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ABSTRACT 

A QUEST FOR SPIRITUAL WHOLENESS: A STUDY OF MALE 
CHARACTERS IN TONI MORRISON'S BELOVED 

Leonard Thomas Rufus 

December 1992 

In all of her novels, Toni Morrison has chosen Black 

women as the principal characters. These women possess 

a unique spir i tual bond unlike any other culture. As 

manifested in Morrison's fifth novel Beloved, Black women 

strengthen their bond by re-creating their own history 

through rememory. Within their newly defined history , 

the women in Belove~ develop in their ability to nurture 

which includes tenderness and forgiveness. Their bond 

is also fortified through an intimate relationship with 

their foremothers by way of the supernatur,al. 'rhe focus 

of this study will show how the quest ~or spi ritual 

wholeness in male characters Stamp Paid and Paul D, both 

ex-slaves, hinges heavily on the quality of t heir 

relationship with their Black female counterparts. Based 

on these relationships, these men develop in memory and 

in the ability to nurture. Al t hough t hey do benefit 

from supernatural presence, their exposure to the 

supernatural is limi t ed. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The quest for wholeness has long been a recurring 

theme in world literature. Writers have been aware that 

lying within individuals as well as in society is some 

concept of what makes a perfect persona The quest t owards 

this perfection takes on various nuances according to 

the individual or to the society. These nuances include 

how parti c ular cultures view perfection. Nevertheless, 

no matter what myths a particular society chooses as 

its ideal, there remains a commonality in how all cultures 

view perfection. 

Literature reflects this yearning to become a perfect 

person even as early as ancient Greek society. In The 

Odyssey, the ideal society is one which includes all 

peop l e despite their imperfections . A•balance is achieved 

once all imperfections are taken into account. For 

example, Odysseus must learn from his encounter with 

the Cyclops. The Cyclops' one eye represents narrow

mindedness. Because narrow-mindedness is a negative 

trait, Odysseus can learn to balance this tendency in 

himself by broadening his own vision. The lotus eaters, 
< 

with their narrow concentration on t he easy life, also 
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teach Odysseus through their forgetfulness of home. 

Odysseus pulls his men away from the lotus, suggesting 

that drugged sensibilities are incapable of making the 

journey homeward.[1] This separation from the lotus 

symbolizes that suffering must not be excluded as a vital 

link in the quest for perfection. 

The theme of reaching towards perfection can also 

be seen in Sophocles' drama A~tig~ne. This play 

illustrates that Greek culture views God's law as the 

ideal. In the play, Creon, disregarding God's law, 

decrees that Antigone's brother is not to receive proper 

burial.[2] In defiance of the unjust edict, Antigone 

takes it upon herself to carry her brother through the 

rituals of proper burial. By doing so, Antigone affirms 

the connection of the human law .to the divine even though 

she herself gains a paradoxical wholeness only in her 

marriage with death. 

2 

Even predating the Greek classics, Jhe Odyssey and 

~ntigon~, we find that in Egyptian and Christian mythology 

the African goddess Isis has for many centuries been 

recognized as an important image in masculine wholeness 

and rebirth.[3] As the story is told, Isis undergoes 

a quest for the body of her twin brother/husband Osiris 

who has been cast into the Nile River. Isis is the 



only one who can restore life into the dead Osiris, thus 

making him whole again . The image of Isis is also 

represented in Egyptian iconography where she is the 

throne upon which the Pharoah sits. Therefore, like 

the Madonna image of a child sitting on its mother's 

lap, the Pharoah sits on the throne, ruling with the 

blessings and guidance of Isis. 

Keeping in mind the ideal of achieving wholeness, 

I have chosen Toni Morrison's Pulitzer award-winning 

novel Beloved (1987), a major work of modern fiction. 

This novel will be the focus of study in my thesis~ 

In this literary study I will look at how society as 

presented in the text either fragments or integrates 

the human personality, particularly in the masculine 

character. In Beloved, Morrison writes of 1 American 

society during slavery. Throughout the novel the reader 

can examine what elements are at work in developing 

spiritual wholeness in Paul D and Stamp Paid. These 

two men who are ex-slaves struggle within a political 

and a social system which does not recognize Black men 

as real men. However, in spite of this severe handicap, 

these men do achieve a level of wholeness with the help 

of Black fema le counterparts. Physical aggression, 

political power, and economic power are unfortunately 
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viewed as vital elements in achieving manliness. In 

Beloved the male characters approach wholeness only when 

they are able to wed tenderness, forgiveness, and 

nurturance with society's narrow definition of manhood 

as it depends on strength, class, and power. Tenderness, 

forgiveness, and nurturance are perceived by many as 

feminine traits. These traits are, furthermore, viewed 

as weaknesses. However, Morrison defies these 

stereotypical images by showing through fiction that 

a man has a greater capacity to become whole once he 

has adopted these traits~ Morrison appears to agree 

that women illustrate wholeness far more effectively 

than men. Placing her feminine characters within male 

dominant societies, Morrison illustrates that women find 

it necessary to bond together in order to define their 

own identity and seek for their own whbleness. As a 

result of bonding, these women have a clear idea of who 

they are as compared to who they are not. Since American 

society has already defined manhood, the male characters 

do not find it necessary to define themselves. However, 

Morrison allows a blending of the male and the female 

psyche in order for the male to achieve a wholeness and 

to go beyond the one-eyed view of society. 
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Notes 

[1 ]Homer, The Odyssey, trans. W.H.Dc Rouse (New 
York: NAL, 1937), p. 102. 

[2]Sophocles, Antigone in Treban Plays, trans. Don 
Taylor (New York: Methuen, 1986), pp. 1, 450. 

[3]This whole account of the Isis myth is borrowed 
from Joseph Campbell's interview with Bill Moyers in 
The Power of Myt~, ed, Betty Sue Flowers (New York: 
Doubl eday, 1988), pp. 176-179. Another interes t ing and 
enlightening version of the Isis myth can be found in 
a collection of Egyptian folktales edited and translated 
by Hasan M. El-Shamy in Folktales of Egypt (Ch icago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1980), pp. 152, 243, 275. 

_ I 
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CHAPTER I 

SLAVERY AS ENEMY TO WHOLENESS 

[We] can rise above shame ..• [or] we can 
sink down into the shamed child, become him, 
be no one else, live in our secret 
unworthiness ... and become a slave. 
There is a pleasure in becoming a slave. 
Then we turn into an addict, and never be 
in charge of our own life ... (1] 

Robert Bly 
Iron John 

I have found that, to make a contented slave, 
it is necessary to make a thoughtless one. 
It is necessary to darken his moral and mental 
vision, and as far as possible, to annihilate 
the power of reason. He must detect no 
inconsistencies in slavery; he must be made to 
feel that slavery is right; and he can be brought 
to that only when he ceases to be a man.[2] 

Frederick Douglass 
Narrative ' of the Life 
of Frederick Douglass 

Poet Robert Bly and abolitionist Frederick Douglass 

recognize the deception of slavery. The human perception 

can be disoriented to the point that it accepts a lie 

as truth. Although Bly is addressing psychological 

slavery and Douglass political, economic, social, and 

psychological slavery, both definitions point to the 

tragedy of forcing one's will upon another. The 
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oppressor appoints himself to a superior roles Feeling 

the force of the oppressor, the oppressed may eventually 

see himself as less than human. Furthermore, the 

oppressed often idolizes the oppressor as one given the 

divine right and the gift of spiritual wholeness. 

Morrison illustrates this deception. Set in post

Civil War Ohio and later, with frequent flashbacks and 

juxtapositions in Kentucky, Be!9ved resembles a slave 

narrative [3] in the sense that it gives accounts of 
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the horrors of slavery. Offering the reader an accurate 

portrayal of the slave life in America, Beloved also 

carries an accurate depiction of the slaves' relationship 

with the slave holder. As a part of slave society, the 

slave holder has been granted the authority to operate 

such an institution. According to nineteenth-century 

American society in general, the slave·holder was endowed 

with spiritual wholeness since he had political and social 

control of society, including control over women as well 

as over slaves. The fact that slave holders in Beloved 

do not see their oppressed as equals strongly implies 

their incompleteness or emptiness as opposed to wholeness. 

Morrison paints a vivid picture of slave holders 

Mr. Garner and schoolteacher, his brother-in-law. These 

slave holders reign in separate regimes at Sweet Home, 



a Kentucky plantation. Garner's reign has the appearance 

of paradise where the slaves have sunk into complacency: 

[Garner] [a]llowed, encouraged [slaves to 
correct him], even defy him. To invent ways 
of doing things; to see what was needed and 
attack it without permission. To •.. choose 
a horse or a wife .•. even learn reading if 
they wanted to--but they didn't want to since 
nothing important to them could be put down on 
paper.[4] 

The Sweet Home male slaves were content with their 

livelihood. As ex-slave Frederick Douglass observed, 

their moral and mental vision has been darkened.[5] 

8 

Mr. Garner even violates the law by offering them freedoms 

denied on surrounding plantations. Following Mr. Garner's 

death, his widow invites schoolteacher to operate Sweet 

Home. In great contrast to his predecessor, schoolteacher 

proves to be a tyrant. His violent abuse of his slaves 

gives them urgent incentive to escape foi their lives • 
• 

In this study of passive oppression paralleled with 

aggressive oppression, I will examine Garner and 

schoolteacher separately as men representing spiritual 

wholeness. Ironically, neither possesses wholeness. 

I will emphasize that any kind of oppression is spiritual 

emptiness. 

Slave holder Garner reminds one of a kindly father 

figure who treats his wife and children with utmost 



respect. He gladly provides for their physical and 

emotional needs. He even risks his life for their 

protection. Garner does what society expects of him 

as a husband. As a husband and slave holder, Garner 

has a special relationship with his wife. The reader 
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sees Garner and his wife only while they are in the 

presence of slaves. Therefore, there is no overt display 

of affection. However, there is evidence that the Garners 

share an affectionate relationship. One particular 

example speaks from the point of view of Baby Suggs, 

an aging slave woman: 

[Baby Suggs] listened to [Lillian Garner] humming 
at her work ; watched her face light up when 
Mr. Garner came in. (p. 140). 

Mrs. Garner's hum and her facial expression mirror her 

soul and the soul of the relationship she shared with 

her husband. One reason suggest i ng her hums and smiles 

is her accepting her sub-servient role as wife or help

meet. As long as her husband provides comfortable living 

conditions, which includes slave labor, she rema i ns 

content. Morrison opens up a glance into an issue 

involving the victimization of wh i te women hidden behind 

t he hypocrisy of the ruling pat riarch. Though not a 

Sweet Horne slave, Mrs. Garner is subjected to the same 

kinds of subtle abuse. Not perceiving the potential 



danger of her husband ' s rule, she hums and smiles, 

expressing an innocent pleasure. In essence, she is, 

on the one hand, like a child to her husband i n terms 

of social and political power. On the other hand, she 

is his parental counterpart, a relationship reflec t ing 

social status. The question comes to mind, "How ca.n 

the Garners be parents and have no children?" No , the 

Garners have no biological children. This void i n the i r 

family composition serves, nevertheless, all the more 

as an incentive for them to adopt slaves as the i r 

childrene Teen-age and adult slaves at Sweet Home are 

treated as if they were children. Garner allows them 

freedoms that other slave holders perceived as 

permissiveness. Among the several slave privileges, 

Garner allows his slave men to carry guns 1 (p. 226). 
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Many slave holders would shudder at the thought of 

allowing slaves to carry guns for fear of revolt. Having 

successfully indoctrinated his slaves t o accept their 

condition as fair and just, Garner obviously has bold 

confidence in his control. He must have overwhelming 

success because no slave revolted dur ing h i s reign. 

