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The moments of change marking transformation from childhood to adulthood, from 
innocence to experience and gaining knowledge about the self and the world in general have 
been seen as of significance across cultures. Correspondingly, literature, art in general, has 
engaged closely with this ritualistic, threshold experience. Foregrounding a moment of 
change and centering its plot around at least one young adolescent or child, initiation stories, 
or more commonly known as stories of coming of age, narrativize the theme of growing up 

well as the life 
and the world condition. Despite the prevalence of initiation theme in literature and the 
significant attempts made by literary studies scholars to theorize what constitutes an 
initiation story especially until a few decades ago, more recent scholarship, Anglophone 
literary studies at least, has dealt less considerably with initiation as a frame of reference in 
the analysis and interpretation of literary texts. The present study reconsiders the theme of 
initiation in literature through Ton
deviates from the patterns of traditional initiation stories. It is argued that Morrison 
interestingly brings together the issue of initiation with concepts such as race relations and 
otherness, which calls for a more dynamic, relational and intersubjective understanding of 
the term.
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An initiation -changing 
experiences, especially those marking the transition from childhood to adulthood. Toni 

 (1983), in this regard, can be considered an initiation story, for it 
telescopes its plot on a pivotal event happening to a seemingly minor, disabled character called 
Maggie and thereby explores a wide spectrum of processes participating actively in the major 
cha

tings, and examine the 
ways in which Morrison narrativizes this concept and relates initiatory 
experience to larger social relations such as race and otherness. The article will demonstrate 

tested initiation into the world of experience 
and their subsequent disagreements over their childhood memory of what happens to the 
subaltern character Maggie in the orchard of St. Bonnie orphanage deviates from traditional 
initiation stories and calls for a more 
with the theme of initiation as a simultaneously individual and social, processual and not 
necessarily heroic phenomenon also urges the reader to acknowledge the significance and 
relevance of a whole set of social, cultural, economic processes in remembering the past and 
maintaining individual relations with others. 

Although it is difficult to provide a cook-book definition of initiation story, there are some 
common characteristics which can serve as the point of departure for discussing the term. In his 
conceptualization of initiation as a literary theme and a frame of reference in the analysis of 
literary works, Mordecai Marcus begins by referring to anthropology and explains how 
initiation 

in many societies. Such rites of passage, imbued with rituals of various sorts, functioned as 
trials for the young initiate to prove him/herself to the community and thereby signified physical 

or his/her indoctrination to get mature is done deliberately by the adult society, the majority of 

new awareness that the young reaches during his/her initiation is caused by the experience itself 
rather the social indoctrination s/he receives. Furthermore, Marcus refers to the two kinds 

the young from ignorance about the external world to some vital knowledge. The second 
describes initiation as an important self-
(1960, p. 222). Despite variations in the sequence and status of discovery, the critical definitions 
of initiation story, according to Marcus, h -
p. 222), for gaining some knowledge about the world outside requires certain analytical skills 
which are, in turn, enhanced by the initiatory realization. Referring briefly to the definitional 
variati
which is worth of being quoted here because of its relevance to my literary analysis in the 
present study:  

An initiation story may be said to show its young protagonist experiencing a significant 
change of knowledge about the world or himself, or a change of character, or of both, and 
this change must point or lead him towards an adult world. It may or may not contain 



INITIATION, RACE RELAT  178 

 

_________________________________________ 
UDEKAD 

Cilt / Volume: 5 Issue: 2, 2022 

some form of ritual, but it should give some evidence that the change is at least likely to 
have permanent effects. (1960, p. 222) 

Thus, the element of change with the likelihood of some permanent effects is Marcus, 
referring to a broad spectrum of short stories, suggests grouping initiations into three types 

(1960, p. 223). More precisely, while a protagonist does not cross the threshold of maturity of 
various sorts in some stories, s/he may go across this threshold only to find him/herself in 
uncertainty or embrace maturity with more firm sense of self-understanding in the end. This 

understand how Morrison strategically employs it to explore a whole other set of relations 

one single, partl
especially in shaping their conceptions of the self and the other. As much as the incident itself 
however, the seemingly simple act of remembering it by leaving all biases, socio-political 
engagements and prejudices aside is equally significant, an issue that Morrison investigates by 
bringing the personal together with the public.  

