
Rcvisions 0 1" History 

in Toni ì\宜。r:rison's BcJoved 

Tung jung Chen 
Engdsh Depc 什men↑

人文學報

1'0ni Mo付isûn ， a writer with a vc叮 strong hisrorical scn肥， has alwavs been 
consclO明 of thc impo口ancc of coming 10 le訂ns with the past and of thc cmpowcring 
value of history to African Americans. Having noticed that black Amcricans had 
long hcen cut off from thcir past , shc sct out to cdit The J3lack Book (1 974) , an il1us
trative compendilιm üf lhree centuries of black Amcrican lifc. I 1t is , to quotc Morri
W凹， a "g巳nuine Black histo l)" hook ," aiming oot to romanticlLC or glorify the African 
past or the American past , b:lt rather 10 吋 recollect" 300 ycars of black lifc as "livcd" 
experience (自由ind" 89). To Morrison , history is 叩肌肉恥nt fonn of knowledge 
through which blacksιan rcclaim or rcconstruct their pasL which ha~ long bccn 
silenced , repressed , or erased by thc whitc dorninant culturc 

Morrison's conccm with histoηhas not only driven her to edit hlack histoη 
book~ such as The Bfack Book , but to writc black histoTY into her noveb. Likc 
Ralph El1ison and 01h巴r black cclmral nationali~t鈍， she constantly rcturns to histo可

to find <.;omething for her art. As sh巳 told Bessie Jon肘， ., [Wlhat makcs onc writc 
anyway is something in the pat、t thm is haumin且， that is not cxplained or wasn't 
clear 叩 that you a陀 almo\t constamly rediscovering the pas t. 1 am gcarcd toward 
we pa叭， ; lhink , becalls巳 11 lS lmpo抗ant lO rr眩; it is livin且 hlSIOIy (Jones 述n已

Vinson 127). VV'ilh thc charactcrs bcin且 both subjects of and su阿巴ct 10 histo巧，
lVlorrison's novcls, all ingraincd in African American history 、 ~erve 10 "bear witn帥、
and identify that which is uscful from the past and that which ought to be discardcd" 
(MorrisOfl , "Memory刊 3 日 9). They have examincd black lifc sp阻ning frorn thc begin 
ning of African Amcrican history to its living p時間 H. Black experiences in such 
different historical pcri叫s as thc Middlc Pas"a肝， slavery , the Civil War , the Recon 
struction , Vv'orld War I, thc grcat Dcpression , World War 1I, and the cnntemporary , 
havc found cxpre叫on in Mnrrison's nov帥， and hcr clcpiction of the impacls of 
racial oppTession and historical change on ordinary hlack people is particlllarly 
compcl1inι 

This css冉的 an attcmpt to study ho\v Vlorrison 咒visions (black)hisl。可， es 
pecialjy slavery , in hcr highly acclaimed novel ßeloved (19 日 7) ， a novel best exempli 
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fying the wnrk市區。f hcr histnrical consciousncss and imagination. :y[y ohse鬥at1凹

的 that Morrison is a rarc writcr who，趴lcccssfLJly hlcndi月 politics and poetics , rcvi 
slOn的 in hcr novels b1ack hÜo,tory in such a way that thcy not on1y provjdcd a vivid 
ponrait of black ljfe as actually lived experience but have prescrved valuable racial 
memory and endowed black hi:-.lo叮i with new and significant meanings. Her revi
sions of black hist。可 in her novcls , cspecially in Beloved , have fillcd in the blank 
pa且cs of lJ .S. history the mis'\ing or unwritten part related 10 African Amcricam and 
have thus tcstificd that she is indeed a strong black cultural na1.iona1ist 

I 

Among Morris間 s works也 JJeloved--by far hcr best novcl--is the onc that 
confronts African American history most unflinchingly 3 Sct in thc 19th-century 
Reconstmction era , Be{σved is devcloped through a series of actioη鈍， dia1ogues , and 
flashbacks tri且ggercd by Paul D's 盯rival at 124 Blucstonc Road , Cincinnati , Ohio 
inhabited hy Sethe and her daughtcr Denv巳r. The hO Ll se uscd to be occupied b)' 
Seü芯， her mothcr-in-law Baby Sug阱， and her lhrec children. Baby Suggs dicd nine 
ycars ago and Sethe' s two "ons r 叩叫my bc阻隔c lhey coul已 not stand thc haunti月

