e r v e n e s i n the 
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sovereignty o f the n a t i o n ' s self-generation . . . the p e r f o r m a t i v e 

i n t r o d u c e s a t e m p o r a l i t y o f the ' i n - b e t w e e n ' t h r o u g h the ' g a p ' o r 

' e m p t i n e s s ' o f the s i g n i f i e r that p u n c t u a t e s l i n g u i s t i c d i f f e r e n c e " 

( 2 9 9 ) . B y s i m u l t a n e o u s l y m o v i n g i n d i s l o c a t e d t i m e a n d pre

c ise ly by p e r f o r m i n g the " e m p t i n e s s o f the s igni f ier , " m e t a p h o r 

f u n c t i o n s as a " r e s i d u a l a n d e m e r g i n g p r a c t i c e " ( 2 9 9 ) o f c u l t u r a l 

pressure a n d d i f f e r e n c e . A s a p a l i m p s e s t o f m e m o r y , m e t a p h o r 

u n f o l d s its transgressive p r o p e r t i e s i n the d o u b l e - s p a c e o f the 

p e d a g o g i c a l (that is, the i m p o s e d c u l t u r a l i n s c r i p t i o n o f the 

s igni f ier ) a n d the p e r f o r m a t i v e . I n the c o n t e x t o f M o r r i s o n ' s 

n o v e l , however , the p e d a g o g i c a l — the d i v e s t i n g aspects o f m e t a 

p h o r — a n d the p e r f o r m a t i v e acts o f r e p e t i t i o n a n d n a m i n g c a n 

n o t be as easily d i v i d e d s i n c e b o t h f u n c t i o n s i m u l t a n e o u s l y . T h e 

r e m a i n d e r o f this essay a t tempts a r e a d i n g o f the " c h o k e c h e r r y 

tree" w h i c h o u t l i n e s the m e t a p h o r ' s o p e r a t i o n s o f i n s c r i b i n g , 

d i v e s t i n g , a n d p e r f o r m i n g its o w n v a r i o u s r e f e r e n t i a l fields. 

T h e i m a g e o f the " tree" i n t r o d u c e s a p o w e r d i s c o u r s e that 

constructs b l a c k n e s s as r a c i a l a n d c u l t u r a l essence a n d i n f e r i o r i t y 

(as I have n o t e d e a r l i e r ) . O n the o n e h a n d , the " tree" i n d i c a t e s 

the b u r d e n a n d p h y s i c a l m a r k S e t h e has to bear. A l t h o u g h the 

r e a d e r does n o t yet k n o w that the " tree" is a scar o f slavery, as a 

s ign o f p h y s i c a l m u t i l a t i o n the tree recal ls the l y n c h i n g o f b l a c k 

p e o p l e , p a r t i c u l a r l y the l y n c h i n g o f Sethe 's m o t h e r . O n the 

o t h e r h a n d , the i m a g e o f the " tree" d e n o t e s a g e n e a l o g i c a l 

m e t a p h o r that has b e e n h i s t o r i c a l l y i n s c r i b e d by W e s t e r n l i t e r a 

ture , sc ience , a n d p h i l o s o p h y . I n this respect , the i m a g e o f the 

" tree" reflects a n i d e o l o g i c a l p a t t e r n o f exc lus ive a n d p a t r i a r c h a l 

values, w h i c h are c o n s t i t u t e d a n d s a f e g u a r d e d i n the i m a g e o f 

the family-tree . B a s e d o n the n o t i o n o f o r i g i n a l i t y , pur i ty , a n d 

b l o o d , f a m i l y g e n e a l o g i e s have b e e n t r a d i t i o n a l l y c o n s t r u c t e d as 

a cohes ive a n d l i n e a r u n i t y o f w h i t e a n d m a l e descent . A p a r t 

f r o m its c o n n o t a t i o n o f f a m i l y l i n e a g e , the tree d e p i c t s the 

C h r i s t i a n genesis m e t a p h o r w h i c h C h a r l e s D a r w i n u s e d a n d 

t r a n s f o r m e d i n t o the " T r e e o f L i f e " i n o r d e r to f o r m u l a t e his 

t h e o r y o f n a t u r a l s e l e c t i o n . T h e p a r a d i g m o f D a r w i n ' s theory, 

however, gave rise to the e m p i r i c a l sc iences a n d i n p a r t i c u l a r to 

pseudo-sc ient i f i c race i d e o l o g i e s . 

I n the c o n t e x t o f the n o v e l , those i d e o l o g i e s g a i n speci f ic 

s i g n i f i c a n c e i n the c h a r a c t e r o f " S c h o o l t e a c h e r , " the n e w p l a n t a -
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t i o n overseer. A f t e r the d e a t h o f the " l i b e r a l " s lave-owner G a m e r , 

S c h o o l t e a c h e r n o t o n l y r u n s the p l a n t a t i o n "Sweet H o m e " w i t h 

b r u t a l v i o l e n c e b u t also d e h u m a n i z e s the slaves by a b u s i n g t h e m 

as a l i v i n g p r o o f f o r his p s e u d o - a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l r e s e a r c h . T h e 

slaves o f "Sweet H o m e " are s u b d u e d to c o m p l e t e v i s ib i l i ty a n d 

t h e r e f o r e c o n t r o l . T h e i r b o d i e s , a n d m o s t s p e c i f i c a l l y Sethe's 

p r e g n a n t body, b e c o m e the site o f d ispossess ion. T h e s y m b o l i c a l 

loss o f Sethe 's b o d y t h r o u g h t o r t u r e a n d the theft o f h e r " m o t h e r -

m i l k " d e n o t e s the loss o f subject ivity a n d , t h e r e f o r e i n narrat ive 

terms, the absence of m e t a p h o r as identi ty . I n fact, the e x p e r i 

e n c e o f slavery is l i t e r a l l y i n s c r i b e d o n h e r b o d y t h r o u g h the scars 

she reta ins f r o m S c h o o l t e a c h e r ' s t o r t u r e . B y m e a n s o f a p s e u d o -

e m p i r i c a l objectivity, S c h o o l t e a c h e r leg i t imates his racist i d e o l 

ogy o f w h i t e s u p r e m a c y , so that f o r h i m the d e b a s e m e n t o f the 

b l a c k slaves to a n a n i m a l - l i k e state b e c o m e s a necessary p r e c o n d i 

t i o n f o r the c o n s t r u c t i o n o f his o w n h u m a n i t y a n d self-image. 

T h u s , the d o m i n a n t i n s c r i p t i o n o f the m e t a p h o r " tree" c o m e s to 

convey p u r e f a m i l y l i n e a g e a n d p s e u d o - r a c e sc iences . T h e "tree" 

i m p l i e s the two basic c o n c e p t s by w h i c h b l a c k w o m e n were 

i d e o l o g i c a l l y c o n s t r u c t e d by m e a n s o f a b i n a r y c o d i f i c a t i o n o f 

"true w h i t e w o m a n h o o d " 1 3 a n d the " b l a c k f e m a l e b r e e d e r . " T o 

m a i n t a i n power , the p l a n t o c r a c y d e p e n d e d o n the g l o r i f i c a t i o n 

o f w h i t e m o t h e r h o o d , w h i c h i n t u r n d e p e n d e d o n the v i o l a t i o n 

o f b l a c k m o t h e r h o o d . 