Toni Morrison (1931-2019), the first African American recipient of Nobel Prize for 
Literature in 1993, established herself as a major voice in American literature. Her fictional and 
nonfictional writing 
from the described and imagined to the describers and imaginers; from the serving to the 

 90). Interrogating canon-formation and engaging closely with the 
experience of African Americans in the United States, her work is predominantly about the 
black American community and thus has been labeled a

 first in 
Amiri and Amina Bara Confirmation: An Anthology of African American Women (1883), 
it narrates 

or 
mothers and reside in the same gentrified town named Newburgh. From the very beginning, 
Twyla, as the homodiegetic narrator, makes it clear that one of them is white and the other is 

(Morrison, 1983, p. 243), yet Morrison is too careful not to disclose which one is which at any 
bjection however, Roberta and Twyla build a rapport 

with one another in the shelter especially because they are different from the other, big girls: 
(Morrison, 1983, p. 244) by their 

parents. Robe

to stay at St. Bonny. Their second encounter, possibly in the late 1960s, takes place at the 

with her two male friends, is on their way to see Jimi Hendrix, the famous Black, rock musician 
who enjoyed short-term popularity until his untimely death 
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disappointment, Roberta is unfriendly toward her, and the earlier, after talking about their 
mothers briefly, leaves the restaurant without saying even good-bye. The two meet once again 
twelve years later after their second encounter. Twyla is now married and has begun living in a 
town named Newburgh with her working-class husband and stepchildren. Likewise, Roberta, 

g a well-off IBM executive. This time, Roberta is more friendly 

discussing about Maggie, the disabled cook, at the St. Bonny. Roberta, remembering that 
Maggie fell down and the big girls laughed at her, disagrees with Twyla who argues that Maggie 
was in fact pushed and her dresses were tore down by the girls. Roberta and Twyla encounter 
for the fourth time in fall when the protests over the compulsory busing of white and black 

among the students forced to visit another school in a different area, and when she takes him 
there, Twyla sees Roberta protesting against compulsory, desegregation busing. Once 
threatened by other protesters, Twyla requests Roberta to help, but she dismisses her. With the 

257). Upon this remark, Roberta and Twyla dispute once again over what actually happened to 
Maggie in the orchard. To Twyla, Maggie was not even black. Roberta, however, accuses her 
of lying and admits that they both kicked Maggie with the other girls. As the first-person 

Ma
-black, I 

embers that she 
did not kick her, yet she admits that she, associating the deaf, silent Maggie with her dancing 
mother, wanted to do so. Finally, Roberta and Twyla encounter for the fifth and last time at 
Christmas in the downtown. Referring to what she called her in their fourth encounter during 
the protests, Roberta tells Twyla that they did not in fact kick Maggie but adds that she actually 

thought so. But n
that she, too, wanted Maggie to be hurt by the big girls on that day. The two seem to settle the 
issue for a moment, but Roberta begins crying and utters the concluding sentence reiterating 

 

As this brief plot overview may already suggest, what happens to Maggie in the orchard 
ynamic, competing memories of their involvement in this seemingly 

project of re-considering a number of issues, including race relations and otherness in the story. 

solid number of critics and has established itself as a canonical text already.10 Regarding the 

                                                           
10 See, for instance, S. K. s : The Africanist Presence and Disability 
Studies  The Space that Race 
Creates  Sisters separated for much too long : Women's 
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e in the orchard, the story lends 
itself to a reading from the initiation perspective as well, a research question which has not yet 
been explored comprehensively. As I argue, Morrison puts her eight-years old protagonists into 
a life-changing situation by 
ambivalent experience of either just watching how Maggie is kicked by the big girls or taking 
part actively in this act of violence turns out to be catalytic in their later lives.  