Again, we have a slave holder who in his own creative, 

unconventional manner, maintains control of his slaves 

without infuriating them. Morrison is allowing the 



reader to part i cipate with the slaves' experience of 

Mr. Garner's behavior, which appears justifiable because 

there i s no violence. Omission of violence and the 

practice of justice can easily be perceived as identical 

and accepted as moral and ethical. Morality and ethics 

both imply wholeness of body, soul, and mind. However, 

as already mentioned, oppression can take on subtleties, 

like an undetected cancer which has deadly potential. 

Therefore, Garner acquiesces to the general overt abuses 

of slavery. 

A second counterfeit of wholeness occurs when Mr. 

Garner decides not to use his men as studs: 

[No, Mr. Garner] didn't stud his boys. Never 
brought them to [Baby Suggs'] cabin with 
directions to 'lay down with her,' . or 
rented their sex out on other farms (p. 140) 

On the surface it appears that Garner is a man or noble 

character in treating his slaves humanely by not 

marketing their sexual vitality, a practice common among 

animal breeders and slave holders alike. A noble 

appearance implies balance. Even the fact that Garner 

is authorized to operate a slave plantation implies 

wholeness. As a part of the umbrella of patriarchal 
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domination, Garner's gender and race automatically qualify 

him as a man of authority over women and Blacks. This 



concept of superiority would not have been practiced 

had nineteenth-century American society perceived slave 

holders as corrupt and morally deficient. After all, 

much of the rationale in support of slavery is based 
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on the New Testament, particularly Ephesians 6:5-9 and 

Colossians 3:22-25, where slaves are commanded to obey 

their masters. And since most slaves were religious, 

they dared not defy the word of God for fear of suffering 

in the fires of hell. However, not all slaves were naive 

in over l ooking the moral and spiritual emptiness of slave 

holders. Baby Suggs has a perception keen enough to 

penetrate Garner's superficiality. She perceives 

potential danger in Garner's monitoring the sexuality 

of his slaves. Speaking from Baby Suggs' point of view, 

the master narrative gives her reaction t~ the constraint 

Garner has on his slaves: 

[It worried Baby Suggs]. Would [Mr. Garner] 
pick women for them or what did he think was 
going to happen when the boys ran smack into 
their nature. Some danger he was court i ng and 
he surely knew it (p. 140). 

An obvious danger could be a slave revolt. Even with 

the slaves in the complacent state of mind, a slave revolt 

is still a possibility. The reader can also interpret 

the hidden danger of depriving slaves of human dignity 

and freedom of expression. For adult men to be told 



not to express their sexual energy in ways which are 

physically, emotionally, and spiritually wholesome is 

like telling them that they are made of iron. The Sweet 

Home men are so severely sexually deprived that they 

have to resort to having sex with cows (p. 11 ). Even 

when Sethe, a young girl of fourteen, comes to live at 

Sweet Home, the slave men follow Garner's orders not 

to touch her. However, one of the slaves, Six-0, often 

sneaks off thirty miles on foot to be with his lover, 

Patsy, described as Thirty-Mile woman (p. 21). 

Another hidden danger is the fact that Garner will 

not live forever. In fact, his death brings on grave 

danger when schoolteacher takes charge of Sweet Home. 

After all, the slaves in their mesmerized state of mind 

do not imagine the inevitability of Garner's death: 

Nobody counted on Garner dying. Nbbody 
thought he could. How 'bout that? 
Everything rested on Garner being alive. 
Without his life each of the [slaves] 
fell to pieces (p. 220). 

Centering their lives around a human being is dangerouse 

With the exception of Baby Suggs, these slaves accept 

Garner's authority as infallible. It is as if he were 
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an immortal god. His death proves the fragility of human 

life and of Garner's version of Black manhood. During 
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t h e schoo l teacher regime Garner's version of Black manhood 

f inally collapses. 

Another insightful scene capturing Baby Sugg's keen 

pe r cept ion and Garner's spiritual emptiness occurs when 

he r s on Ha l le has bought her freedom and she is preparing 

t o go t o her new home. Mr. Garner addresses her as Jenny" 

Mr . Garner, she said, "why you all call me Jenny?" 
" 'Cause that what's on your sales ticket, gal. 
Ai n' t that your name? What you call yourself?" 
"Nothing," she said. "I don't call myself nothing." 

. "When I took you out of Carolina, Whitlow 
called you he call you ... Tenny?" 
"No , s i r, If he did I didn't hear it. 
[I answer to anything], but Suggs is what my 
husband name." Suggs is my name, sir. From 
my husband. He didn't call me Jenny." 
"What he call you?" 
"Baby" (p. 142). 

He r e Baby Suggs takes claim of her own autonomy, her 

separat eness from the same way she refers to herself. 

Th i s kind of identification implies that they acknowledge 

her d i gnity. What is important to her is also important 

to them. She refuses to carry the name of her master. 

Aga i n, Baby Suggs takes pride in being who she is, and 

part of her identity is found in her name. The slave 

men at Sweet Home all carry Garner's name (p. 11). In 

fact, Paul Dis only one in a long line of Pauls. It 

is of vital importance to notice that the "o" in Paul 

Dis not an initial: i t is instead Garner's way of 



alphabetically identifying which Paul is which before 

attaching the Garner surname. For Garner to alphabetize 

his slaves and expect them to identify with his last 

name strongly implies his emptiness. Invading others' 

lives and depriving them of being and belonging to 

themselves is absolute injustice no matter how subtle 

or overt, and spiritual wholeness has no tolerance for 

injustice. 

It is no surprise · that Garner h~s had Baby Suggs 

in his service for about ten years (pp. 145-146) before 

knowing her real name. It is no surprise, yet it is 

still tragic. Garner's relationship with Baby Suggs 

illustrates what critic Karen Fields describes as 

"disinterested love:" 

Morrison explores love in its interest.ea and 
disinterested forms, in forms that uplift 
the human person and in forms tha~ carry 
profound moral danger •••. She considers 
how love could be manifest in ties between 
people as nearly equal as fellow slaves and 
fully unequal as slave and master ...• 
( 6) 
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Sharing wholesome love among themselves, the Sweet Home 

slaves sought the highest potential in each other. Garner 

did love Baby Suggs, but on his own terms. His idea 

of love was the absence of overt cruelty. He was 

"disinterested" in their reaching full human potential. 



The word "disinterest" in this context is a euphemism 

for "hate," and to the notion that Garner loved his 

slaves, Baby Suggs maintains that "thin love ain't no 

love at all" (p. 164). 

Garner's disinterested love for his slaves does 

lead to a drastic downfall. Although he is a peaceful 

man, his reign leads to violent consequences. 

Schoolteacher later sits on the throne of Sweet Home 

and aggressively exerts all the evil which lies within 

him. He proves to be the true epitome of evil. In this 

e xamination of schoolteacher, I will expose inc i dents 

of his obvious spiritual deficiency. As we will see 

later, violent aggression carries a direct association 

with patriarchy. 

A major image carried throughout Beloved is the 

phallic symbol.[7] It is not difficult' to trace each 
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use of these symbols to schoolteacher, who like an erect 

phallus can be violent, harsh, unyielding, and grotesque. 

One major phallic symbol is the rifle and other weapons. 

These weapons symbolize the control which white patriarchy 

kept i n terms of gender and race. These white males 

made weapons and owned them. Since slaves were not 

allowed to own anything including themselves, their 

occasionally being given rifles was only a parody of 



control. If anything at all it indicates that someone 

had granted them permission to pretend that they are 

men. Thoroughly convinced that his slaves were men, 

Garner would even fight in their defense: 

[My] niggers is men every one of em. Bought 
em that-away, raised em thataway .•. [A] 
fierce argument, sometimes a fight, and 
Garner came home bruised and pleased, having 
demonstra t ed one more time that a real 
Kentuckian was: one tough enough and smart 
enough to make and call his own niggers men 
(pp. 10-11 ). 
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Irony rings throughout Garner's words and actions. 

Through his words and actions we see machismo mentality. 

Garner elevates his ego at the expense of another's 

humiliation. The irony rings out much louder and clearer 

when these men deceive themselves in believing they are 

j ustified. 

This type of spiritual blindness i~ extended further 

and more intensely when schoolteacher arrives on the 

Sweet Home scene. To his utter dismay Garner has been 

allowing slaves to carry rifles: 

Voices remind schoolteacher about the spoiling 
these particular slaves have had at Garner's 
hands. There's laws against what he done: 
letting niggers ..• have guns ... (p. 226). 

The narrator later underscores the universality of 

schoolteacher's attitude in a description of Paul D's 

experience during the Civil War. We learn that in Civil 



War Tennessee the 44th Colored Regiment had collapsed 

because Black solders were not allowed to carry weapons 

for fear of killing whites. The narrator comments: 

[Paul D] stayed there four weeks. The regiment 
fell apart before it got started on the question 
of whether the [colored] soldiers should have 
weapons or not. Not, it was decided, and the 
white commander had to figure out what to 
command them to do instead of kill other white 
men. Some of the ten thousand [of the colored 
regiment] stayed there to clean, haul and 
build things; others drifted away to another 
regiment; most were abandoned, left to their 
own devices with bitterness for pay (pp. 267-268)~ 
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It is very clear in this passage that the white 

patriarchy, the guardians of slavery, elevated itself 

above the Black male slave, even in times of national 

crisis like the Civil War. First of all, white patriarchy 

did not see the Black male slave as a peer. Being Black 

automatically disqualified the slave from ~xercising 

• control. Only white males were considered real men and 

allowed to exercise political, social, economic, and 

military control. This practice clearly illustrates 

emptiness, narrow-minded human standards accepted as 

divine law. Schoolteacher and all other white patriarchs 

who execute such narrow standards are no better off than 

the one-eyed Cyclops in The Odyssey who, as Homer points 

out, are laws unto themselves.[8] Living in a false 

reality, slave holders prove harmful to others and to 



themselves. In robbing slaves of their manhood, 

symbolized by the rifle, they must constantly guard 

against violent retribution. 

1 9 

Another use of the rifle as a phallic symbol is 

illustrated in the agonizing scene which takes place 

about a month after Sethe escapes from Sweet Home. She 

flees to Cincinatti, Ohio, to live with Baby Suggs. 

Schoolteacher and his nephews who are also his assistants 

at Sweet Home find Sethe, intending to re-enslave her 

and her children. The white man's power is vividly 

rendered in the threatening aspect of his weapons: 

Three of them dismounted, one stayed in the 
saddle, his rifle ready .... Caught red
handed .•• [Sethe and her children] would 
seem to recognize the futility of ... 
outrunning a rifle (p. 148). 

Here Morrison suggests the phallic brutality of white 

patriarchy diverted against the feminfne in an image _ 

which describes rape. Again, we see rifles as symbols 

of threat and control, illustrating not only ''the denied 

and lost manhood of the slaves'' [9] but also the 

victimization of women. Indeed, to protect her baby 

from this fate, Sethe kills her own offspring. 