A s a m y t h o l o g i c a l m e t a p h o r , the " t r e e " also c o n n e c t s the u n 

d e r w o r l d a n d h e a v e n . It d e p i c t s the p a t h a l o n g w h i c h the spirits 

o f the i n v i s i b l e w o r l d r e t u r n to a n d take leave f r o m the w o r l d . 

T h i s c o n n e c t s Sethe to h e r d e a d d a u g h t e r B e l o v e d a n d h ints at 

the possessive a n d d e s p e r a t e r e l a t i o n s h i p b e t w e e n the two. T h u s , 

the " tree" a n d the " h a i n t " are t h e m a t i c a l l y l i n k e d . T h e " h a i n t " 

refers b o t h to the h a u n t i n g s p i r i t i n the h o u s e a n d to the cause o f 

the ghost 's p r e s e n c e . T h e lat ter c a n be e x p l a i n e d e t y m o l o g i c a l l y 

s i n c e " h a i n t " designates , first, h a t r e d , a m e a n w r e t c h ; s e c o n d , a 

f e n c e d , e n c l o s e d a r e a that is saved f r o m c o n s u m p t i o n ; a n d , 

t h i r d , a c o n t r a c t i o n o f have no t . T h e "baby's v e n o m " ( 3 ) , w h i c h 

h a u n t s Sethe 's h o u s e , t h e r e f o r e e m b o d i e s a site o f d i s r e m e m b e r -

i n g because it is f e n c e d o f f f r o m Sethe 's m e m o r y . I n o t h e r w o r d s , 

the g a p b e t w e e n the " tree" a n d the " h a i n t " s ignif ies that S e t h e is 
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c a u g h t i n the d i l e m m a o f n e e d i n g to forget a n d to r e m e m b e r . 

S h e seems p s y c h o l o g i c a l l y p a r a l y s e d , a n d s u b s e q u e n t l y h a u n t e d 

by the p a i n a n d the g u i l t o f the past w h i c h m a k e s it necessary f o r 

h e r "to k e e p the past at bay" ( 4 2 ) . T o d i s r e m e m b e r const i tutes 

the "have n o t , " that is to say, a m i n u s i n h e r m e m o r y , w h i c h a g a i n 

has s h a p e d h e r p s y c h o l o g i c a l m a k e - u p a n d is c o m p e n s a t e d for 

by the i n t e n s e r e l a t i o n s h i p to h e r shy a n d o v e r p r o t e c t e d d a u g h 

ter D e n v e r . P l a c e d i n a s p i r i t u a l c o n t e x t , the a m b i v a l e n t s igni f ica

t ions o f " t ree" are i n c r e a s e d as they p a r t i c i p a t e i n b o t h the 

r e p r e s s i o n o f the u n c o n s c i o u s a n d the o v e r s p i l l o f a past that 

c a n n o t be c o n t a i n e d . In this respect the m e t a p h o r o f the " tree" 

e l u c i d a t e s a p o i n t o f e n t a n g l e m e n t i n Sethe 's s p e c i f i c h i s t o r y to 

w h i c h she n e e d s to r e t u r n . 

D u e to his d i f f e r e n t r e l a t i o n s h i p to trees, P a u l D , l i k e S e t h e , a 

fugit ive slave f r o m "Sweet H o m e , " takes Sethe 's r i d d l e — the 

" h a i n t " a n d " the c h o k e c h e r r y t r e e " — i n a r a t h e r l i t e r a l sense. B y 

a s k i n g her , " W h a t tree o n y o u r back? Is s o m e t h i n g g r o w i n g o n 

y o u r back? I d o n ' t see n o t h i n g g r o w i n g o n y o u r b a c k " ( 1 5 ) , he 

creates a n i r o n i c a l d i s t a n c e b e t w e e n the m e t a p h o r i c a l l y l a d e n 

i m a g e of the tree a n d its l i t e r a l m e a n i n g . A t this p o i n t the 

m e t a p h o r of the " tree" i n a u g u r a t e s B h a b h a ' s " i n t e r p e r s o n a l real

ity" as a f o r m o f " h e l d b a c k " yet " h i s t o r i c a l l y f r a m e d " i n t e r p r e t a 

t i o n o f the i m a g e . W h e n S e t h e answers, " [i] t's t h e r e a l l the s a m e " 

( 1 5 ) , she c lar i f ies that i n v i s i b i l i t y o r absence d e t e r m i n e s the 

p r e s e n t state o f ex is tence to a large extent . B u t m o r e t h a n that, 

h e r answer s ignif ies the " s o c i a l rea l i ty" o f g e n d e r d i f f e r e n c e i n 

slavery. T h e h i s t o r y o f b l a c k w o m e n a n d t h e i r s e x u a l disposses

s i o n by w h i t e m e n d u r i n g slavery c o n t i n u e d to b e t h e " u n s p e a k 

able u n s p o k e n " ( M o r r i s o n ) s h a m e that r e m a i n e d h i s t o r i c a l l y 

s i l e n c e d even after the a b o l i t i o n o f slavery. T h e a t r o c i t i e s o f 

slavery, however, n e e d to be a r t i c u l a t e d i n a f o r m o f obscuri ty . 

M o r r i s o n ' s n o v e l conveys this o b s c u r i t y i n the f o r m of a m e t a p h o r 

o r p a l i m p s e s t o f m e m o r y that is i n s c r i b e d o n Sethe 's b a c k yet n o t 

d i r e c t l y accessible to her. 

T h e o p p o s i t i o n o f the " tree" a n d the " h a i n t " m e t a p h o r as w e l l 

as P a u l D 's q u e s t i o n a l ienates the s i g n i f i e r f r o m t h e i m p e r i a l l y 

i n s c r i b e d s i g n i f i e d o f the "tree." T h i s d isrupts t h e i n t e r a c t i o n 

b e t w e e n the v e h i c l e a n d the t e n o r o f the m e t a p h o r . A s I have 
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e x p l a i n e d ear l ier , by m o d i f y i n g the r e l a t i o n b e t w e e n these two 

const i tuit ive e l e m e n t s o f m e t a p h o r , d i f f e r e n t sets o f m e a n i n g c a n 

be p r o d u c e d . W h e n S e t h e speci f ies that the tree o n h e r b a c k is a 

c h o k e c h e r r y tree, she also ar t icu lates the a l i e n a t i o n b e t w e e n the 

s igni f ier a n d the s i g n i f i e d as w e l l as the r e l a t i o n s h i p b e t w e e n 

l i t e r a l i z i n g a n d m e t a p h o r i z i n g . T h e " c h o k e c h e r r y tree" is d i 

vested o f its f o r m e r c o l o n i a l a n d h e g e m o n i c i n s c r i p t i o n s w h i l e 

s i m u l t a n e o u s l y those i n s c r i p t i o n s have b e e n l i t e r a l l y t u r n e d i n t o 

the p h y s i c a l m a r k o f slavery o n Sethe 's body. B u t , as a l i t e r a l 

m a t e r i a l i z a t i o n o f slavery, " the c h o k e c h e r r y tree" m u s t u n d e r g o a 

f u r t h e r m e t a p h o r i z a t i o n t h r o u g h the m u l t i p l e r e a d i n g s o f the 

novel ' s characters . I n this way, M o r r i s o n ' s text uses m e t a p h o r 

as a n e n a b l i n g n a r r a t i v e strategy f o r p o s t c o l o n i a l i n t e r v e n t i o n . 