As mentioned above, the initiatory event is considered to be a painful yet enriching 
experience for the young in both initiation rites and their literary representations. Likewise, 

 
clearly highlights the loss of innocence motif which is identifiable in many initiation stories. 
Moreover, the orchard, which is described as 2-
(Morrison, 1983, p. 244) can be compared to the Biblical Garden of Eden where Eve is tempted 
by a serpent and thus she, along with Adam, transforms from the state of innocence and bliss 
to knowledge and experience. This misleadingly trivial incident in the orchard turns into a 
psychological drama as Roberta and Twyla begin thinking more about it especially against the 
background of race relations in the later years. More precisely, their remembering of what has 
happened to Maggie is not independent of the larger social and political issues such as the racial 
strife of the 1970s.  Power structures both in the orphanage and in the society at large are 

ot something to be 
celebrated as in most of traditional male initiation stories, such as Nathaniel Hawthorne's 

character named Nick Adams. Concerning the different status of male and female initiatory 
experiences in literature, Elaine Ginsberg refers to the following five patterns:  

First, unlike some of their male counterparts, the young girls are always introduced to 
a heterosexual world, a world in which relationships between men and women, males and 
females, are the most important, if not the only, relationships which need to be 
understood. Second, whereas to the young men their newfound roles in the world may 
mean many different things, the young girls seem to see their future roles as women 
almost always in relation to men. Third, though the seduction-punishment pattern 
changes considerably in the twentieth century, the initiation process for females is still 
more often than not seen in terms of sexual experience either explicitly or 
implicitly. Fourth, there is an interesting anomaly in the fact that so many of the young 
girls depicted in these initiation stories are, at first, dressed in boys' clothing or bear boys' 
names, attributes they drop as the stories progress. They begin, it would seem, as little 
androgynous creatures, changing their names and their clothing only as they become more 
aware of their approaching womanhood. Fifth, whereas the young male initiates often 
have a male companion or mentor to aid or guide them [...], the young girls seem never 

                                                           
Friendship and Power in Toni Morrison s Recitatif

Failures of Love: Female Initiation in the Novels of Toni 
Morrison s the 
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to be aided or guided by an older female who serves as a teacher. More commonly they 
are accompanied or even initiated by a boy or a man (1975, p. 31). 

Indeed, these points raised by Ginsberg are applicable to many female initiation stories, 
11 and 

they offer significant insights into the different ways male and female initiation stories are 
traditionally organized.12 
female initiation story however, it corresponds to the patterns quoted above only partly. In 

heroic deeds and prove their courage as in most of male initiation stories. Furthermore, Roberta 
and Twyla are not necessarily initiated into the heterosexual world either voluntarily or 
involuntarily. Instead, the world that they are initiated into can be characterized with racial 
discrimination, class segregation and socio-spatial injustices. Likewise, Roberta and Twyla are 
not guided by a male companion or guide at any point in the narrative. They are not setting out 
a journey as usually the case, and Roberta and Twyla are not represented as pathetic, female 

 initiation as a one-time event that happens to the young 
in either successful or regrettable way. Clearly, something important occurs both to Maggie and 
the young protagonists in the orchard, but the audacity of remembering what really happens 
along with their ambiguous role in her victimization is introduced as a catalytic event that re-
visits their adult life repeatedly. To put it differently, Roberta and Twyla go through the same 
initiatory experience every single time they meet and remember what has actually happened in 
the orchard, which proves to be a challenge for both due to the nation-wide discourse fueling 

the initiatory experience as a non-linear, open-ended one is significant here because it, I argue, 
conjure up her conceptions of race and otherness. Morrison, in many of her novels such as The 
                                                           
11 
manners of womanhood thanks to the party that her mother, Mrs. Sheridan, hosts in their high-class mansion on a 

