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“Toni Morrison, Hannah Arendt, and the Collaborative Public Action of Fiction” 
 
In this paper, I will address Morrison’s insistence that her readers participate in the co-creation of 
her works, as well as the ways in which that participation exists simultaneously as both aesthetic 
and political action. In particular, I will articulate the specific textual mechanisms of 
participation or co-creation and how that co-creation both constitutes and operates within an 
Arendtian public sphere.  
 
Morrison has insisted for decades that her fiction seeks out the cooperation of her readers. Nancy 
J. Peterson, Carolyn Denard and other Morrison scholars have interpreted this desire for textual 
cooperation through feminist communities, trauma theory and other models of public and semi-
public collaborative practice, but as Dean Franco points out, much Morrison criticism describes 
reader-text participation through a vague and, because vague, “ethically problematic and 
politically limited discourse of co-memory and co-mourning.” Franco criticizes what he calls 
“‘critical wish fulfillment” that describes this co-memory as an accomplished fact without clearly 
elaborating how that work has been achieved. Franco argues, correctly, that if we make claims 
about the real-world impacts of fictional stories, then we must clearly specify what actions they 
perform, through what channels and to what effects. 
 
My paper will bridge the gap between Peterson and Franco by examining how Hannah Arendt’s 
theory of public action—a radically collaborative politics of appearance grounded in the concept 
of human plurality—helps us understand in concrete terms the ways that Morrison’s fiction 
meditates the public collaboration of Morrison with her readers and her readers with one another. 
Focusing on Morrison’s novels and public lectures from the 1990s, I will show that, rather than 
simply calling for cooperation, Morrison’s texts actually perform the transformative public 
appearance that Arendt identifies as the essential prerequisite of public life.  
 
 