N o w , m e t a p h o r n o l o n g e r i n s c r i b e s the past as a n u n c h a n g e a b l e 

t r u t h b u t rewrites it as a p o l y v o c a l a n d p e r f o m a t i v e n a r r a t i v e . 

M e t a p h o r , the body, the process o f w r i t i n g a n d r e a d i n g b e c o m e 

a n i n s t a n c e o f s i m u l t a n e i t y e m p h a s i z e d by the i m p e n d i n g n a r r a 

tive r e p e t i t i o n o f the " c h o k e c h e r r y tree." M o r r i s o n ' s m e t a p h o r , 

t h e r e f o r e , f o r m s w h a t R e y C h o w calls " a c o e v a l , c o - t e m p o r a l 

s t ructure o f r e p r e s e n t a t i o n at m o m e n t s o f c u l t u r a l cr is is" ( 4 3 ) . 

P a r a d o x i c a l l y e n o u g h , the m e t a p h o r i c a l d e s c r i p t i o n o f h e r 

l a s h e d a n d b l e e d i n g b a c k was g i v e n to S e t h e by the w h i t e g i r l 

A m y . R u n n i n g f r o m slavery a n d b o r d e r i n g o n d e a t h w h i l e b e i n g 

i n a n a d v a n c e d p r e g n a n c y , Sethe h a d r e a c h e d a p o i n t o f u t t e r 

e x i s t e n t i a l crisis w h i c h she s u r v i v e d o n l y t h r o u g h A m y w h o also 

h e l p e d h e r to give b i r t h to D e n v e r . Sethe recal ls A m y ' s inter

p r e t a t i o n o f h e r r i p p e d - o p e n body, w h e n she tells P a u l D : 

W h i t e g i r l . T h a t ' s w h a t s h e c a l l e d it . I 've n e v e r s e e n it a n d n e v e r w i l l . 
B u t that ' s w h a t s h e s a i d it l o o k e d l i k e . A c h o k e c h e r r y t ree . T r u n k , 
b r a n c h e s , a n d e v e n leaves. T i n y l i t t l e c h o k e c h e r r y leaves. B u t t h a t was 
e i g h t e e n years a g o . C o u l d h a v e c h e r r i e s t o o n o w f o r a l l I k n o w . ( 16) 

A t first, this d e s c r i p t i o n strikes the r e a d e r as a e u p h e m i s m a n d a 

d i s t o r t e d r e p r e s e n t a t i o n g e n e r a t e d t h r o u g h the eyes o f a w h i t e 

w o m a n . I n fact, the i m a g e engages i n the d i s c o u r s e o f r e p r e s e n 

t a t i o n , b u t it does so i n a h i g h l y a m b i v a l e n t w a y T h r o u g h the 

v i o l e n t s i g n a t u r e o f slavery, S e t h e is d e p r i v e d o f s e l f - d e f i n i t i o n 

a n d se l f - representat ion . H e r b o d y c o n s e q u e n t l y p r o v i d e s the 

m a t r i x o f r e p r e s e n t a t i o n a l p r o j e c t i o n . B u t i f Sethe 's struggle f o r 
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m o t h e r h o o d is c o n s i d e r e d as a n act o f resistance, c o u r a g e , a n d 

d e t e r m i n a t i o n , t h e n she st i l l m a i n t a i n s subject ive a g e n c y . ' 4 T h e 

i m a g e o f the " c h o k e c h e r r y tree" translates this a m b i g u i t y i n t o the 

text. 

In Beloved, subject ivity turns o u t to be a f ragmentary , t h o u g h 

s h a r e d , r e a d i n g p e r f o r m a n c e . T h e n o v e l i n a u g u r a t e s a s i m u l 

taneous process o f d i v e s t i n g a n d p e r f o r m i n g the p h y s i c a l i n s c r i p 

t i o n o n Sethe 's b a c k t h r o u g h the r e p e a t e d b u t d i f f e r e n t r e a d i n g s 

o f the " c h o k e c h e r r y tree" by S e t h e , A m y , B a b y Suggs, a n d P a u l D 

b u t n o t by D e n v e r a n d B e l o v e d . B e i n g t r a p p e d i n g u i l t a n d 

l o n g i n g for a forgiveness w h i c h she is n o t ab le to accept , Sethe 's 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f the " c h o k e c h e r r y tree," set i n the n a r r a t i v e 

present tense, i m p l i e s a d e t a c h m e n t f r o m h e r b o d v a n d to a 

c e r t a i n e x t e n t a fatal ist ic s u r r e n d e r to this phys ica l i n s c r i p t i o n 

o f a c o l l e c t i v e a n d yet i n d i v i d u a l h i s t o r y o n h e r back . A c c o r d i n g 

to her , the " tree" c o u l d "have c h e r r i e s t o o n o w f o r a l l [she] 

k n o w [ s ] " ( 16) . Because B e l o v e d a n d D e n v e r were n o t p r e s e n t at 

the t i m e o f Sethe 's escape, they have to re ly o n the story as S e t h e 

r e m e m b e r s it. A m y ' s d e s c r i p t i o n o f Sethe 's m u t i l a t e d b a c k m a y 

t h e r e f o r e n o t be r e l i a b l e because the r e a l event is " s o m e t h i n g 

o n l y S e t h e k n e w because she a l o n e h a d the m i n d f o r it a n d the 

t i m e af terward to s h a p e i t" ( 7 8 ) . T h e " c h o k e c h e r r y tree" t h e n 

c a n n o t be r e g a r d e d as a p u r e l y h e t e r o n o m o u s r e p r e s e n t a t i o n 

p r o j e c t e d by a whi te g i r l b u t r a t h e r as a r e a r t i c u l a t e d a n d c o n 

stantly r e t o l d v e r s i o n o f h is tory w h i c h r e t r o s p e c t i v e l y — t h o u g h 

o n l y p a r t i a l l y — r e t u r n s h i s t o r i c a l agency to the f o r m e r v i c t i m . 

A c c o r d i n g l y , A m y ' s d e s c r i p t i o n o f the " c h o k e c h e r r y tree" is i n t r o 

d u c e d by a s u d d e n shift o f the n a r r a t o r ' s p e r s p e c t i v e i n t o Sethe 's 

i n t e r i o r vo ice by w h o s e r e c o l l e c t i o n s A m y is c h a r a c t e r i z e d as a n 

A r i e l - l i k e c r e a t u r e , half-slave, half-master, m e d i a t o r o r trai tor , f u l l 

o f tales a n d songs, a n d , i n a s t r ange ly care-free m a n n e r , filled 

w i t h h e r o w n struggle f o r i n d e p e n d e n c e . 

D e s p i t e t h e i r d i f ferences , b o t h w o m e n create t h e i r o w n story 

o f surviva l a n d h e a l i n g . T h u s A m y is ab le to r e c o g n i z e Sethe's 

tor tures a n d paints the v e r b a l i m a g e o f the " c h o k e c h e r r y tree" 

that e n c o d e s a n otherwise u n b e a r a b l e past a n d p r e s e n t c o n d i 

t i o n at a m o m e n t w h e n b o t h m u s t forget i n o r d e r to survive . 