Morrison presents yet another symbol which 

demonstrates schoolteacher's emasculating control over 

his Black men as well as his violence against enslaved 
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women9 Before Sethe escapes from Sweet Home, 

schoolteacher's nephews rape her of her bre ast mi l k wh i le 

she was pregnant with Denver, her last child. The milk 

was intended for her oldest daughter, the 

"crawling-already? baby girl" (103) who had already been 

carried ahead to be with Baby Suggs. Mrs. Garner cries 

when Sethe reports the rape to her (pp. 16-17). Th rough 

Mrs . Garner's tears, Morrison transcends racial 

po l arization and focuses on feminine empathye At this 

moment Mrs. Garner immediately connects to Sethe's 

womanhood and overlooks her blackness. Again, feminine 

perception allows for spiritual insightfulness, thus 

exposing male spiritual blindness. School teacher, the 

personification of spiritual blindness, orders his nephews 

t o flog Sethe, a further act of violence against this 

image of feminine fertility. Eighteen years later P~ul 

D. "the last of the Sweet Home men" and a Sweet Home 

escapee, tells Sethe that her husband Halle had witnessed 

the talking of her milk. Surprised t hat Halle would 

watch her suffer under violent humiliation and not come 

to her defense, Sethe questions Paul D, "They took my 

mi lk and [my husband] saw it and didn't come down"? (p. 

69). But Paul D knows that thi~ rape cost Halle his 

own manhood: "It broke him, Sethe" ( p. 69). The 



narrator further emphasizes Black male disempowerment 

in the conversation that follows: 

"What did [Halle] say [to you]?" 
"Nothing." 
"Not a word?" 
"Not a word." 
"Did you speak to him. Didn't you say 
anything to him? Something!" 
'' I couldn't, Sethe. I just . .. • couldn't." 
"Why! II 

"I had [an iron] bit in my mouth" (p. 69). 
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Like the rifle, the iron bit as a symbol also echoes 

strong messages of white patriarchal superiority. 

Furthermore, it represents Paul D's and Halle's emotiona l 

and psychological castration. Schoolteacher, therefore, 

represents everything that is not spiritually whole. 

As the personification of slavery, he is an enemy to 

spiritual wholeness. 

In light of Sethe's traumatic rape scene, the reader 

can detect eighteen years of some spititual growth both 

in her and in Paul D. Eighteen years later she is 

surprised that Paul D's resilience has allowed him 

apparently to recover from the humiliation caused by 

schoolteacher: 

He want s to tell me, she thought[,] .•. 
about how offended the tongue isr held down 
by i ron, how the need to spit is so deep 
you cry for it .•.. Days after [the bit] 
was taken out, goose fat was rubbed on the 
corners of the mouth but nothing to soothe the 
tongue or take the wildness out of the eye. 



Sethe looked up into Paul D's eyes to see 
if there was any trace left in them. 
"People I saw as a child," she said, "who'd 
had the bit always looked wild after that. 
Whatever they used it on them for, it 
couldn't have worked, because it put a 
wildness where before there wasn't any. 
When I look at you [Paul D.] I don't see 

. no wildness nowhere" ( p. 71 ) . 

The "wildness" to which Sethe refers can be interpreted 

as a brain-washed state of consciousness. Schoolteacher 

wants to manipulate the mind of the slave. However, 
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"it couldn't have worked" because many slaves, especially 

Paul D, grow more defiant, refusing to allow "wildness" 

to take control. Sethe's perception is astute enough 

to recognize that rooted deeply within the slave 

consciousness lies a protective force shielding against 

permanent psychological defeat. The bit is meant to 

reinforce this defeat by denying access to language. 

Being denied language reduces one to a mute existence, 

shut ou t from being heard. With or without the bit, 

Paul D's voice is still silenced. However, his mind 

is not silenced. After eighteen years, Sethe perceives 

that Paul D still has realistic potential of receiving 

psychological repair, thus being restored to the complete 

freedom of owning himself. Like Baby Suggs, Sethe's 

lack of formal education only intensifies her intuitive 



mind. Just by looking into Paul D's eyes, she is able 

to detect his overcoming defiance as well as his taking 

more control of his own life. And just as Morrison uses 

Baby Suggs to expose Garner's spiritual emptiness, she 

also uses Sethe to expose schoolteacher. The reader 

can see that schoolteacher was wrong even in assuming 

tha t he had permanent control of the slave mind. This 

assumption, therefore, clearly indicates spiritual 

shallowness or emptiness. Sethe astutely articulates 

her observation that the slave can rise above being 

manipulated. 

As we have seen, slavery caused severe and tragic 

damage to the world as a whole. The emotional and 

psychological effects have extended into the twentieth 

century. Slavery still, appallingly, exis~s today in 

Haiti, for example. On any level and during any time 

period, slavery is a false reality, deceiving the victim 

to accept a lie as truth. Slavery takes on what Russian 

literary theorist Mikhail Bahktin calls carnivalization. 

[11] This image of carnival strongly implies a slave 

existence as a false reality: 

Carnivalization is a pageant without footlights 
..•. Its participants live in it out of it 
... by its laws as long as those laws are in 
effect; that is, they live a carnivalistic life. 
Because carnivalistic life is life drawn out 
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of its usual rut, it is to some extent "life 
turned inside out," "the reverse side of the 
world. 11 [12] 
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According to Bahktin, images of carnival are only 

imitations of reality. Although Garner and schoolteacher 

do operate their system within a real world, they 

fabricate t ruth by teaching a doctr i ne which violates 

the law of human dignity. Their doctrine is 

carnivalistic. Garner's mortality alone serves as proof 

tha t he is not superior to a slave or to any other human 

being. 

Causing life-long physical, emotional, psychological, 

economic, and social damage, slavery in every sense of 

the word is an ene my to spiritual wholeness. However, 

in late r discussions we will see how the centuries of 

being plunged into the depths of sufferinif have offer ed 

v i c t ims at least two choices: surrender to defeat or 

use suffering as an opportunity to achieve spiritual 

wholeness, the highest human potential. 
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CHAPTER II 

THE FEMININE AS GAUGE FOR MASCULINE WHOLENESS 

Afro-American women writers rewrite the 
established history by embodying their 
ancestors' memory in fiction, and as well 
respond to previous Afro-American women's 
literature. Contemporary Afro-American 
women's work then is intertextual as well 
as reiteration of the restriction based 
on class, race, gender, imposed on their 
forebearers.[1] 

if I could know 
in what language to address 

Barbara Christ i an 
"From the Inside Out" 

the spirits that claim a place 
beneath these low and simple ceilings, 
tenants that neither speak nor stir 
yet dwell in mute insistence 
til I can feel utterly ghosted in 
this house.[2] 

Adrienne Rich 
"Toward the Solstice" 

History can be synonymous to the word "memory." 

The word "history" has been sarcastically referred to 

as sexist, as part of the word "his" implies looking 

at the past from a male point of view. In writing Beloved 

Morrison articulates the untold tale of Black women who 

lived before and during slavery in America. Their story 

goes far beyond mere recording of events as characteristic 
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of many slave narratives. In Beloved much of history 

or memory includes the horrors of having to remember 

painful experiences. Many of these experiences are shared 

exclusively among Black female characters both alive 

and dead. This closed circle of communion in no way 

implies conceit. On the contrary, this circle implies 

a special kind of sisterhood unique among Black women. 

As Barbara Christian mentions in the introductory quote, 

memory plays a vital role in the fiction of Black women. 

Since we are an extension of what was begun hundreds 

of years ago by our ancestors, our present success and 

wholeness are contingent on how well we understand our 

past. The danger of both personal and racial spiritual 

unfulfi l lment befalls when we are isolated from our pasto 

In Beloved the matriarchal lineage is a key to reviving 

memory. Morrison acknowledges that the matriarch as 

nurturer has been endowed with keen perception. In 

Morrison's story she destroys the barriers separating 

time and space and allows free communication of women 

with their foremothers. As Adrienne Rich suggests in 

her poem "Toward the Solstice" silenced voices from the 

dead can be the very means by which Black women can 

recreate their own history. This recreation is referred 

to as "rememory."[3] The dominant use of a female ghost 
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and her incarnate image are invitations for the past 

to appear in the flesh and help Sethe complete unfinished 

business. Once Sethe has uprooted tender, painful moments 

of the past, she, with the help of a community of women, 

is able to emerge spiritually whole. 

The focus of this chapter illustrates how female 

characters develop their spiritual wholeness. Sethe 

does deal effectively with her unwholeness in her bond 

with other Black women characters both dead and alive. 

She also achieves wholeness when her memory is aligned 

with the memory of Paul D. Unlike Sethe, whom we first 

see as incomplete, Baby Suggs has a unique approach to 

wholeness. When we meet Baby Suggs, by way of memory, 

she has already emerged to this maturity based to some 

extent on her relationship with her husban~ and her son 

Halle. However, she is mostly responsible for her own 

spiritual development based on the way she defines 

herself. Since the women in Belove~ deal effectively 

with memory, nurturance, and the supernatural, they serve 

as models for masculine spiritual balance. 

This discussion will center on how the women in 

Beloved were able to use their memory as a key to their 

own insightfulness. Along with female memory this 

discussion will illustrate maternal nurturance and 



relationship with the supernatural as essential elements 

in achieving intense spiritual fulfillment. 

Before Sethe can develop spiritual wholeness, she 

has to resurrect much of her repressed memory. As we 

meet Sethe for the first time, she has spent eighteen 

years in isolation from a painful past. Needless to 
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say, she is not ripe for any quality spiritual development 

unless she can somehow work with her repressed past, 

which includes the murder of her daughter and her 

residency at Sweet.Home, two painful experiences. The 

narrator makes it perfectly clear that these particular 

painful memories are not the only ones Sethe has 

repressed. Sethe has unconsciously cut herself from 

her entire past--her existence before Sweet Home, even 

the existence of her foremothers before transcontinental 

passage from Africa. This repressed memory separates 

Sethe from her ancestry which Morrison sees as vital 

detriment to personal identity and individual freedom: 

••• [L]ove of ancestor should not be confused 
with some simple-minded cant about Black families, 
broken families, or historylessness ... What 
beguiles me is the way in which the absence or 
presence of an ancestor determines the success 
of the protagonist. For the ancestor is not 
only wise; he or she values racial connection, 
racial memory over individual fulfillment. 
Fighting the ancestor frequently occurs, but the 
devastation of the protagonist never takes place 



unless he succeeds in ignoring or annihilating 
the ancestor.[4] 
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Sethe has succeeded in ignoring her past, thus depriving 

herself of a vital connection which has power to transform 

her life. Morrison effectively illustrates Sethe's 

repressed memory through the use of symbols. One such 

symbol is the image of a chokecherry tree imprinted on 

Sethe's back. This tree is a mark left following a 

beating by schoolteacher's nephews. In one particular 

scene with Paul D, we see that the tree has left Sethe's 

back numb: 

As [Sethe] raised up from the heat she felt 
Paul D behind her and his hands under her 
breasts. She straightened up and knew, but 
could not feel, that his cheek was pressing 
into the branches of her chokecherry tree. 
He rubbed his cheek on her back and learned 
that way her sorrow, the roots of it; its 
wide trunk and intricate branches • . [~e] 
knew without seeing them or hear~ng any sign 
that [Sethe's] tears were corning fast .•.• 
[H]e saw the sculpture her back had become 
[and] could think but not say, "Aw, Lord, 
girl." [H]e would tolerate no peace until 
he had touched every ridge and leaf of [the 
tree] •.• none of which Sethe could feel 
because her back skin had been dead for 
years (pp. 17-18). 