baby ghost. Aftcr Paul D drivcs away thc bιby ghost of Sethe':'. :'.lain daughtcr , 
which has bccn haunting them for cighteen ycars , it comcs back in flcsh-and-blood 
form , callcd hersc1f Bclovcd. Thc new1y arrivcd Bclovcd chcers thc loncly Dcnvcr 
and endear、 herself 10 Sethe , but she also isolates Paul D from the family. Later 
when Belovcd becomes threatening to Sethe's lifc，口 enver breaks out of her self 
cnclosure and reaches out to 鈍。 licit the a叫istancc of her hlack neighhors. Thirly 
womcn from thc black community comc to aid and cxorcisc Sc叫thc' s housc of BclO\，】叭、

th巳 ghos叫-吐1. At the end of tbe nove1 , Sethe finds solace in Paul D and seems to see 
hope beyond the horizon. Denver also finds a job 叩d bcgins to 1cad a nomlal lifc 

If in Song of SolomOfl ::v1ìlkman's knowlcdgc of his 叩ccstor'" ωnncction with 
slavery is , according to Susan Will此 "liberational" because , instcad of pOrtI叮Jn且
slavery as thc origin of b1ack Amcrican histo叮 and culture句 "thc novel opcns out to 
Africa , thc source , and takes flight on the wing:-. of Milkman、 great-grandfathcr , the 
original Solomon" (271-72) , in Beloνed ， by contrast , the character's mcm。可啊
"remcmory" of slavcry is drastically di叮叮凹1 ， bccause th巳re 的 only fligh1 from slav
e可 and no scnse of libcration. Thc novel , to all intents and pu叩os間， deals with thc 
agony and horror cast by slavcry 00 black pcople. Bcforc proceeding to discu.~" hO\v 
slavery as a pcculiar systcm in th己 US histoηdetermines the fatc of thc black char 
acteτS 10 fJeloved , however, it is worth :-.1rcssin且 here that evcr since Africans were 
captured and shipped to the ncw World as slavcs in the sevcntccnth centu1)', the iηstJ 

tution of slave叮 had tormcntcd thc African Amcrican's body and soul so cxcruciat 
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ing1y that even its ending (nominal at 1閏5t) in 1863 could not SlOp the pain. In 
fact , today' 5 b1ack5 5tiil suffer in one way or another from the psychologica1 scar 
wrought by slavery 

The prevalence of illiteracy prevented almost all of the slaves from writing 
about their own experiences. Il1 iteracy a1so deprived them of their sense of time and 
of self; what they had was on1y memo可 As Hen可 Lou的 Gates ， Jr. points out. 
"Slavery's time was delineat吋 by memo可 an 且 memory alone. The slave had 
lived at no time past the point of recollection" (Figures 100-01). The slaves' depend 
ence on 位 emory accounted for the scarcity of written records about their life. As a 
consequence , there is a huge gap in black American history t the most conspicuous 
one being its veηbeginning. Very few documents re1ate吐 to the experiences of the 
Middle Pa阻age have been preserved. In effe叫， before Morrison wrote Beloved , few 
writers. black or whi悟， creatlve or 叮itical ， had ever plunged themselv自 into that 
"unspeakable" part of African American hist。可， because , as Morrison says , it i5 
somethin臣 "black people don't want to remember , white people don't want to remem
ber [sic)" (An直elo 48). Slavery as an institution had been placed under erasure by 
what Morrison calls a "national anmes咕" (Angelo 48) , and the eλperience of the 
Middle Passage--the most traumatic of all the horrors produced by slavery--has practi
cally disappeared from American cu1tural memory 

1n view of the fact that slavery had not been adequately described on the ima 
ginative level , Morrison decided to 、Nrite a hü,torical novel revisioning the 300-year 
history of American siavery , eveo though she has a "terrib1e reluct叩ce about 
dwelliog on that era刊 (Angelo 48). 10 memory of the dead in the aftermath of slav
ery, she dedicates the novel to the "Sixty Million and more 門