S i n c e this narrat ive passage resembles the f r a g m e n t e d s t r u c t u r e 
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o f a d r e a m a n d is a lso t o l d f r o m A m y ' s " d r e a m w a l k e r ' s " (79) 

perspect ive , A m y h e r s e l f has t u r n e d i n t o a r e s i d u a l i m a g e o r 

p a l i m p s e s t o f m e m o r y i n the c o u r s e o f Sethe 's m e d i a t i o n . N o w , 

the " c h o k e c h e r r y tree" m a y be r e a d as a n e n c o d e d a n d c o n 

d e n s e d m e t a p h o r that p r o v i d e s access to Sethe 's psyche a n d to 

the text. F r o m this p e r s p e c t i v e , A m y is ab le to r e p r e s e n t o r even 

n a m e Sethe 's history, s i n c e she d o e s so i n a l i t e r a l l y h e a l i n g 1 " ' 

m a n n e r w i t h o u t e q u a t i n g h e r o w n s u f f e r i n g to Sethe's . S h e tells 

her, 

It's a t ree , L u . A c h o k e c h e r r y t ree . See , h e r e ' s t h e t n i n k — i t ' s r e d a n d 
s p l i t w i d e o p e n , f u l l o f sap, a n d this h e r e ' s the p a r t i n g f o r t h e 
b r a n c h e s . Y o u g o t a m i g h t y l o t o f b r a n c h e s . L e a v e s , t o o , l o o k l i k e , a n d 
d e m i f these a i n ' t b l o s s o m s . T i n y l i t t l e c h e r r y b l o s s o m s , j u s t as w h i t e . 
Y o u r b a c k got a w h o l e t ree o n it. I n b l o o m . W h a t G o d h a v e i n m i n d , I 
w o n d e r . I h a d m e s o m e w h i p p i n g s , b u t I d o n ' t r e m e m b e r n o t h i n g 
l i k e this . (79) 

T h e p a i n f u l phys ica l l a n g u a g e A m y e m p l o y s to p r o j e c t the 

i m a g e b r i n g s v i v i d l y to m i n d the a troc i t ies o f female enslave

m e n t , the d ispossess ion o f the f e m a l e b o d y a n d its sexua l e x p l o i 

t a t i o n . " ' I n contrast , the i m a g e o f f l o w i n g sap a n d b l o s s o m i n g 

f lowers i m p l i e s b i r t h a n d l i f e - m a i n t a i n i n g forces r a t h e r t h a n 

s u r r e n d e r to the p a i n . B u t the t r u n k is spl i t , s i g n i f y i n g the d o u b 

l i n g a n d d i v e s t i n g process o f the m e t a p h o r . S i m u l t a n e o u s l y , 

A m y ' s m e t a p h o r e n c o m p a s s e s a p e r f o r m a t i v e act i n so far as the 

c o n n o t a t i o n s o f b i r t h n a m e the l i t e r a l b i r t h o f D e n v e r for w h i c h 

A m y acts as a m i d w i f e . B i r t h , i n b o t h the l i t e r a l sense a n d that o f 

b e c o m i n g c o n s c i o u s o f the past, m a y t h e r e f o r e be a n act that 

c a n n o t be a c h i e v e d by o n e p e r s o n a l o n e o r by a s s u m i n g a s o l i d 

a n d c o h e s i v e subjectivity. I n this c o n t e x t , g i v i n g b i r t h is a c h i e v e d 

c o l l e c t i v e l y by two w o m e n a n d involves the r e c o g n i t i o n o f the 

h i s t o r i c a l a n d p s y c h o l o g i c a l f r a g m e n t a t i o n o f subjectivity. 

T h e h o r r i b l e beauty o f l a n g u a g e , w h i c h character izes the i m 

age o f the " c h o k e c h e r r y tree," also recal ls Sethe 's b e w i l d e r m e n t 

u p o n r e m e m b e r i n g the n a t u r a l e n v i r o n m e n t o f "Sweet H o m e " : 

[ S ] u d d e n l y t h e r e was Sweet H o m e r o l l i n g , r o l l i n g , r o l l i n g o u t b e f o r e 
h e r eyes, a n d a l t h o u g h t h e r e was n o t a l e a f o n t h a t f a r m t h a t d i d n o t 
m a k e h e r w a n t to s c r e a m , it r o l l e d i t s e l f o u t b e f o r e h e r i n s h a m e l e s s 
beauty . . . . B o y s h a n g i n g f r o m t h e m o s t b e a u t i f u l s y c a m o r e s i n t h e 
w o r l d . It s h a m e d h e r — r e m e m b e r i n g t h e w o n d e r f u l s o u g h i n g trees 
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r a t h e r t h a n t h e boys . T r y as she m i g h t to m a k e i t o t h e r w i s e , t h e 

s y c a m o r e s b e a t o u t the c h i l d r e n every t i m e a n d she c o u l d n o t f o r g i v e 

h e r m e m o r y f o r that . (6) 

A g a i n , by d e l i n e a t i n g a d e l u s o r y l a n d s c a p e o f serenity a n d peace-

fulness, the trees as m e t a p h o r i c a l images d i s p l a y t h e i r p a l i m p s e s -

tic i n s c r i p t i o n o f m e t a p h o r a n d m e m o r y . T h e y re fer to b o t h 

Sethe 's f e e l i n g o f g u i l t at h a v i n g d i s r e m e m b e r e d the past. E m 

b o d i e d i n the b e a u t y o f the sycamores a n d i n the u b i q u i t y a n d 

i n e s c a p a b i l i t y o f the past, the trees, i n this scene, a c t u a l l y s ignify 

gal lows. 

Sethe 's m e m o r i e s s e e m to be c a u g h t i n the u n c a n n y p l a y o f the 

f a m i l i a r a n d u n f a m i l i a r , that is, i n the m e m o r y o f l a n d s c a p e . 

A c c o r d i n g to F r e u d the " u n c a n n y " conveys the f a m i l i a r w h i c h 

has b e c o m e a l i e n a t e d t h r o u g h the process o f r e p r e s s i o n b u t 

r e c u r s v i a the c o m p u l s i o n o f r e p e t i t i o n . T h e u n c a n n y features i n 

Sethe 's d o u b l e p e r c e p t i o n o f the l a n d s c a p e , 1 7 w h i c h o p e n s u p 

the p a t h to h e r u n c o n s c i o u s a n d thus relates the t e r r i b l e m e m o r y 

o f b o t h the trees o f the l a n d s c a p e a n d the scars o f slavery to the 

d i s c o u r s e o f t e r r o r a n d the S u b l i m e . 1 8 

O p p o s e d to the i m p e r i a l S u b l i m e , the a c t u a l t e r r o r o f the 