Sethe is suddenly made aware of the emotional pain 

associated with the numbness in her back. Not having 

seen or felt her own back in years, Sethe has forgotten 

that the tree is there. Just as Sethe was not able 
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to see and feel the intricate details of the tree in 

her back, she is all the more unable to see and understand 

the intricate details of her past. The tree is a result 

of flogging, a very painful means of punishment. It 

is not difficult to understand why Sethe would want to 

shut out the memory of this physical pain. However, 

the whole painful experience behind the beating and the 

rape is so devastating that Sethe on her own is incapable 

of coping with recurring thoughts. For this reason Paul 

Dis present to help her see and feel what she has left 

behind. Paul Dis, therefore, a dynamic force in 

motivating Sethe to revive her memory. His mere 

appearance after an eighteen-year hiatus is enough to 

a~ least provide Sethe with a cognitive connection to 

Sweet Home. She has no difficulty with a .cognitive memory 

of the rape, the flogging, the escape•trorn Sweet Horne, 

the birth of Denver, and other memories within the 

eighteen-year period. Knowledge of the past is an 

important prerequisite to becoming intimate with the 

past. And intimacy with the past is what Sethe needs 

before she arrives at her potential. 

Even before Paul D's arrival, Sethe has been aware 

of the baby ghost that has been a resident at 124 

Bluestone Road. Sethe tells Paul D, 



I got a tree on my back and a haint in my 
house, and nothing in between but [my] 
daughter ..• No more running from 
nothing ... [I]t cost too much! Do you 
hear? It cost too much[!] (p. 15). 

Sethe has resigned herself to remaining inactive, not 

fighting the system of slavery. In order to maintain 

safety for her and her daughter Denver, she associates 

with no one outside her own house because the cost was 

too great. She at least has Denver, Paul D, her 

chokecherry tree, and the ghost, all necessary keys, 

but not exclusive, for unlocking her repressed past 

wherein we can also find her wholeness. 
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Yet another important symbol illustrating Sethe's 

repressed memory is the use of feet. References to feet 

serve as a motif representing the foundation on which 

Sethe has built her life. Fighting against painful memory 

• 
and limiting her life to a cognitive relationship with 

her past is Sethe's way of tearing down her foundation, 

thus depriving herself of full spiritual visione When 

we see Sethe for the first time, she is barefoot (pp. 

22, 40), an effective metaphor in representing her 

unrooted past. Her bare feet strongly imply her need 

to re-establish her priorities and place herself back 

in the context of her forgotten past. 



It is no coincidence that most of what we learn 

about Sethe is by way of memory--her memory, Paul D's, 

Baby Suggs', and Stamp Paid's. However, Denver's memory 

holds unique significance because she has no choice but 

34 

to rely on Sethe's memory to learn of her own past. 

Denver's memory is only what Sethe had told her. Within 

Denver's recall of what Sethe had told her, we see another 

reference to the feet motif. This particular reference 

is one of several times the narrator juxtaposes the 

present with the past: 

.[Arny] Denver put Sethe's feet on a pile 
of [leaves], saying "I know a women had her 
feet cut off they was so swole [like yours]." 
Then she did the magic: lifted Sethe's feet 
and legs and massaged them until she cried 
salt tears. 11 It's gonna hurt, now, 11 said 
Arny. "Anything dead corning back to life 
hurts" (pp. 34-35). 

This particular scene carries a dual significance. First, 

we see the narrator employ flashback, treating the past 

as if it were also the present. Denver's remembering 

what Sethe had told her is now a part of Sethe's memory. 

Second, the subject matter in this scene emphasizes the 

interesting parallel of Sethe's calloused feet with 

calloused memory. And a clear message rings through 

regarding the necessity of suffering in order to grow. 
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Sethe's suffering would entail working intimately with 

her lost past. 

It is interesting that Sethe chooses to isolate 

herself from the past. She even tells Denver that she 

never wants her to experience the torture of Sweet Home 

or any slave plantation. Sethe is still a victim of 

injustice o Certainly much of her forgetting is voluntary. 

Much of it is also involuntary because Sethe is a part 

of a system which separates husbands from wives, mothers 

from children, sisters from brothers. Therefore, she 

acquiesces to what is expected of her. Total surrender 

to the notion of family separation reflects weakness. 

Keeping memory alive is indeed painful, but the rewards 

are phenomenal. The more Sethe interacts with Paul D, 

the more her past unfolds. This unfolding1of the past 

helps her develop a clearer memory an~ a more keen 

perception. Sethe grows to the point of being able to 

better analyze her plight at Sweet Home. Remembering 

her condition at Sweet Home, she tells Paul D: 

I wish I'd a known more, but, like I say, 
there wasn't nobody to talk to [at Sweet 
Home]. Women, I mean ..• It's hard, you 
know what I mean? By myself and no woman 
to help you get through (p. 160). 

Having spent several months with Paul D, Sethe already 

recognizes her lack of balance. Furthermore, she 
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recognizes that at Sweet Home her denied bonding with 

other Black women hindered her from spiritual wholeness. 

Her recognition comes as a result of her sharing her 

memory with Paul D. During this same conversation, Sethe 

clearly remembers her escape from Sweet Horne with bold 

detail and bold confidence: 

... I was big, Paul D, and deep and wide and 
when I str etched out my arms all my children 
could get in between. I was that wide. Look 
like I loved em more after I got [away from Sweet 
home]. Or maybe I couldn't l ove em proper in 
Kentucky because they wasn't time. But when I 
got here, when I jumped off that wagon there 
wasn't nobody in the world I couldn't love if 
I wanted to. You know what I mean? (p. 162). 

We will later see in Chapter III how Sethe's recognizing 

her incompleteness stimulates Paul D to recognize his. 

It is very important that Paul Dis the best person with 

whom Sethe can articulate her condition at·/Sweet Home 

because he experienced some of the same treatment. All 

the years of telling Denver about Sweet Home served only 

as a sterile history lesson, void of meaning and isolated 

from the present~ However, with Paul D, feelings of 

the past have melted into the present, thus bringing 

both him and Sethe a step closer to spiritual renewal. 

As a key to spiritual wholeness, memory permeates Beloved. 

The narrator illustrates the development of memory as 

companion to perception and to personal and racial 
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fu l fillment. Not one character reaches a plateau without 

working within the clear context of the past. The memory 

of Black women, the most prominent characters in Beloved, 

rece i ves the most recognition. Morrison seems to want 

t h e reader to look at history from a Black woman's point 

of view, a point of view which has been neglected: 

The complexity and richness of Morrison's 
novels, their novelistic fancy as well as 
their historical journey, are embedded in 
the context of the Black experience, more 
specifically the context of Black women's 
exper i ence in America.[5] 

In order for American society to arrive at spiritual 

wholeness, it needs to recognize and take seriously 

several po i nts of view and several kinds of experiences. 

The word wholeness implies balance, looking at the ent i re 

p i cture. 

picture. 

Black women are a viable part of the entire 

And their memory and perception deserve not • 

a token recognition but one of dignity, strongly impacting 

t he making of American society. 

Having established that Black female memory in 

Be l oved is essential to spiritual wholeness and that 

th i s memory enhances perception, we turn our attention 

to nur t urance, another feature of Black motherhood, and 

its contribution to the notion of spiritual wholeness. 

As mo t hers from an early age, both Sethe and Baby Suggs 
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learn how to provide the protection found in nurturing. 

Under the umbrella of nurturance we find tenderness and 

forgiveness, two additional motherly qualities~ As stated 

earlier, the qualities of nurturance, tenderness, and 

forgiveness are best illustrated by the women characters 

in Beloved. This portion of this thesis will focus on 

how the women in Beloved display these qualities. 

Sethe strongly illustrates nurturance in regards 

to her breast milk. Even in her state of spiritual 

incompleteness, Sethe still possesses this highly crucial 

quality. Shortly after her reunion with Paul D, Sethe's 

painful memory unfolds as she describes her rape: 

After I left you, those boys came in there 
and took my milk ... Schoolteacher made 
one open my back •.. 
They used cowhide on you? 
And they took my milk. 
They beat you and you was pregnan~? 
And they took my milk! (pp. 16-17). 

Sethe mentions her stolen milk three times. She is 

obviously more concerned about the stolen milk than about 

being beaten. For she is well aware that her crawling 

baby was waiting for this life-giving substance. She 

knows the vital importance of the milk to her baby's 

emotional and physical growth: 



... (W]hen schoolteacher saw me he'd see the 
drops [of milk] on the front of .my dress. 
Nothing I could do about that. All I knew 
was I had to get my milk to my baby girl. 
Nobody was going to nurse her like me. 
Nobody was going to get it to her fast 
enough, or take it away when she had enough 
and didn't know it. Nobody knew that she 
couldn't pass her air if you held her up 
on your shoulder, only if she was lying on 
my knees. Nobody knew but me and nobody 
had her milk but me. 9 • (p. 16). 

Again, Sethe in her condition of isolation recognizes 

the urgency of breast milk. The drops of milk on her 

dress indicate what Stephanie Demetrakopoulos describes 

as the mother's body adjusting to the child's feeding 

pattern [6]c Dernetrakopoulos describes this spiritual 

union of the mother to child: 

[Her] milk surges forward ("drops") involuntarily 
as she awakens at nighte A mother learns 
to associate the infant's hunger with her 
own relief . $ •• As a mother lets 1o of 
her ego, identifying instead with.the baby's 
satisfaction, she may feel a sense of total 
unity with the child that is not unlike the 
more mystical moments of pregnancy.[?] 

Milk is a direct connection of child to mother. The 

39 

warm flow of naturally-produced milk from mother to child 

ties a spiritual bond between the two generations. 

Demetrakopoulos sees the mother's body as a means by 

which the child blends into nature: 

The maternal identification with the infant 
is a direct link to the uroboric beginnings 
of consciousness .... [T]heir 



conjoining during a feeding is a form of 
mysterium coniunctio, a blend of psychic 
and bodily unification .•.• [8] 
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The mother's body is where the end of the child's pre

existence gradually takes shape and forms a human embryo. 

Once fully developed and birthed, the child still has 

a longing to be with familiar sounds, touch, scents, 

and tastes associated with the womb. However, the mutual 

love of mother and child can provide "basis for other 

relationships. ~ • and [serve as] model for all other 

family members to followe"[9] Sethe must have some innate 

awareness that her love for her children can help them 

survive in a hostile world. Motherly love has the 

capacity to instill self-worth, a definite prerequisite 

to wholeness. Breast feeding as a form of motherly 
! 

nurturance plays an important role in the development 

of Sethe's memory. As previously mentioned, Sethe's· 

memory evolves from a simple cognitive exercise to one 

motivating personal growth. During the process of her 

memory development, she remembers her own mother who 

had not provided her with proper breast feeding: 

Nan had to nurse whitebabies and me too 
because Ma'am was in the rice. The little 
whitebabies got it first and I got what was 
left. Or nonee There was no nursing milk 
to call my own. I know what it is to be 
without the milk that belongs to you; to 



have to fight and holler for it, and to have 
so little left (p. 200}. 

Sethe 1 s lack of proper breast feeding symbolizes her 
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lack of spiritual contact with her ancestry. Surrogate 

motherhood can be an adequate alternative, but nothing 

can replace the spiritual value of direct matrilineal 

connection. Although Sethe has suffered severe emotiona l 

and psychological damage at the hand of schoolteacher, 

nothing was powerful enough to diminish her love for 

her children. Even in her troubled condition she insis t s 

that her children receive nurturance from their own 

mother. Within her own body was direct connection to 

the past. And the spiritual bond through direct and 

intimate relationship with this past is a key to spiritual 

wholeness. This particular aspect of spiri~ual wholeness 

adds strength and clarity to memory. 

Baby Suggs, too, possesses a special gift of 

nurturance. Being the oldest Black matriarch in the 

entire Beloved plot, she is one whom many look up to 

for spiritual guidance and for nurturance. The other 

ex-slaves in the community all recognize Baby Suggs' 

motherly instincts: 

How come she always know exactly what to do 
and when? Giving advice; passing messages; 
healing the sick, hiding fugitives, loving, 
cooking, cooking, loving, preaching, singing, 



dancing and loving everybody like it was her 
job and hers alone (p. 137). 