-class neighbor, and 
insists that the party should be cancelled, a suggestion which does not find acceptance among her mother and her 
sister. To distract and seduce her into the aristocratic manners of womanhood, Mrs. Sheridan gives her hat to Laura 
who actually changes her mind and focuses on the garden party. At the end of the party, Mr. Sheridan mentions 

d Mrs. Sheridan suggests sending the leftovers to the dead 

way to the funeral house, Laura feels intimated and almost decides to go back to their Edenic family house up on 

through the room where the dead body is lying. There, Laura confronts both the dead man and death itself, feels 
ashamed of her hat as a result of her greater understanding of issues such as death and class differences. She leaves 

sobbing and telling her brot

 
12 For an insightful  

. Bergman argues that Ginsberg 

and (sexual) victimization of the female  (2001, para. 4). Bergman  examines t are 
successful initiation stories centered around young girls who are not passive victims of patriarchy but take action 
which leads them to a life of independence and self-realization, contrary to the accepted role models of their times
(Bergman, 2001, para. 4). 
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Bluest Eye and A Mercy, contests the notion that the United States is now a post-racial nation 
and cautions the reader against the human infallibility under certain conditions. To her, human 
beings can incline towards vicious practices such as racial discrimination, othering and bias in 

at St. Bonnie 

issues, such as class differences, gentrification, racial tensions and othering that surface every 
time Roberta and Twyla meets over years underlines the fact that such an initiation is always 
open-ended and under construction. 

defies 
easy characterization as being a traditional or female initiation story in the way Elaine Ginsberg 

significant in thinking more openly and critically 
about the concept of initiation. Maggie is an intriguingly inactive yet pivotal character who 

- (Morrison, 1983, p. 244) and bowlegged, and thus she lies at the 

ambivalent. On the one hand, they sympathize with her especially on the face of the so-called 
 

stronger girls are situated on a higher position in terms of power than Roberta, Twyla and 
Maggie, which is one reason why the two protagonists sympathize with her.  On the other hand, 
they, as the later encounters between Roberta and Twyla reveal, develop a sense of anger at 
Maggie as well. They, coalescing with one another and being able to speak and shout back, are 
definitely more powerful than the speechless, wretched Maggie, a fact which interestingly gets 

identify Maggie with whichever weakness they find with themselves. As Twyla confesses, 
Maggie reminds them of their mothers: 

I didn't kick her; I didn't join in with the gar girls and kick that lady, but I sure did want 
to. We watched and never tried to help her and never called for help. Maggie was my 
dancing mother. Deaf, I thought, and dumb. Nobody inside. Nobody who would hear you 
if you cried in the night. Nobody who could tell you anything important that you could 
use. Rocking, dancing, swaying as she walked. And when the gar girls pushed her down 
and started rough- t scream, couldn t just like me and I 
was glad about that. (Morrison, 1983, pp.  259-60) 

This ambivalent attitude towards Maggie and her victimization in the orchard suggest that 
she occupies a physically insignificant yet symbolically powerful presence in the story. 
Correspondingly, a figure that 
represents not only the conflicts within and between the two main characters, but the broader 

 
issue that Maggie raises is how confusing the distinction between victims and victimizers can 

lso each time they attempt 
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of a seemingly trivial incident happened to someone else in the past can be distorted and 
censured even by the self depending on the social and political facts that s/he sides with. Despite 

differently. T
becomes the other for the self to the extent that one cannot remember the past unbiased without 

xamines the simultaneous 
processes of othering while finding the self. 

reader as well. It is a challenging, enigmatic and disturbing narrative, and it invites the reader 
to think about the processes which cause Roberta and Twyla to turn against each other and 
questions what it means to show a decent attitude toward an act of violence. As in most of 

osition and take part actively 
in the reading process. While doing so, the reader is asked to question his/her own pre-

over years, and there are narrative gaps between these encounters. This narrative structure opens 
more space for the reader to fill in the gaps using his or her own imagination. Besides, Morrison 
is too careful to disclose which character is white and which one is black. Instead, there are a 
good nu

(Morrison, 1983, p. 249) hair as well as her visit of Jimi Hendrix might suggest that she is the 
black one. Yet, a closer examination would demonstrate that white American teenagers also 