"slave s u b l i m e " results f r o m the f a m i l i a r i t y o f a l a n d s c a p e scat

t e r e d w i t h d e a d b o d i e s h a n g i n g f r o m trees. T h i s m e m o r y c a n 

n e i t h e r be e r a s e d n o r h a r m o n i z e d . B u t the t e n s i o n b e t w e e n the 

f a m i l i a r a n d the u n f a m i l i a r const i tutes a site o f c o n f l i c t w h i c h 

d isrupts the n o t i o n o f the S u b l i m e . A p a r t f r o m that, M o r r i s o n ' s 

text draws a d i f f e r e n t l a n d s c a p e . H e r e n a t u r e is p e o p l e d a n d 

trees i n p a r t i c u l a r have a n t h r o p o m o r p h i c facult ies . B o t h the 

m e t a p h o r i c a l d o u b l e i n s c r i p t i o n o f trees a n d the l i t e r a l i z a t i o n o f 

the a e s t h e t i c i z i n g t e r r o r o f the S u b l i m e t h r o u g h the m a t e r i a l 

rea l i ty o f l y n c h i n g divest d o m i n a n t m e t a p h o r s o f the S u b l i m e , 

s u c h as t o w e r i n g a n d d a r k trees, a n d e x p o s e t h e i r h i t h e r t o ac

k n o w l e d g e d i n s c r i p t i o n s o f h e g e m o n i c aesthetics o f " h i g h c u l 

t u r e " that c o n s t r u c t e d a w h i t e , i m p e r i a l identi ty . U n c a n n i l y , the 

d i v e s t i n g c h a r a c t e r o f the tree m e t a p h o r s i n M o r r i s o n ' s n o v e l 

reveal h o w m u c h the c o n s t r u c t i o n o f a n i m p e r i a l aesthetics 

d e p e n d e d o n its u n d e r l y i n g text o f b lackness . I n r e t r o s p e c t i v e , 

the l i t e r a l i z a t i o n o f the S u b l i m e m a k e s e v i d e n t that the terrors 

a n d c r i m e s o f slavery c o u l d be effectively s u b l i m a t e d i n t o a n 
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a l m o s t e r o t i c f r i s s o n i n d u c e d by the aesthet ic t e r r o r o f the S u b 

l i m e a n d e x p e r i e n c e d by the m e t r o p o l i t a n art spectator. S i m u l 

taneously, the u n d e r l y i n g b l a c k text, that is, the b l a c k e x p e r i e n c e 

o f slavery, c o u l d be e r a s e d f r o m the d o m i n a n t h i s t o r i o g r a p h i e s o f 

the t imes. 

F u r t h e r p e r f o r m a n c e s a n d d i v e s t i n g r e a d i n g s o f M o r r i s o n ' s 

m e t a p h o r o c c u r i n B a b y Suggs's a d o p t i o n o f the m e t a p h o r o f the 

" c h o k e c h e r r y tree," a n d i n the story o f P a u l D 's odyssey reap-

p r o p r i a t e s n a t u r e as a site o f c u l t u r a l d i f f e r e n c e . I n a n o t h e r 

f lashback w i t h i n the n a r r a t i v e , Sethe is n u r s e d b a c k to l i fe by 

B a b y Suggs, w h o , u p o n s e e i n g Sethe 's back , " f r o w n e d a n d l o o k e d 

at h e r d a u g h t e r - i n - l a w b e n d i n g t o w a r d the baby. Roses o f b l o o d 

b l o s s o m e d i n the b l a n k e t c o v e r i n g Sethe 's s h o u l d e r s . B a b y Suggs 

h i d h e r m o u t h w i t h h e r h a n d . . . . w o r d l e s s l y the o l d e r w o m a n 

greased the f l o w e r i n g b a c k " ( 9 3 ) . A l t h o u g h this passage adopts 

A m y ' s r e a d i n g o f Sethe 's m u t i l a t i o n , B a b y Suggs h e r s e l f does n o t 

r e i n t e r p r e t it. Instead, she acts a n d heals . T h i s , however, is n e i 

t h e r a " r i t u a l " ( H e n d e r s o n 6 9 ) n o r does it s y m b o l i z e that b l a c k 

w o m e n are e x c l u s i v e l y the d iscurs ive subject o f o t h e r s because 

they themselves "have n o v o i c e " ( 6 g ) , as M a e G . H e n d e r s o n 

suggests. 

O n the contrary , k e e p i n g i n m i n d that B a b y Suggs is the o n l y 

lega l ly f r e e d slave i n the text, she is a p r e a c h e r w i t h a p o w e r f u l 

vo ice w i t h i n the b l a c k c o m m u n i t y . S h e acts as the k e e p e r o f a n 

o r a l t r a d i t i o n a n d , m o s t i m p o r t a n t , as a k e e p e r o f the body. T h u s 

a s s u m i n g that " the c h o k e c h e r r y tree" is n o t a fixed a n d e x c l u 

sively i m p o s e d r e p r e s e n t a t i o n , B a b y Suggs's a d a p t a t i o n o f the 

i m a g e m i g h t also suggest a refusal to be v i c t i m i z e d . A b o v e a l l , 

however, it s ignif ies that the o p e r a t i v e m o d e s o f the " c h o k e c h e r r y 

tree" m e t a p h o r are l o c a t e d o n the b o r d e r b e t w e e n w r i t i n g a n d 

s p e e c h as the m u l t i p l e a n d d i f f e r e n t r e a d i n g s o f the m e t a p h o r 

signify. I n the c l e a r i n g , B a b y Suggs p r e a c h e s the n e e d to love a n d 

t o u c h the b o d y i n o r d e r to restore it to o n e ' s o w n sense o f self, 

w h i c h i n d i c a t e s why Sethe 's m u t i l a t i o n is s h a p e d as a n i m a g e o f 

n a t u r e . T h e m e t a p h o r bears witness to the fact that, i n the 

c o n t e x t o f slavery, n a t u r e a n d trees were n o t o n l y p r o t e c t i v e b u t 

also s p i r i t u a l sites w i t h sel f-rel iant a n d h e a l i n g powers . I n h e r 

essay " U n s p e a k a b l e T h i n g s U n s p o k e n : T h e A f r o - A m e r i c a n Pres-
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enee i n A m e r i c a n L i t e r a t u r e , " M o r r i s o n r e m a r k s that to h e r 

"trees have always s e e m e d f e m i n i n e " ( 2 2 5 ) . B a b y Suggs m a y t h e n 

be seen as w h a t M o r r i s o n e lsewhere calls a " g a t h e r i n g w o r n [a] n , " 

a "worn [a] n w h o k n o w [ s ] m e d i c i n e a n d roots , [a] r o o t - w o r k e r " 

( " O u t o f S e q u e n c e " 8 1 ) . S o the " c h o k e c h e r r y tree" negot iates a 

c o n c e p t o f b l a c k f e m i n i n i t y that c a n n o t be easily s u b s u m e d 

u n d e r the a s s u m p t i o n that b l a c k w o m e n are total ly d e p r i v e d o f 

t h e i r voices. 