Baby Suggs' motherly magnetism attracts the attention 

of the entire Black community. Indeed Baby Suggs does 

prove to be the true epitome of Black motherhood. Like 

Sethe, Baby Suggs' love for her children is so powerful 

t hat neither the most severe pain nor persecution has 
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t he power to extinguish it. The above quote is extracted 

from the context of jealousy and envy the community feels 

for Baby Suggs who has prepa red an elaborate welcome 

feast celebrating the arrival of Sethe and little Denver 

who is only a few days old. Baby Suggs' feast can be 

compared to Jesus' feeding the multitude of five thousand 

with only two fish and five loaves of bread. Baby Suggs' 

multitude of ninety people fed sumptuously off of "three 
I 

(maybe four) pies [that] grew to ten (~aybe twelve) 

• • I 
two hens [that] became five turkeys ••• , 

one block of ice [that] betame a wagonload'' (p. 137). 

Such an exaggeration only reinforces the miracle of 

motherhood where the mother does the impossible for the 

survival and protection of her children. Despite over

extending her motherly generosity beyond her family to 

t he community, Baby Suggs reaps persecution as opposed 

t o gratitude. Aware of the anger existing among her 
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neighbors, she can easily retaliate with the same 

ungrateful attitude. Instead of stooping to a detestable 

level, she tries to understand such negative behavior 

by putting forth all the strength she has: 

Baby closed her eyes. Perhaps [the community] 
was right. Suddenly, behind the disapproving 
odor, way, way back behind it, she smelled 
another thing. Dark and coming. Something 
she couldn't get at because the other odor 
hid it (p. 138) .. 

At this point Baby's memory begins to unfold. She is 

at the height of her perception, analyzing the past to 

deal effectively with present neighbor conflicto She 

deals with this conflict by rethinking how in spite of 

the many years of servitude under the hands of Mr. Garner, 

she still emerged from slavery owning herself. Taking 

a deep analytical plunge into the past, she traces her 

life from the time her son Halle paid foi her freedom 
• 

to the present when she would meet her son's family for 

the first time. Again, Baby Suggs' passion and 

preoccupation are with her family both present and 

posterity. She concludes her wondering thoughts with 

the overwhelming consolation that her "daughter-in--law 

and Halle's children--one of whom was born on the way

-have a celebration of blackberries that put Christmas 

to shame" ( p. 1 4 7) . 



In view of Baby Suggs' long look at her past and 

concluding with her unshakable love for her children, 

it would be safe to say that she forgives her neighbors. 

She knows that love is more powerful than hate. Since 

her love for her children proves to overpower the hate 

and anger of her neighbors, she forgives by not dwelling 

on the negative forces. Instead she very astute l y and 

creatively fills her mind with positive thoughts. While 

her neighbors waste their time holding a grudge, she 

allows her instinctive motherly passion to take control 

of her life. The mere fact that Baby Suggs is a woman 

and a mother greatly fac i litates her ability to forgive 

i n her own way. Morrison conveys a clear message by 

relying on Black female memory as a manner by which to 

restore wholeness to a persecuted, broken~ulture. In 

-Morr i son's fiction the woman is endowed with the 

responsibility as bearer of the seed within her womb, 
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a supernatural world wherein a mysterious operation takes 

place. This supernatural world is a vital pivot al point 

connecting generations long past to those yet to be born. 

Such a connection reaches far beyond a mere blood line, 

biological process. In her doctoral dissertation, Jean 

Billingslea-Brown looks into a spiritual connection: 



In Toni Morrison's fiction, generational or 
human continuity, the survival of the clan, 
and cultural continuity, the preservation of 
"village values" are responsibilities which 
the writer assigns to women.[10] 
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Billingslea-Brown recognizes that Blacks within the slave 

culture had a deep yearning for their motherland. Living 

on foreign soil and being treated with dehumanizing scorn 

made it that much more difficult to remember a time when 

Black womanhood was raised in the highest splendora 

The African mother played an enormously positive role 

in shaping the stalwart culture of a very proud people" 

While the archetypal White, middle-class 
nuclear family conceptualizes family life 
as being divided into two oppositional spheres 
--the "male" sphere of economic providing and 
the "female" sphere of affect.ion nurturing-
this type of rigid sex role segregation was 
not a part of the West African tradition. 
Mothering was not a privatized nurturing 
"occupation" reserved for biological )Tlothers, 
and the economic support of children was 
not the exclusive responsibility•of men. 
Instead, for African women, emotional care 
for children and providing for their physical 
survival were interwoven as interdependent, 
complementary dimensions of motherhood.[11] 

Both Sethe and Baby Suggs have no choice but to resort 

to their natural and spiritual inclination of exercising 

what they knew best--being mothers and taking whatever 

risks necessary, no matter how perilous, to secure 

physical, emotional, psychological, and spiritual 

stability of their children. Living on foreign soil 



and painfully adjusting to foreign culture, Sethe and 

Baby Suggs are physically removed from past generations 

of foremothers. However, their memory,·made more 

perceptive through the weight of persecution, keeps them 

and their families from falling completely apart. The 

Black women in Beloved form a unique bond as a means 
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of survival. The strength of their bond, however, is 

reinforced as these women together communicate and commune 

with the supernatural. These women accomplish a unique 

understanding of spirits chiefly manifested through the 

incarnation of Sethe's dead daughter. We learn that 

the character Beloved plays at least a dual purpose. 

She is the unspoken voice of generations of Sethe's 

foremothers, tracing from tribal days in Africa.[12] 

She is also a representation of Sethe's cruel past seeking 
• 

to oppress her, depriving her of any potential to become 

whole. Suffering through the pain of resurrecting the 

past, Sethe emerges more spiritually whole and more 

adequately equipped to handle the challenges of the 

present. 

One particular way in which the narrator presents 

the relationship between women and the supernatural is 

illustrated in the events that take place at 124 Bluestone 

Road, the Cincinnati house inhabited by three generations 



of women--Baby Suggs, Sethe, and Denver. At one time 

Sethe's sons Howard and Buglar were residents at 124, 

but the appearance of the female baby poltergeist 

frightened the boys away (pp. 5-6). From the first 

appearance of this poltergeist figure, men have been 
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a threat to 124. After Paul D forces this ghostly figure 

out of 124, it later reappears in the form of a woman 

fully grown, possessing malevolent powers. Now for 

certain 124 becomes strictly off limits to men. We can 

look at 124 as a sacred shrine for women and as a 

carnivalistic p l ace [13] where the pains of the past 

parody a welcomed guest and gradually consumes the 

present. Time and space are both suspended in order 

for supernatural operations to take place in 124. 

Following six attempts to enter the house, Stamp Paid 

still does not gain entrance. He does get an outsider's 

view of the strange happenings in 124: 

The day Stamp Paid saw two backs through the 
window and hurried down the steps, he 
believed the indecipherable language clamoring 
around the house was the mumbling of the black 
and angry dead ... [He] abandoned his efforts 
to see about Sethe, after the pain of knocking 
and not gaining entrance, and when he did, 124 
was left to its own devices. When Sethe locked 
the door, the women inside were free at last to 
be what they liked, see whatever they saw and 
say whatever was on their minds. Almost. 
Mixed in with the voices surrounding the house, 
recognizable but indecipherable to Stamp Paid, 
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were the thoughts of the women of 124. 
Unspeakable thoughts, unspoken (pp. 198-199). 

This polyphony of voices strictly echoes women's voices. 

The message is indecipherable to Stamp Paid and would 

be to another male because women are in the process of 

defining and confirming their own identity by reliving 

and re-experiencing matriarchal history without help 

from any masculine influence. This notion of female 

exclusivity is common among feminist historians. In 

her essay "Feminist Criticism in the Wilderness" Elaine 

Showalter describes what she refers to as the "wild zone," 

the area of women's culture not intersecting with the 

dominant male culture. Of the three areas which Showalter 

examines, two have direct relevance to 124: 

Experimentally [the "wild zone"] stands for 
the aspects of the female life-styl~ -~hich 
are outside of and unlike those of men~ • But if we look at the wild zone metaphysically,. 
or in terms of consciousness, it has no 
corresponding male space since all of male 
consciousness is within the circle of the 
dominant structure and thus accessible to 
or structured by language.(14] 

Concentrating on women's level of consciousness, it is 

within reason that 124 is off limits to men. Since this 

house personifies repressed female consciousness, men 

cannot enter. Their entrance would violate the law of 

metaphysics which draws a clear line between male and 



female consciousness. With the presence of men, the 

spirits would not be able to effectively project their 

full impact of who they really are. The narrator does 

allow the reader to hear these polyphonic voices. The 

following passages depicts past generations of women 

speaking through the voice of Beloved: 

in the beginning the women are away from the 
men and the men are away from the women 
storms rock us and mix the men into the women 
and the women into the men[ ..• ] for a long 
time I see only [a man's] neck and his wide 
shoulders above me[ •.. ] I love him because 
he has a song[ ... ] of the place where women 
takes flowers away from their leaves and 
puts them in a round basket (p. 211). 

References to the storm mixing men and women describe 

the motions of a slave ship on a tempestuous sea. The 

song of a woman picking flowers refers to the nostalgia 

of tranquillity in Africa. The narrative omission of 

punctuation represents the timelessness of Beloved which 

links the consciousness of Black women throughout all 

generations. 

The polyphony continues: 

I cannot lose [my woman again] when [the 
singing man] dies on my face I can see 
hers she is going to smile at me she is going 
to her sharp earrings are gone[ ••. ] she does 
not have sharp earrings in her ears[ •.• ] 
she goes in the water[ ••. ] with my face 
[ ... ] I am loving my face so much[ ..• ] 
now I am her face[ ... ] I am not dead[ •.. ] 
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Sethe's is the face that left me [ ] . . • now 
we can join [ ..• ] (pp. 21 2-21 3) . 

This passage reveals crucial information of Sethe's past. 

We learn that Sethe's grandmother abandons Sethe's mother, 

a horrifying experience. It is Beloved's intention for 

Sethe to connect with the past and feel the pain of 

abandonment. By looking into her memory and seeing her 

abandoned mother, Sethe can now get in touch with her 

repressed feeling of guilt resulting from her killing 

Beloved, also a form of abandonment. For this reason, 

the voice echoes "Sethe's is the face that left me." 

Beloved and Sethe's mother are speaking simultaneously. 
I 

Again, Morrison employs her craft in breaking barriers 

separating past and present. Karla Holloway suggests 

the following: 

The signals of "telling" as a survival 
strategy--dialect, narrative, re~ursion, 
suspension of time and place--are all in 
[Beloved] especially in the compact and 
powerful passages where Sethe's, Denver's 
and Beloved's voice are prosopoeic (re)mernory 
•.. Morrison's blending of voice and text 
privileges neither. Instead they both 
collapse into the other and emerge as an 
introspective that enfolds the dimensions 
of both the mind and history in a visually 
rich and dazzling projection of a revisioned 
time and space.[15] 

Morrison allows only her Black women to experience 

"prosopoeic" conversations. The projecting of past voices 
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personified into present situations is a way for women 

to confirm and define their own identity along with 

preserving the intricacies of cultural values, beliefs, 

and motherly affection. Since women understand themselves 

better than men, there is justification for their privat e 

communion in 124. Morrison in no way is implying feminine 

arrogance by not allowing Stamp Paid to enter 124. On 

the contrary, she is making a clear statement of the 

sacredness of Black motherhood and how it is illuminated 

and made more beautiful when isolated from patriarchal 

systems. The deeper the communion, the more perceptive 

and intuitive the women. 