Americans during the late 1960s. With such ambiguous clues, the reader is provoked to assume 

racial identity are not stable, and they matter as long as people ascribe any significance to them. 
Instead, it highlights that the socio-economic processes and political discourses separate 
Roberta and Twyla despite their initial friendship and confuse their mind once they attempt to 

is encouraged to challenge his/her own assumptions by contemplating what may have happened 
to Maggie, which is a form of initiation for him/her as well.  

deviates from the conventions to be found in traditional male and female initiation stories and 

prove neither their physical strength nor their readiness be initiated into the heterosexual world. 
Instead, Roberta and Tw
victimization in the orchard of St. Bonnie orphanage, and the narrative explores the reasons 
these two characters cannot learn from this initiatory experience even when they become adults 

to one another, and this proves to be of utmost significance even when the two characters 
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attempt remembering the pivotal event that happened to Maggie years ago. More precisely, the 

withhold them from establishing a friendship in the orphanage, yet their difference matters only 
with the racial discourse and the social strife between white and black communities. Therefore, 

instantaneous and heroic but it is simultaneously communal and personal, processual and tragic. 

distinctions to be made between the victim and perpetrator, and the black and the white. The 
challenge for Roberta and Twyla is to leave such discursive, unstable categories aside and reach 
maturity and objectivity. The reader gets confronted with a similar challenge as well: the textual 

 unstable, and they matter as long as one 
ascribes any meaning to them with the futile task of concluding which one is white and which 

initiates the reader to question her/himself and think more critically about remembering the past 
and understanding the intersecting processes rendering the self and other, the right and wrong 
in particular ways. 

 

References 

Bakerman, J. S. (1981). Failures of Love: Female Initiation in the Novels of Toni 
Morrison. American Literature, 52 (4), 541-563. https://doi.org/10.2307/2925450 

Benjamin, S. G. (2013). The Space that Race Creates: An Interstitial Analysis of Toni 
Morrison  Studies in American Fiction, 40 (1), 87-106, 155. 
https://www.proquest.com/scholarly-journals/space-that-race-creates-interstitial-
analysis/docview/1399970555/se-2 

Bergman, I. (2001). Stories of Female Initiation: Two 19th Century Examples of Female 
Professional Success. Current Objectives of Postgraduate American Studies, 2 (1), 
https://copas.uni-regensburg.de/article/view/65/81 

Ginsberg, E. (1975). The Female Initiation Theme in American Fiction. Studies in American 
Fiction, 3 (1), 27-37. doi:10.1353/saf.1975.0013. 

Hardy, S. M. (1999). Recitatif. In Tim Akers and Jerry Moore (Eds.), Short Stories for Students. 
(1st ed. pp. 249-52). The Gale Group. 

Mansfield, K. (1995). Recitatif. In Ann Charters (Ed.), The Story and Its Writer: An 
Introduction to Short Fiction. (4th ed., pp. 480-91). Bedford Books. Originally published 
in 1922. 

Marcus, M. (1960). What Is an Initiation Story? The Journal of Aesthetics and Art 
Criticism, 19(2), 221 228. https://doi.org/10.2307/428289 

p and Power 
in Toni Morrison's Recitatif. Tulsa Studies in Women's Literature, 32(1), 159. 
https://www.proquest.com/scholarly-journals/sisters-separated-much-too-long-womens-
friendship/docview/1497279468/se-2 



185
 

_________________________________________ 
UDEKAD 

Cilt / Volume: 5 Issue: 2, 2022 

Morrison, T. (1983). Recitatif. In Amiri Baraka and Amina Baraka (Eds.), Confirmation: An 
Anthology of African American Women. (1st ed., pp. 243-61). Quill. 

Morrison, T. (1994). Conversations with Toni Morrison. Danille Kathleen Taylor-Guthrie 
(Ed.), University Press of Mississippi. 

Disability Studies. Melus, 36 (2), 71-88, 215. https://www.proquest.com/scholarly-
journals/maggie-toni-morrisons-recitatif-africanist/docview/874155099/se-2 

 

Conflict statement: The author of the article declares that he does not have ant person or financial relationship 
that may be a party to this study, therefore there is no conflict of interest.  