T h e d i f f e r e n c e o f b l a c k g e n d e r c o n c e p t i o n s is also p r e s e n t i n 

the c h a r a c t e r o f P a u l D . H i s r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h w o m e n is d e f i n e d 

by t h e i r c o m m o n e x p e r i e n c e o f slavery r a t h e r t h a n by a b i n a r y 

o p p o s i t i o n o f m a l e versus f e m a l e . T h e b l u r r i n g o f g e n d e r b o u n d 

aries results f r o m a n i n c o m m e n s u r a b l e process o f e m a s c u l a t i o n 

d u e to slavery b u t also h a r b o u r s the p o s s i b i l i t y o f m u t u a l e m a n c i 

p a t i o n . H o w e v e r , after P a u l D sleeps w i t h Sethe , h e transfers his 

i n n e r fears a n d efforts to k e e p the past i n the " t o b a c c o t i n l o d g e d 

i n his chest" ( 113) i n t o a r e j e c t i o n o f Sethe 's body. W h a t h e h a d 

first p e r c e i v e d as " the d e c o r a t i v e w o r k o f a n i r o n s m i t h " (17) is 

n o w s o m e t h i n g " h e c o u l d d e f i n i t e l y l ive w i t h o u t " ( 2 1 ) . Sethe 's 

" c h o k e c h e r r y tree," w h i c h , i n his o w n l i fe , translates i n t o the 

" i r o n m a z e " (21) o f slavery, b r i n g s b a c k s h a m e a n d h u m i l i a t i o n . 

H e tries to t h r o w b a c k Sethe 's i m a g e i n t o the l i t e r a r y a n d psycho

l o g i c a l quarry , a n d wants to p u t his story instead o f hers w h e n h e 

observes that 

t h e w r o u g h t - i r o n m a z e . . . was i n fact a r e v o l t i n g c l u m p o f scars. N o t a 
t ree , as she s a i d . M a y b e s h a p e d l i k e o n e , b u t n o t h i n g l i k e a n y t ree h e 
k n e w b e c a u s e trees w e r e i n v i t i n g ; t h i n g s y o u c o u l d trust a n d b e n e a r ; 
ta lk to i f y o u w a n t e d to as h e f r e q u e n t l y d i d s i n c e way b a c k w h e n h e 
t o o k t h e m i d d a y m e a l i n the fields o f S w e e t H o m e . (21) 

P a u l D 's m e t a p h o r o f the " w r o u g h t - i r o n m a z e " expresses his 

o w n e x p e r i e n c e s o f slavery a n d d e n i e s the n a r r a t i v e u n d e c i d e d -

ness i n h e r e n t i n the m e t a p h o r o f " the c h o k e c h e r r y tree." A t this 

stage o f the n o v e l , P a u l D 's o w n r e p r e s s e d a n d g u a r d e d h i s t o r y 

leads h i m to l o o k f o r a n u n e q u i v o c a l a n d e m p i r i c a l r e a d i n g o f 

Sethe 's b a c k w h i c h , i n t u r n , p e r p e t u a t e s h is a n d Sethe 's l a c k o f 

agency. H a d h e r e a l i z e d the c o r r e s p o n d e n c e b e t w e e n his o w n 

posi t ive v i s i o n o f trees a n d the m e t a p h o r o f " the c h o k e c h e r r y 

tree," h e c o u l d have " r e m e m o r i e d " the past towards a necessary, 

t h o u g h t e m p o r a r y , f o r g e t t i n g . 
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P a u l D calls the tree at Sweet H o m e , w h i c h is also a secret 

m e e t i n g p l a c e f o r the o t h e r slaves, " B r o t h e r " ( 21 ). It is p r e c i s e l y 

this a c c o u n t o f " B r o t h e r " w h i c h best d e l i n e a t e s P a u l D's r e l a t i o n 

s h i p w i t h Sethe. N e i t h e r Sethe n o r P a u l D has yet c o m e to terms 

w i t h the past, the fear o f loss, a n d the s t i f l i n g i n n e r a n d o u t e r 

v i o l e n c e that c o n d i t i o n t h e i r l ives. O n l y by e x p l o r i n g t h e i r o w n 

separate l ives a n d by always h o l d i n g i n reserve the l i fe they share 

c a n they create a f u t u r e . T h i s process o f s e l f - a p p r e h e n s i o n 

d e p e n d s o n t h e i r i n t e r a c t i o n w i t h t h e i r h u m a n e n v i r o n m e n t , 

w h i c h i n v o k e s a process o f r e p e t i t i o n . 

A t the c lose o f the n o v e l , the m e t a p h o r o f the " c h o k e c h e r r y 

tree" excavates m o r e s u b m e r g e d f r a g m e n t s o f P a u l D ' s m e m o r i e s 

as the " c h o k e c h e r r y tree" is i m p l i c i t l y r e p e a t e d i n two r e l a t e d 

images . T h e s e two i m a g e s m o v e b e y o n d the p r e v i o u s e x t r a p o l a 

t i o n o f the m e t a p h o r ' s s e m a n t i c field " c h o k e r , " w h i c h reflects 

P a u l D 's t o r m e n t , b e i n g c h a i n e d a n d g a g g e d after his unsuccess

f u l escape f r o m slavery. D u r i n g the narrat ive 's c l i m a x , D e n v e r ' s , 

B e l o v e d ' s a n d Sethe 's voices negot ia te t h e i r h i s t o r i c a l l y a n d i n d i 

v i d u a l l y l i n k e d h i s t o r i e s , w h i l e P a u l D does n o t p a r t i c i p a t e s ince 

he c a n n e i t h e r t r a n s f o r m his o w n m e m o r i e s n o r a c k n o w l e d g e 

that his s e x u a l r e l a t i o n to B e l o v e d is also p a r t o f his c loseness to 

Sethe. P a u l D finds h i m s e l f m o v e d o u t o f B l u e s t o n e R o a d a n d 

"his t o b a c c o t i n , b l o w n o p e n , s p i l l e d c o n t e n t s that floated free 

a n d m a d e h i m t h e i r p lay a n d p r e y " ( 2 1 8 ) . F i n a l l y , h e is c o n 

f r o n t e d w i t h m a k i n g a d e c i s i o n . H e b e c o m e s aware o f the psy

c h o l o g i c a l d e p r i v a t i o n c a u s e d by slavery w h i c h h e l d h i m t i g h t l y 

i n the g r i p o f the past. B e y o n d the d e p r i v a t i o n , h e also recog

nizes a d i f f e r e n t aspect o f his h e r i t a g e e m b o d i e d i n the m e m o r y 

o f the a s p e n a n d b lossoms: 

L o v i n g s m a l l a n d i n secret . H i s l i t t l e l o v e was a t r e e , o f c o u r s e , b u t n o t 
l i k e B r o t h e r — o l d , w i d e a n d b e c k o n i n g . I n A l f r e d , G e o r g i a , t h e r e 
was a n a s p e n t o o y o u n g to c a l l s a p l i n g . Just a s h o o t , n o t a l l e r t h a n his 
waist. T h e k i n d o f t h i n g a m a n w o u l d c u t t o w h i p h i s h o r s e . S o n g -
m u r d e r a n d t h e a s p e n . H e s t a y e d a l i v e to s i n g songs t h a t m u r d e r e d 
l i f e , a n d w a t c h e d a n a s p e n t h a t c o n f i r m e d it , a n d n e v e r f o r a m i n u t e 
d i d h e b e l i e v e h e c o u l d e s c a p e . U n t i l i t r a i n e d . A f t e r w a r d , a f ter the 
C h e r o k e e p o i n t e d a n d s e n t h i m r u n n i n g t o w a r d b l o s s o m s , h e w a n t e d 
s i m p l y to m o v e , g o , p i c k u p o n e d a y a n d b e s o m e w h e r e else t h e n e x t . 
R e s i g n e d to l i f e w i t h o u t a u n t s , c o u s i n s , c h i l d r e n . E v e n a w o m a n , 
u n t i l S e t h e . (221) 
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B y r u n n i n g towards the " b l o s s o m s , " 1 9 P a u l D was u n c o n 

s c i o u s l y r u n n i n g towards Sethe 's " c h o k e c h e r r y tree," f r o m 

slavery, a n d his o w n past. H e learns that his e x p e r i e n c e o f emas

c u l a t i o n has its c o u n t e r p a r t i n Sethe 's d ispossess ion o f w o m a n 

h o o d . F r o m a b l a c k p e r s p e c t i v e , g e n d e r r e l a t i o n s after slavery 

c a n n o l o n g e r be u n d e r s t o o d i n p u r e l y p s y c h o l o g i c a l terms. 