To add more justification to this notion of the 

sanctity of Black womanhood, the narrator uses a community 

of women to dispel the evil force in 124. / The incarnate 

image in 124 plays a benevolent role ib enlightening _ 

the memory of Sethe and Denver. On the other hand, the 

image proves to be malevolent, representing the cruel 

past that wanted to completely absorb and annihilate 

the present: 

The bigger Beloved got, the smaller Sethe 
became; ..• Sethe no longer combed her hair 
or splashed her face with water. She sat in 
the chair licking her lips like a chastised 
child while Beloved ate up her life, took it, 
swelled up with it, grew taller on it. And 



the older woman yielded it up without a 
murmur (p. 250). 

It took the community of women to come to Sethe's rescue 

and exorcise this cruel incarnate figure: 

The singing women recognized Sethe at once 
and surprised themselves by their absence 
of fear when they saw what stood next to her. 
The devil-child was clever, they thought (p. 261). 

Allowing this force to take complete control would be 

like surrendering to slavery, prohibiting the present 

from flourishing. As long as Beloved remains at 124, 

Sethe and Denver would have stagnated. Spiritual 

wholeness would have been impossible without a force 

more powerful than evil~ Just as Baby Suggs forg i ves 

the disdain of her neighbors through her memory which 

intensified her love for her family, these women, too, 

forgive Sethe and accept her in spite of the scandal 

caused by her murdering her own child. This same 

community of women are among those who turned against 

Baby Suggs after her miraculous f~ast. The salvation 

of the community lies in their hands. 

The notion of community of women has become a 

recurring theme in feminist literature. Black feminist 

critic Barbara Christian writes that ''[it] is often in 

the poem, the story, the play, rather than in Western 

philosophical theorizing, that feminist thought/feeling 
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evolves, challenges and renews itself."[15] As a novel 

about Black women, Beloved goes far beyond thoughts and 

feelings of gender into a more complex sphere of gender 

and race. Morrison has, therefore, created a history 

unique to Black women. Though unique to Black women, 

Morrison's story is still viable in a male dominant 

culture and has a major role in a universal dialogue 

of cultures. 
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CHAPTER III 

TOWARDS A MALE SPIRITUAL WHOLENESS 

[The] popularity of black women's literature 
has nothing to do with anti-black male 
conspiracies--as is occasionally charged. 
Rather it stems from the compelling blend of 
realistic and lyrical narrative modes •. 
[Black women writers] have generated a 
resounding new voice, one that is at once 
black and female.[1] 

Henry Louis Gates, Jr. 
Reading Black, ;Readinq Feminist 

In his introductory chapter to an anthology of 

feminists' writings, Henry Louis Gates, Jr. recognizes 

the alleged suspicion between Black male and female 

writers. Gates denies such allegations by welcoming 

a new kind of literature created by Black women 
/ 

themselves. This new, powerful, and highly creative 

literature adds depth to the already existing literature 

of the Black male writers such as Ralph Ellison, Richard 

Wright, and James Baldwin8 If we align the writings 

of thes~ men with the literature of women such as Alice 

Walker, Maya Angelou, and Toni Morrison, we can get a 

more accurate view of Black consciousness. Now readers 

of Black American literature can gain new insights on 
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the Black man according to the manner in which he is 

portrayed by the modern Black female writer. 

Just as all of Black American literature is made 

more whole with the rise of "remernory" in the writings 
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of Black women, we can draw a parallel to specific fiction 

characters. In Beloved there is nothing more fitting 

than for Morrison to grant high regard for Black female 

memory. However, as previously mentioned, this memory 

must extend beyond a rote cognition of past events into 

an intimate relationship with the past, thus achieving 

spiritual enlightenment. A relationship which involves 

analysis, evaluation, and perception intensifies spiritual. 

maturity. Having examined the manner in which the women 

of Beloved develop spiritually, it would be appropriate 

to examine how this feminine influence aff~cts the male 

characters, particularly Stamp Paid and Paul D. There 

is ample evidence in the plot indicating the feminine 

as having a more intimate connection to the past. 

Interacting with the feminine past, Stamp Paid and Paul 

D do arise to a level of spiritual insight. The following 

chapter, considered counterpart to Chapter II, will focus 

on how these men achieve spiritual wholeness as a result 

of intimate interaction with feminine counterparts. 



This study will include men and memory, men and 

nurturance, and men and the supernatural. 

It is virtually impossible to study male memory 
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in Beloved without looking at how this memory was ignited. 

It is safe to conclude that. most cases of male memory 

in Beloved include some reaction to some aspect of female 

memory. In most cases these women, like the men, are 

able to emerge -more perceptive and intuitive as a result 

of analyzing and evaluating the past in relationship 

to the present. Since Morrison assigns to women the 

most intense and most vital examples of memory surrounding 

the supernatural events in 124, it stands to reason that 

male memory, also possessing vital importance, becomes 

more relevant to male spiritual wholeness only as it 

relates in direct proportion to female memory~ Morrison 

mentioned in an interview with Nelly M~Kay that ''the 

combination in characters [is] the best part of writing 

novels--the combination of virtue and flaw, of good 

intentions gone awry, or wickedness cleaned and people 

made whole again .... "(2] In this particular comment, 

quoted before the writing of ~eloved, Morrison was 

referring to Nel and Sula in Sula and Milkman and Pilate 

in Song of Solomon. The same comments can be applied 

to male-female relationships in Beloved. One way in 
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which male memory works in Beloved is Stamp Paid's memory 

of Baby Suggs. When we meet Stamp Paid, Baby Suggs is 

already dead. Therefore, the remainder of his action 

in the plot takes over where Baby Suggs leaves off. 

In other words, he can be considered as Baby Suggs in 

male form. One particular example occurs when the 

narrator juxtaposes Stamp Paid's attempted entrance into 

124 to his memory of Baby Suggs. Upon approaching the 

door, Stamp suddenly realizes, 

My marrow is tired. . . I been tired all 
my days, bone-tired, but now it's in the 
marrow. Must be what Baby Suggs felt when 
she lay down and thought about color for the 
rest of her life (p. 176). 

Within Stamp Paid's memory, Baby Suggs has surrendered 

to defeat. So devastated that schoolteacher came in 

her yard to reclaim Sethe, Baby has reached her limit 

of tolerating the cruelties of slavery. She has lost 

all the desire to fight. This memory motivates Stamp 

Paid to persist in his attempt to enter 124 in spite 

being "bone-tired." His memory of Baby Suggs has intense 

effect on him because he refers to her _ as "a mountain 

to [his] sky" (pp. 170, 180). As his memory becomes 

more intense, we see that he had tried to encourage her 

not to give up her Saturday meetings in the Clearing. 

He had urged her, "You got to do it. You got 



to. Can't nobody Call like you. You have to be there" 

(p. 178). But Baby Suggs replies with "I'm saying they 

came in my yard." She says it three times to make 

absolutely clear the totality of her devastation. After 

all the years of sacrifice her son Halle had worked to 

buy her freedom, she suffers bitter disappointment. 

Although Stamp does not gain entrance, his remembering 

Baby Suggs gives him the fortitude he needs to try and 

rescue her kin from whatever horrors are taking place 

in 124. Baby Suggs, still on Stamp Paid's mind, simply 

gives up until she finally dies. However, Stamp Paid 

still refuses to allow his tired marrow to keep him from 

124 which holds the key to his complete wholeness and 

the wholeness of the community at large. As if Baby 

Suggs were still alive, he becomes her extension. He 

finally understands her and identifies·with her so 

strongly that he cannot bear the thought of turning his 

back on those whom Baby Suggs loves dearly--Halle's 

family. 

Now, too late, [Stamp] understood [Baby]. 
The heart that pumped out love, the mouth 
that spoke the Word ••.. The whitefolks 
had tired her out at last (p. 180). 

Judging from a physical standpoint, it is too late for 

Stamp Paid. Baby Suggs' physical presence is not 
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available for Stamp Paid to personally acknowledge his 

appreciation for her being a "mountain" in his life. 
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On the other hand, examining from a spiritual standpoint, 

now is the ideal time because Baby Suggs' spirit lives 

in Stamp Paid. Morrison's use of memory expresses no 

regard for bodily presence which has limited capabilities. 

Whether or not he is aware, Stamp Paid is carrying on 

"the Word" which has immortal connotation. 

Just as Stamp Paid's memory complemented Baby 

Suggs', Paul D and Sethe shared the same kind of 

relationship. Upon our seeing Paul D for the first time, 

he is in the middle of a quest started back at his escape 

from Sweet Home. Paul Dis like men in other Morrison 

novels, such as Milkman in Song of Solomon and Ajax in 

Sula. According to Morrison, men in Song ~f Solomon 

• undergo a journey because they had more to learn than 

women.[3] She continues, "I assumed that all men ever 

learned about being men they got from other men.''[4] 

Paul D does learn a tremendous amount of insight from 

stamo Paid whose spiritual wholeness we attribute to 
J: 

a woman. However, Paul D8
S stop at 124 marks the climax 

of his eighteen-year search for meaning. Having suffered 

"severe psychological mutilation, [a common 

characteristic] on the Black male psyche in [Morrison's 



novels],(5] it is necessary for Paul D to reconnec t wi t h 

Sethe. The memories of Sethe and Paul D overlap at one 

particular point where Paul D gains spiritual insight. 

Sethe remembers her escape from Sweet Home and bases 

her motivation on her love for her children: 

I did it. I got us out. Without Halle •••• 
Each and every one of my babies •.. I was big, 
Paul D, and deep and wide and when I stretched 
out my arms all my children could get in 
between .•. Looks like I love em more after 
I got here •• • You know what I mean (p. 162)? 
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The image of Sethe's children between her outstretched 

arms portrays Black motherhood as guardian of her people. 

All of Sethe's children are not physically present with 

her during her escape. Howard, Buglar, and the crawling 

baby have already gone to be with Baby Suggs. Sethe 

only carries Denver in her womb. But in her heart, 

Sethe's children are all with her. For this reason, 
~ 

she anxiously looks forward to breast-feeding her crawling 

baby. Sethe's memory of this image re-enforces the love 

she has for her children. 

Experiencing benefit from Sethe's memory, Paul D 

immediately aligns his memory with hers. Her question 

"You know what I me an" uproots deep emotion stemming 

from Paul D's past in Alfred, Ge orgia, a short segment 



within his long journey. Without answering, Paul D 

reflects: 

Listening to the doves in Alfred, Georgia, 
and having neither the right nor the 
permission to enjoy it because in that place 
mist, doves, sunlight, copper dirt, moon-
everything belonged [to the white men.] the 
[only] men who had guns ... Men who knew 
their manhood lay in their guns and were not 
even embarrassed by the knowledge that 
without gunshot fox would laugh at them~ 
And these "men" , . e • could . . . stop 
you from hearing doves or loving moonlight. 
So you protected yourself and loved small. 
Picked the tiniest stars out of the sky 
to own .•. Grass blades, salamanders, 
spiders, woodpeckers, beetles, a kingdom of 
ants ... A woman, a child, a brother--a 
big love •.• would split you wide open in 
Alfred. He knew exactly what she meant: 
to get a place where you could love everything 
you choose--not to need permission for desire-
now, that was freedom (p. 162). 

He now knows that there still exists the kind of love 

that has no restrictions. Comparing his small love to 

Sethe' s "big love," he feels incomplet~ and less than_ 

a man based on white standards. Nevertheless, he has 

reached a small plateau by realizing that he does not 
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have to settle for being totally manipulated. The freedom 

he thinks of, though not comp l ete freedom, is more than 

he has ever experienced. Ironically, Sethe's "big loveu 

faces severe challenge when she loses her children and 

is haunted by the cruelty she suffered at Sweet Home. 