S i g n i f i e d by the r e l a t e d yet d i f f e r e n t m e t a p h o r s o f the " c h o k e 

c h e r r y tree" a n d " the b l o s s o m s , " P a u l D a n d S e t h e c a n r e c o g n i z e 

e a c h o t h e r as soul-mates, e m b e d d e d i n a s o c i o p o l i t i c a l a n d c u l 

t u r a l c o m m u n i t y . T h i s , o n c e a g a i n , r e d e f i n e s the r e l a t i o n s 

a m o n g n a t u r e , w o m e n , m e n a n d love. 

P a u l D r e m e m b e r s a n d n o w u n d e r s t a n d s the c loseness be

tween S i x o a n d the T h i r t y - M i l e W o m a n , w h o m S i x o descr ibes as 

"a f r i e n d o f m y m i n d . S h e g a t h e r m e , m a n . T h e pieces I a m , she 

g a t h e r t h e m a n d give t h e m b a c k to m e i n a l l the r i g h t o r d e r . It's 

g o o d , y o u k n o w , w h e n y o u got a w o m a n w h o is a f r i e n d o f y o u r 

m i n d " ( 2 7 2 - 7 3 ) . Sethe a n d P a u l D d e c i d e to a c c o m m o d a t e the 

past, to share it, a n d r e c o n n e c t themselves i n o r d e r to envisage 

a f u t u r e . T h e y are n o w able to re late t h e i r d i f f e r e n t l ives o n 

g r o u n d s o f a c o m m o n h i s t o r y a n d t h e r e b y r e l o c a t e t h e i r g e n d e r 

p o s i t i o n . P a u l D c a n finally c o n n e c t Sethe 's " c h o k e c h e r r y tree" 

to his a s s o c i a t i o n o f it as a n " i r o n - m a z e " : 

[ H ] e is t h i n k i n g a b o u t h e r w r o u g h t - i r o n b a c k . . . . H e r t e n d e r n e s s 

a b o u t h i s n e c k j e w e l r y — i t s t h r e e w a n d s , l i k e a t t e n t i v e b a b y rat t lers , 

c u r v i n g two feet i n t o t h e air . H o w she n e v e r m e n t i o n e d o r l o o k e d at 

it , so h e d i d n o t h a v e t o f e e l the s h a m e o f b e i n g c o l l a r e d l i k e a beast. 

O n l y th is w o m a n S e t h e c o u l d h a v e left h i m h i s m a n h o o d l i k e that . 

( 2 7 3 ) 

T o " p u t his story next to h e r s " ( 2 7 3 ; e m p h a s i s a d d e d ) , P a u l D has 

to go b e y o n d the self-destructive, i n t e r n a l i z e d v i o l e n c e i m p l i e d 

by the a s p e n . Respect ive ly , Sethe n e e d s to c o m e to terms w i t h h e r 

s e l f - a n n i h i l a t i n g n o t i o n o f m o t h e r h o o d . B o t h S e t h e a n d P a u l D 

have to p e r f o r m a n d r e a r t i c u l a t e the signs i n s c r i b e d o n t h e i r 

b o d i e s . O n l y t h e n c a n they i n t e r r u p t the v i c i o u s c i r c l e o f v i o l e n c e 

that d e t e r m i n e s those p e r m a n e n t " n e r v o u s c o n d i t i o n s " ( 1 7 ) 2 " 

u n d e r w h i c h the s l a v e / n a t i v e l ives. 

R e p e t i t i o n s a n d r e i n s c r i p t i o n s o f " the c h o k e c h e r r y tree" are 

p r o m p t e d by the d i f f e r e n t b u t c o n t i g u o u s h i s t o r i c a l perspect ives 
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a n d p s y c h o l o g i c a l l o c a t i o n s o f the characters; the m e t a p h o r is 

b o t h a s t r u c t u r i n g d e v i c e o f the n o v e l a n d a n i n t e r v e n i n g f o r c e i n 

p r e v i o u s l y e s t a b l i s h e d r h e t o r i c a l a n d s o c i a l d iscourses o f p o w e r 

a n d d i s p l a c e m e n t . T o n i M o r r i s o n ' s use o f m e t a p h o r suggests a 

r a d i c a l e x p e r i m e n t a t i o n w i t h the c o n c e p t o f m e t a p h o r at large 

a n d w i t h the p o s s i b i l i t i e s o f r e a r t i c u l a t i n g m e t a p h o r t h r o u g h 

m e m o r y i n a s p e c i f i c a l l y p o s t c o l o n i a l context . T h e o p e r a t i v e 

m o d e s o f the " c h o k e c h e r r y tree," n a m e l y its p e r f o r m a t i v e a n d 

d i v e s t i n g facult ies , suggest a r e t h i n k i n g o f the f a m i l a r or, 

as M o r r i s o n says, o f the " o r d i n a r y , " a n a l y t i c a l categor ies o f l i t

erary c r i t i c i s m i n the c o n t e x t o f a h i s t o r i c a l l y a n d c u l t u r a l l y 

spec i f ic p o s t c o l o n i a l r h e t o r i c o f i n t e r v e n t i o n a n d d i f f e r e n c e . 

T h e " c h o k e c h e r r y tree" operates f r o m a n d w i t h i n transgressive 

t e x t u a l a n d c u l t u r a l spaces, p a v i n g a p a t h to ( r e m e m o r y ) the 

past a n d the f u t u r e . I n this respect , it m a y have a l r e a d y a n s w e r e d 

the q u e s t i o n a s k e d i n D e r e k W a l c o t t ' s Omeros, " W h e n w o u l d I 

e n t e r that l i g h t b e y o n d m e t a p h o r ? " ( 2 7 1 ) . 

N O T E S 

1 In structuralist terms, the notion and function of" metaphor—to produce a 
cohesive identity—refers to Roman Jakobson's essay "Two Aspects of Language 
and Two Types of Aphasie Disturbances." For a discussion of metaphor as a 
production site of metaphysical truth through its various binary coinages in 
Western philosophy see Jacques Derrida's essay "White Mythology: Metaphor in 
the Text of Philosophy." 

2 Interestingly enough, "choke," used as noun, compound-noun and verb, forms a 
polysemantic field which also includes the word "choker." "Choke" (noun and 
verb) does not only mean to suffocate, strangle, or ki l l by choking, but also refers 
to a temporary and partial action which deprives the victim of breath, voice, 
speech, or laughter. A "choke" also describes a condition of constriction that 
entirely obstructs movement. Additionally, it signifies something that cannot be 
swallowed but has become unbearable or, in Morrison's term, unspeakable. The 
"choker" then explicitly designates the gag, an instrument of torture, that has 
been used to silence and punish fugitive slaves. 

: 5 In this context, the chokecherry tree symbolically functions as an instance of what 
Bhabha calls "colonial mimicry" ( 8 6 ) . Although mimicry also works on the basis 
of repetition, its effect is that of an intentional mimesis with a "difference" rather 
than a performative act. Furthermore, mimicry as Bhabha understands it does not 
refer to metaphor. O n the contrary, Bhabha exclusively relates mimicry to meton-
omy ( 9 0 ) in spite of its faculties of resemblance, which depicts the classical term 
for the Aristotelian definition of metaphor. See also Bhabha's essay "Representa
tion and the Colonial Text: A Critical Exploration of Some Forms of Mimeticism." 

4 For a discussion of the palimpsestic structure of metaphor, see Gérard Genette's 
essay "Proust Palimpsest." 
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See Derrida's essay "White Mythology: Metaphor in the Text of Philosophy." 

The process of naming is closely related to the process of metaphorization. A 
more comprehensive analysis of naming in Morrison's novel would require 
another essav. Important aspects of this debate can be found in the works of 
Edward Kamau Brathwaite, Derek Walcott, and Edouard Glissant. 

My notion of a divested metaphor borrows from Gayatri Spivak's theory of 
postcolonial catachreses. While Spivak employs the temi catachresis in relation to 
political concept-metaphors, I examine how the catachresistic excess of meta
phor (that is, a divested metaphor) becomes a narrative and interventive means 
in Morrison's novel. For Spivak's discussion of catachresis, see chapter 3 in her 
Outside In The Teaching Machine. 

Both "rememorv" and "future remembering" happen in what Glissant calls a 
"transferred space" ( 1 4 4 ) . Not only is the movement of transference a classical 
property of metaphor but Glissant himself locates this movement in language. His 
project of "creolization" seems to converge with Morrison's text for both shape 
language, as Glissant puts it, "at the edge of writing and speech" ( 1 4 7 ) , searching 
for a synthesis of the lost collective and individual voice. Metaphor, I suggest, may 
be one of the bridges. 

Since I do not use "metaphor" in its structuralist sense (that is, as a figurative trope 
producing identity) but employ it in the context of postcolonial literary criticism, 
my use of the tenus "image" and "metaphor" are closely related. I would argue 
that an image has functions similar to those of metaphor; the structural constitu
tion of both may often varv according to the cultural contexts in which they occur. 

In contrast to Lacan's interpretation of the function of metaphor, Jean [.aplanche 
and Serge Leclaire regard metaphor as a constitutive of the unconscious and 
locate it in the realm of the preconscious. Although they consider metaphor to be 
"at the root of the creation of new meaning" ( 1 5 6 ) , they do not go beyond the 
Lacanian assumption that metaphor works as a "substitution of signifiers" ( 156) . 
I.uce Irigaray critically evaluates the Lacanian concept of metaphor in the con
text of gender construction. She considers the use of metaphor as a male strategy 
for female representation and containment. Metonomy corresponds to forms of 
female resistance and self-determination. In general, her interpretation does not 
question the structural substance of metaphor. However, she hints at a possible 
reappropriation of metaphor which presupposes a thorough philosophical and 
political rereading of its previous inscriptions: "and for her [the woman], meta
phor will continue to work as violation and separation, except if, empty of all 
meaning that is already appro/mated, she keeps open the indefinite possibilities of 
her jouissance" ( 2 3 1 ) . 

In the context of the novel, repetitions are not monotonous reiterations of the 
same event placed in historical emptiness. The repetition of the "chokecherry 
tree" signifies the repetition of a shared experience, set in a double space and 
lime of the narrative, and reshaped by the different perceptions and experiences 
of the characters in the novel. 

Sethe's mother carried a circle with a cross under her breast which marked her as 
a disowned slave (that is, disowned of her children and her body). When Sethe 
was still a child, her mother pointed the mark out to her as a sign of recognition, 
though later when her mother was lynched, it is impossible for Sethe to recognize 
the disfigured body of her mother. Apart from her mother, Sethe's daughter 
Beloved carries a scar around her neck. This scar, caused by Sethe in order to save 
her from slavery, does more than repeat Sethe's loss of mother and family. Just as 
Paul D's "neck jewel a " ( 2 7 3 ) testifies, the scar also indicates the marks left by iron 
chains on those who went through the traumatic deracination and displacement 
of the Middle Passage, and subsequent slaver). 
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13 Hazel V. Carby provides an insightful study of the polarized construction of black 
and white womanhood during slavery. 

1 4 This links Beloved to Harriet Jacobs's autobiography Incidents in the Life of a Slave 
Girl ( 1 8 6 1 ) . Carby points out that " i f a slave woman attempted to preserve her 
sexual autonomy, the economic system of slavery was threatened: 'It was deemed 
a crime in her to wish to be virtuous' Qacobs] " ( 5 5 ) . Therefore, asserting one's 
motherhood and seizing a public voice by publishing novels and autobiographies 
not only reject imposed gender definitions but also presents forms of self-
definition as well as "shape the social conditions they [black women] enter" ( 9 5 ) . 

1 5 "Sethe felt the fingers of those good hands lightly touch her back" ( 7 9 ) . 
1 6 Sethe must trade her body to get a headstone for Beloved: "the one she selected to 

lean against on tiptoe, her knees wide open as any grave" ( 5 ) . 
1 7 Glissant argues that in the context of the history of the Caribbean or slavery 

landscape "retains the memory of time past. Its space is open or closed to its 
meaning" ( 1 5 0 ) . 

1 H For a recent dramatization of the slave sublime, see David Dabydeen's long poem 
on Turner. For a detailed discussion of the ambiguities of the Sublime in the 
discourse of modernity, postmodernism, and postcolonial theory, see the works of 
Edmund Burke, Jean-François Lyotard, Sara Suleri, David Spurr, and Tobias 
Doering. Two relevant points of conjunction, however, are what Dabydeen calls 
an "exploration of the erotic energies of the colonial experience" ( 1 0 ) , project
ing pornographical and psychological drives of the Imperial enterprise, and, I 
would argue, the transformative use of figurative language, claiming its own 
postcolonial rhetoric of intervention. At this point one might critically recall 
Lyotard's remark that in the idea of the Sublime "the art object no longer bends 
itself to models but tries to present the fact that there is an unpresentable; it no 
longer imitates nature, but is, in Burke, the actualization of a figure potentially 
there in language" ( 2 0 6 ) . But in the context of postcolonial theory and with 
regard to Morrison's novel, this potential figure in language must be reclaimed or 
"rememoried" since this figure does not work outside of history. O n the contrary, 
it depicts what was submerged by the Sublime. The novel reclaims its own rhetoric 
through a network of tree metaphors, investing in the rode of the Sublime but 
simultaneously disclosing its elements of terror and representation. In analogy to 
Lyotard's notion of the avant-garde, then, a chief property of metaphor seems to 
be "to make seen what makes one see, and not what is visible" ( 2 0 7 ) . 

1 9 The "blossoms" also link slavery to the genocide of America's Native people as the 
other barbarous and forgotten part of American history. 

2 0 See Jean Paul Sartre's foreword to Frantz Fanon's Wretched of the Earth. 
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