At any rate Paul D has still learned the truth that he 



does have the capacity to love even if it is hidden. 

No doubt this memory had come to Paul D before. But 

this is the first time he is able to analyze his past 
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as valuable in helping him understand how to be successful 

in his present and future. Thanks to Sethe's provocative 

question, Paul D has traveled a little farther in his 

journey towards spiritual wholeness. 

Paul D's incompleteness is symbolized by "tobacco 

tin buried in his chest'' (pp. 72-73). Therefore, his 

wholeness depends heavily on his ability to learn to 

deal with his guilt, pain, and anger all "buried in his 

chest," resulting from the hand of slavery. A.nd Paul 

Dis absolutely correct that "big love" or family love 

has potential for granting absolute freedom, although 

slaves still had to struggle in maintaining family 

continuity as a means of spiritual sutvival. Wilfred 

D. Samuels and Clenora Hudson-Weems agree that "the 

meaning of family to Paul D thus provides the most 

significant insight into his quest for psychological 

wholeness and spiritual self.''[6] As established in 

Chapter I, motherly nurturance is a major theme in 

Beloved. The lack of sufficient motherly nurturance 

contributes to Paul D's spiritual incompleteness. 



Despite the fact that Stamp Paid is a man, he is 

able to provide Paul D with motherly nurturance. This 

among other examples of surrogate motherhood contribute 

to Paul D's development. Most of his spiritual growth 

emerges after Beloved has driven him away from 124. 

He is confined to a church cellar. Stamp Paid later 

comes' to comfort him: 

I come looking for you to ask your pardon. 
Apologize .•• You [can] pick any house, 
any house where colored live. In all of 
Cincinnati. I'm apologizing because they 
didn't offer or tell you •.• You ain't 
got to sleep in no cellar (po 230). 

Stamp Paid recognizes the importance of forgiveness and 

community. The community is still holding an eighteen

year grudge against Baby Suggs and Sethe. Furthermore, 

rumors of some strange being with Sethe in 124 deepens 
I 

community suspicion and further deadens the desire to 

offer hospitality. Defying this negative community 

response, Stamp Paid extends his hospitality just as 

he and Baby Suggs had done in hosting the feast that 

would end all feasts. Though deeply disappointed and 

ashamed of the community reaction, Stamp Paid forgives, 

focusing his energy on Paul D's comfort and safety. 

While doing his best to persuade Paul D, Stamp Paid 

is "fingering a [red] ribbon ••. in his pants pocket" 
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{p. 230). This is the same ribbon he had been fingering 

all during his attempts to enter 124. The red ribbon 
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is a symbol carrying special significance intertwined 

with Stamp Paid's memory of Baby Suggs. Tracing the 

background of this red ribbon, we discover that Stamp 

Paid finds it "knotted around a curl of wet wooly hair" 

belonging to a little girl killed by slave catchers (p. 

180). Responding to the murder with deep grief and 

control l ed anger, Stamp Paid pleads, "What are these 

people? You tell me, Jesus. What are they" (p. 180)? 

From that point throughout the plot, Stamp Paid carries 

this red ribbon and fingers it in his pocket. The color 

red can be associated with rage and vengeance which Stamp 

Paid tries so fiercely to avoid. The ribbon being 

fingered in his pocket can represent his keeping his 

rage within himself and substituting it with some 

altruistic acts of love and nurturance, more powerful 

than hate. As previously mentioned, Baby Suggs also 

chose to concentrate on her love for her family rather 

than let community apathy, jealousy, and anger control 

her. 

Making a more direct connection of red to Stamp 

Paid's memory of Baby Suggs, we trace back to what he 

thought during those aborted attempts to enter 124: 



He kept the ribbon; •.. his weakened marrow 
made him dwell on Baby Suggs' wish to consider 
what in the world was harmless. He hoped she 
stuck to blue, yellow, maybe green, and never 
fixed on red (p. 181). 

With his strong motivation for Baby Suggs' surrender 

not to lead to hate, he continues knocking on the door. 

Immediately before Stamp Paid asks for Paul D's 

forgiveness, he is toying with the ribbon in his pocket. 

He is obviously experiencing some emotional conflict 

because he withdraws the ribbon and says, "No. This 

here'e something else •.. Something else 
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This is hard to me [to say] [b]ut I got to do it'' (p. 

230). An interesting contention can be that Stamp Paid 

knows he is struggling between the options of forgiving 

the community or treating them with hate. He would rather 

control his anger with warmth and nurturan6e. He would 
• 

also rather Paul D not become "fixed on red." 

Although men in Beloved do learn to forgive as a 

form of nurturance, Morrison still reserves the ultimate 

sacrifice of forgiveness for women. Stamp Paid's 

forgiveness and his desire for Paul D to forgive is only 

a shadow of what the community of women accomplish on 

a broader scale. The power of their forgiveness and 

repentance as expressed in their songs and prayers is 

the only force that can drive out the evil Beloved from 
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124. As a result of their ability to forgive, the entire 

community is purged of its sin. It is not unusual for 

Morrison to assign women the responsibility as models 

of forgiveness. Speaking in direct reference to Sula, 

Morrison comments on female forgiveness: 

The women forgive each other--or learn to. 
Once that piece of the galaxy became apparent, 
it dominated the other pieces. The next step 
was to discover what there is to be forgiven 
among women. Such things must now be raised and 
invented because I am going to tell about 
feminine forgiveness in story form. The 
things to be forgiven are grave errors and 
violent misdemeanors, but the point is less 
the thing to be forgiven than the nature and 
quality of forgiveness among women--which is 
to say friendship among women •••• [7] 

Beloved is also a story with feminine forgiveness as 

a major theme because community restoration hinges on 

the women's ability to forgive. Morrison's choice to 

allow women to illustrate "quality. ... forgiveness" 
• 

has underlying relevance to maternal instinct. It 

cleanses the spirit of any "grave errors" of malice and 

equips one to nurture more effectively. Nurturing in 

this context includes the teaching of spiritual virtues 

essential for achieving wholeness. 

Paul D also learns how to nurture. His ability 

to nurture is of little value unless he learns to accept 

Sethe in spite of the crime for which she was arrested. 



On a surface level, Sethe's crime was murder. Looking 

into the deep structure we see that Sethe committed a 

worse "crime" of repressing her memory. Killing her 
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baby can be looked upon as an extreme example of motherly 

love because she would rather see her child dead than 

return to Sweet Home as a slave. However, by repressing 

her memory of Sweet Horne and of her baby's tragic death, 

Sethe stunts spiritual growth for herself and for Denver. 

Morrison implies the deep structure to emphasize how 

urgent it is for Paul D to forgive Sethe because his 

forgiveness is essential to her wholeness. A definite 

sign that Paul Dis well on his way to spiritual wholeness 

takes place immediately following isolation in a church 

cellar. Victimized by the vengeful Beloved and by 

community apathy, he is left alone to stru~gle with guilt 

and bitterness. However, being in th~ cellar ironically 

proves beneficial: 

He held his wrist between his knees •.• His 
tobacco tin, blown open, spilled contents that 
floated freely and made him their play and
prey ( p. 21 8) • 

The exploding of this tobacco tin symbolizes the breaking 

of Paul D's stubborn will. As a result of this new 

plateau Paul D's memory is reactivated. He is even able 

to remember his own broken family: 



He had already seen his brother wave goodbye 
from the back of a dray, fried chicken in his 
pocket, tears in his eyes. Mother. Father. 
Didn't remember the one. Never saw the other. 
He was the youngest of three half-brothers 
(same mother--different fathers) sold to 
Garner and kept there •.• for twenty years. 
Once, in Maryland, he met four families of 
slaves who had all been together for a hundred 
years: great-grands, grands, mothers, fathers, 
aunts, uncles, cousins, children .•• He 
watched them with awe and envy (p. 218). 

While Paul Dis re-experiencing his own painful past, 

Sethe is re-living scenes from her past. It is no 

coincidence that Morrison stages Paul D's isolation in 

a church cellar. This particular scene carries images 
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of both Christianity and motherhood.[8] In New Testament 

Christianity the church is metaphorically referred to 

as the bride of Christ (Revelations 19:7 and 22:17). 

Carrying this feminine imagery a little further, the 

cellar represents the womb wherein Paul D receives 
• 

prenatal nurturance in order for him to experience 

rebirth. It is necessary for Paul D to experience rebirth 

in order for him to achieve a wholeness and help Sethe 

in her need for wholeness. The spilling of the tobacco 

tin also facilitates tremendously in expanding Paul D's 

capacity to forgive and nurture. 

Once Paul D reunites with Sethe followi ng the 

expulsion of the evil Beloved, the environment , now purged 



of evil, is finally conduc i ve to a more healthy 

relationship. Sethe, still lacking in wholeness, now 

receives nurturance from Paul D: 

I'm tired, Paul D. So tired. I have to rest 
a while. Now he knows what he is reminded of 
and he shouts at her, 'Don't you die on me!' 
This is Baby Suggs' bed (p. 271 )! 

The dialogue continues: 

[My baby Beloved she] left me. 
Aw, girl. Don't cry. 
She was my best thing (p. 272). 

Listening attentively, Paul Dis able to skillfully and 

perceptively connect memory to present dilemma: 

Paul D sits down in the rocking chair and 
examines the quilt patched in carnival colors 
.•. There are many things to feel about 
this woman. His head hurts. Suddenly he 
remembers Sixo trying to describe what he 
felt about the Thirty-Mile woman. 'She is 
a friend of my mind. She gather me, man. 
The pieces I am, she gather them and give 
them back to me in all the right order. It's 
good, you know, when you got a wo~an who is 
a friend of your mind' (p. 273). 

Based on this memory, Paul Dis even more equipped to 

nurture Sethe: 

Sethe, he says, me and you, we got more 
yesterday than anybody. We need some kind 
of tomorrow. He leans over and takes her 
hand. With the other he touches her face. 
You your best thing, Sethe. You are. His 
holding fingers are holding her. 
Me? Me (p. 273)? 
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It is at this point where both Paul D and Sethe 

simultaneously reach their highest level of wholeness. 

At the beginning of their reunion after the eighteen-

year hiatus, their bodies were joined together in sexual 

intercourse (pp. 21-22). Now they enjoy a healthy 

spiritual bond, adding more depth to what has already 
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been established. Their complementary relationship 

confirms their spiritual wholeness. Had Paul D not reaped 

the nurturance of surrogate motherhood, he would not 

know how to nurture. Nor would he be able to nurture 

without female memory and the spilling of the contents 

in the tobacco tin. 

Even though Stamp Paid and Paul D do reap the 

benefits of motherly nurturance, they fall short in terms 

of understanding and working effectively _with the 

supernatural. Morrison gives superstition, magic, and 

the supernatural a special place in her literature for 

at least two reasons. First, she herself has a 

relationship with these occurrences. After writing Sula, 

Morrison says in an interview, 

ram very superstitious. And that is a word 
that is in disrepute, but whatever it is 
that I am has something to do with my 
relationship to things other than human 
beings.(9] 



Second, she sees these occurrences as common within the 

Black culture: 

We [Black people] believe that evil has a 
natural place in the universe. We try to 
avoid it or defend ourselves against it 
but we are not surprised at its existence 
or horrified or outraged.[10] 
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Beloved shows a more obvious emphasis on evil and the 

supernatural than does Sula or any other of Morrison's 

novels. What makes Beloved unique is that its antagonist 

is a spirit, later embodied in the figure of a woman. 

The supernatural in Beloved has special significance 

because it can be interpreted as a giant metaphor 

representing a woman's intuitive power. All references 

to the supernatural are centered around 124 Bluestone 

Road where non-human beings reside. A more significant 

point is that this residence is only inhabited by women . 

• 
Male characters are aware of supernatural presence but 

are allowed limited access to direct communication. 

We have already seen how Stamp Paid's curiosity 

along with his devotion to the memory of Baby Suggs pushed 

him to attempt six times to enter 124. His not being 

admitted has direct relevance to his gender. However, 

his perceptive memory and his ability to nurture--both 

treated as feminine characteristics in Beloved allow 



him to capture an outsider's view of the strange 

happenings in 124: 

What he heard, as he moved toward the porch, 
he didn't understand. Out on Bluestone Road 
he thought he heard a conflagration of 
hasty voices--loud, urgent, all speaking at 
once so he could not make out what they were 
talking about or to whom. The speech wasn't 
nonsensical, exactly, nor was it tongues. 
But something was wrong with the order of 
the words and he couldn't describe or cipher 
it to save his life. All he could make out 
was the word min~. The rest of it stayed 
outside his mind's reach (p. 172). 

Again, Stamp Paid hears enough and senses enough to 

inquire about the strange women in the house of Baby 

Suggs' kin. His actions illustrate concern which is 

severely lacking. The word "mine" voices the selfish 

and apathetic attitude of the community since the time 
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of the feast and Sethe's arrest. No one seems to care 

about what goes on in 124. Stamp Paid:s concern is noble. 

Furthermore, !t strongly suggests that he has already 

achieved a high degree of spiritual wholeness because 

of his altruism, a vital ingredient. Unfortunately, 

his report to Ella and John does not provoke any action 

to solve the mystery in 124 (pp. 185-186) which houses 

t he key to community wholeness. In fact, while Stamp 

Paid i s reporting about strange happenings, he lays aside 

t houghts of community and focuses on Paul D. Despite 
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becoming bitterly disappointed that Paul D has been denied 

hospitality, at least Stamp Paid's sense of community 

is made more intense. It is obviously not Morrison's 

intention for a man to rescue the community. Such a 

task should involve women because they relate better 

to supernatural phenomena. 

The community women are alerted to the danger in 

124 when Denver leaves the house in search of food. 

The more these women feel sorry for Denver and her need 

for food and work, the more they forget their eighteen-

year grudge: 

Ella. What's all this I'm hearing about Sethe? 
Tell me it's in there with her. That's all I 
know~ 
The daughter? The killed one? 
That's what they told me. 
How they know that's her. 
It's sitting there. Sleeps, eats and raises hell. 
Whipping Sethe everyday. 
I'll be. A baby? 
No. Grown. The age it would have been had it 
lived. 
You talking about flesh? 
I'm talking about flesh. 
Whipping her? 
Like she was batter. 
Guess she had it coming. 
Nobody got that coming. 
But, Ella--
But nothing. What's fair aint' necessarily 
right (pp. 255-256). 

Had these women not had the heart to forget their grudge 

and forgive, they would have been in no position to 



76 

rescue Sethe. As we established, Stamp Paid has a 

forgiving spirit. However, he is not capable of rescuing 

124 because of his gender. He does have a sensitive 

spirit, but not sensitive enough to the point of 

exorcising the evil force in 124. At any rate Stamp 

Paid's report to Ella and John at least heightened their 

awarenessn 

Paul D's exposure to the supernatural is quite 

different from that of Stamp Paid. The exposure which 

Paul D has is negative, with the intentions of destroying 

him. Both encounters with the supernatural take place 

in 124 which we have established as off limits to men. 

The first incident is with the poltergeist figure: 

'God damn it! Hush up!' Paul D was shouting, 
falling, reaching for anchor. 'Leave the place 
alone! Get the hell out!' A table rushed 
toward him and he grabbed its leg. Somehow he 
managed to stand at an angle and/ holding the 
table by two legs, he basked it about, wrecking 
everything, screaming back at the screaming 
house. 'You want to fight, come on! God damn 
it! [Sethe] got enough [trouble] without you. 
She got enough' (p. 18)! 

He does manage to force the spirit out of the house. 

Yet both he and Sethe are still incomplete. A man who 

has spent eighteen years wandering around the South and 

not finding spiritual satisfaction is certainly not likely 

to find fulfillment in a sexual relationship with a 
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woman who has been sheltered for eighteen years mainly 

through repressing her memory. Furthermore, he is even 

less likel y to tame an evil spirit or unravel the mystery 

surrounding the supernatural in 124. Paul D's second 

encounter with the supernatural is when it is manifested 

in the body of a grown woman. Still willing to destroy 

Paul D, this apparition now seduces him, driving him 

away from 124: 

Beloved dropped her skirts as [Paul D] spoke 
and looked at him with empty eyes. 
[Sethe she] don't love me like I love her. 
Then what you come in here for? 
I want you to touch me on the inside part. 
Call me my name. 
No. 
Please call it. I'll go if you call it. 
Beloved. He said it, but she did not go. She 
moved closer with a footfall he didn't hear 
and he didn't hear the whisper that the flakes 
of rust made either as they fell away from 
the seams of his tobacco tin. So when the 
lid gave he didn't know it. What he knew 
was that when he reached the inside part he was 
saying, 'Red heart. Red heart' over and over 
again . . . (pp. 116-117). 

Beloved's power over Paul Dis so compelling that he loses 

control of his own will. The encounter makes his heart 

that much more calloused as symbolized in the rusting 

f h · t b t · Hi· s cry "Red Heart" echoes his heart, o is o acco in. 

controlled by anger, rage, guilt, and bitterness. These 

emotions, begun back at Sweet Home, have now become more 

intense. He is incapable of loving Sethe because of 



his own incompleteness. A healthy love relationship 

would require a degree of spiritual wholeness including 

owning one's own self. 

Unlike Baby Suggs and Stamp Paid neither Sethe nor 

Paul D have control of their own spirit. As mentioned 
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in Chapter I, Baby Suggs insisted on wearing her husband's 

name, not the surname of a slaveholder. Likewise, Stamp 

Paid changed his name from Joshua, his slave nameG The 

name "Stamp Paid" strongly implies wholeness because 

it describes his responsibility of harboring ex-slaves 

and deeming them free and stamped "paid" (pp. 91, 186, 

232-233). Therefore, he has an advantage over Paul D 

whose incompleteness causes grave conflict between him 

and the supernatural. Once the community of women have 

exorcised the evil supernatural force, both Stamp Paid 

• 
and Paul Dare able to experience love more freely. 

After all, it is really the force of love, repentance, 

and forgiveness which dispels the evil. Just as Baby 

Suggs' love for her family overshadows the rejection 

she faced from her community and Stamp Paid's love for 

Baby Suggs drowns out any notion of abandoning Sethe, 

the community resorts to love. Love itself is a 

supernatural force, powerful enough to restore individual 

wholeness and community redemption. Even in the face 
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of slavery, still an enemy to wholeness, an individual 

can enjoy personal freedom. And as Morrison illustrates, 

matrilineal connection to the past can provide one the 

wholeness found in individual freedom. 
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CHAPTER IV 

CONCLUSION 

There is really no basic difference between spiritual 

wholeness as portrayed in the literature of the ancients 

and that of modern writers. Both ancient and modern 

notions of spiritual wholeness seek to develop an 

individual to the highest degree possible. The Greeks, 

for example, view wholeness as being one with God. 

Antigone, in the Sophocles drama, immediately recognizes 

a deviation from wholeness when Creon refuses to grant 

her brother proper burial. As another form of spiritual 

wholeness, the idea of balance was important in Greek 

society. The Cyclops violated the law of balance simply 
I 

because of their one-eyed narrow perceijtion of the world. 

Even in ancient Egyptian society, wholeness could be 

achieved even in death as was the case with Isis. 

Spiritual wholeness in modern literature includes 

the voices of those cultures which have been silenced 

because of gender and race discrimination. What we have 

witnessed in Beloved is a revitalization of the unheard 

voices of Black women long forgotten. Being resurrected 
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and reactivated, these Black foremothers have added a 

whole new dimension to Black, feminine, and universal 

consciousness. We no longer accept the literature of 

Black women as subcultural because its impact on world 

consciousness is exceedingly powerful. Toni Morrison's 

significant contributions in Beloved have hardened the 

impact. 

A book about Black female memory, Beloved speaks 

of the 'wild zone' of Black female consciousness which 

has been misunderstood and ignored far too long. We 

saw in Chapter I of this thesis how the dominant white 

patriarchal rule in early American slavery forced 

economic, social, and psychological restrictions on 

Blacks. Mr. Garner's mild-mannered treatment of his 

slaves still did not exempt him from spiritual emptiness 

because he ranked himself superior to•a downtrodden 

people. Schoolteacher's tyrannical approach in slave 

manipulation was more severely cruel while maintaining 

equal status with Garner. Both Garner and schoolteacher 

present themselves as superior in race and in gender. 

White women and Black men each suffered less than what 

Black women were experiencing. Baby Suggs and Sethe, 

for example, suffered a double blow of discrimination. 
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Through the powerful use of rememory, Morrison uses these 

women to expose the dim-sighted inhumaneness of the 

oppressor. 

Chapter II pointed out in more detail how the Black 

women in Beloved illustrated spiritual wholeness through 

their ability to "rememory," nurture, and communicate 

with the supernaturalo The use of rememory was a way 

in which these women could retrace their repressed 

consciousness and reflect on past experiences no matter 

how painful. Black female nurturance became more 

effec t ive when memory became more perceptive. Sethe, 

for example, was in a better position to nurture her 

daughter and Paul D once she dealt head-on with her past. 

The supernatural was the avenue by which Morrison chose 

to uproot the past. Through narrative suipension of 

time and space, Sethe and Denver were able to dialogue 

with forebearers of the forgotten past, thus 

metaphysically linking Black female consciousness. The 

ironic tragedy of the supernatural past embodied in the 

form of an evil overgrown child served only to strengthen 

the power of forgiveness, an area of nurturance. In 

fact, forgiveness is so powerful that it purges the entire 

Black community. 



Chapter III, the main focus of the thesis, examined 

how both Stamp Paid and Paul D achieved spiritual 

wholeness based on their relationships with Baby Suggs 

and Sethe respectively. These men learned to develop 

their memory and their ability to nurture. As we have 

seen, the recreation of Black female memory motivated 

the recreation of Black male memory. While their memory 

was revitalized, Stamp Paid and Paul D were better 

equipped to nurture, including the ability to forgive. 

However, these men were not able to step into the sphere 

of female consciousness manifested by the supernatural 

occurrences in 124. Even with a limited outsider's 

contact with the supernatural, Stamp Paid and Paul D 

were able to develop their own consciousness. 
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This study is intended only as a beginning to 

understanding how spiritual wholeness ~-s portrayed in 

literature. Toni Morrison's ~eloved, though extremely 

complex, possesses a reliable theme of spiritual 

wholeness, particularly in the Black male. As a highly 

acclaimed writer of modern fiction, the keenly perceptive 

Toni Morrison has presented Beloved to the world as an 

offering of immeasurable force. The almost-undecipherable 

complexity of structure, style, narration, and 

characterization in Beloved mirrors the high complexity 
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of Black female consciousness. Thanks to Toni Morrison's 

Beloved the world has a clearer understanding of Black 

female consciousness. And by way of this understanding, 

Black male consciousness is enlightened. And when one 

cultural group flourishes, the entire world moves closer 

to spiritual wholeness. 
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