n 

Maoy critics have pointed out that Sethe , the protagonist of 8eloved , has her 
origin in "real" histo叮 5 Morrison herself concedes that the sto可 is bascd on a 
historical fact. As she told G10ria 古ay10r ， the novel was inspired by "two or thrce 
little fra且ments of storiestt that she had 可leard from djfferent places" (Naylor 584-
85).5 While collecting materials for The Black Book , Morrison came across the stoη 
of Margaret Garner, which struck her immensely. According to the news report , 
Margaret Gamer was a slave who io Janua叮 1856 escaped from her owner Archibald 
K. Gaines of Kentucky.7 Like Eliza in Harriet Beecher Stowe's Uncle Tom's Cabin ‘ 
pub1ished four years later, Marga自t Gamer escaped to freedom across the Ohio River 
aod attempted to find refuge in Cincinnati , Ohio. She w帥， however, pursued by 
Gaines and a po姑e of officers , who surrounded tÌle house where she. her husband , 
and their four children were sheltered. Her husband shot at one of the officers and 
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wounded one of them before he wa~ overpowered , Seeing tha1 their dream of free 
dom was broken , Margaret Gamer seized a butcher knife on the table , cut the throat 
of her favorite little daughter, an吐 tried in vain to kill the other children and herself 
She was captured and taken to prison 

Margaret Gamer's act of infanticide was a subject for abolitionist publ目前lOns

at the time and is still a reminder of the atrocìties associated with slavery. Her 
choosing death for both her!:>eJf and hcr daughter rather than having themselves 
subjected to slavery gave Morrison inspiration an吐 eventually Margaret's sto可

becomes the historìcal analogue of Beloved's plo t. Mo口ison's appropriation of 
Marg盯et Garner' s story in Beloved shows her int叩tion to revü..e and revitalize that 
pan of black histo叮 which has long been suppressed and buried. Wr江ten with 
doubl巳 perspcctives ， Morris凹 's novel has , paradoxical1 y, both remembered and 
forgotten , accused and embraced, and buried and revived Marg叮et Garner and many 
other black slaves who lost their lives under the hideous system of slavery 

Thematica l1y and structural旬， Beloved is ve叮 similar 10 such famous slave 
oa1Tatives as Narrative of the Life Frederick Douglass , An American Slave and lnci 
dents in the Life of a Stave Girl , 

8 Like those slave oarratives , Beloved offers the 
personal accoun臼 of black slaves and ex -slaves of their expe l'iences in slavery and of 
their efforts to obtain freedom. It recounts oot on1y storie為 of the slaves in the 
Sweet Home plantatioo , includin且 Baby Su直gs 、 Sethe ， Paul D , Halle Su且gs 、 and

Sixo句 bur those of ex-slaves living in Cincinna針， such as Stamp Paid and Ella. Like 
slave na叮atives ， Beloved deals with the coJlective destioy of atl these slaves in quest 
of freedom throllgh fligh t. By exrension , Morrison does not merely write about 
Margaret GarnerlSethe' s sto叮; she also writes on behalf of the millions of silent 
slaves all over America and on behalf of the "Sixty .Million and more" who could not 
make it throllgh thc Middle Passage. Likc those slave nan'atives, the novel is "a 
communal uUeran間， a collective tale" (Gates , "lntroduction" x) 

Admittedly , all Mo佇的on' s novels address themseJves to the issue of racism m 
the Unîted Statcs; y帥， among them , Beloved is the ooe that depiclS whites' inhuman
ity to blacks most graphically. Through 孔10什ison's description, the daily struggl巴巴

of black Americans held captives under the slavery system a問 carefully 仰的
presented. Her exposnion of white people's gross evil and waywaτd depravity in the 
novel has made her, like rhe authors of slave narratives , an eloquent and persuasive 
indictor of both the enslavers 阻d the 叮stem drawn up凹1 to justify the enslavement 
The novel is indeed a large rcposit。可 of testimony about the horror of becoming the 
lcgal property of ano出er hllrr】aηbe泣19

In a fictlonalized forrn , the novel ha、 revived victims of slavery , such as Sethe , 
Baby Sug缸， Paul D , Denver, Halle Suggs , Stamp Paid , and Beloved. To be true , 
they are not great heroic figures in history. but their existence proves to be true to 
African American history , It is important to note that there is 00 single or authorita 
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tive voice in the novel 恥10rrison not only gives the lea吐ing character Sethe a voice; 
she a1so gives voices to other "minor" characters. such as Paul D, Ella. Sethe's 
mother, Sethe' s surr。但te mother Nan, Sixo's "Thirty-mile Woman" Patsy , Denver, 
and Beloved. Above all , she has vested the ancestor figure Baby Suggs with a holy 
and wise voice. Since almost all of thesc characters (Stamp Paid excepted) are i1l iter
a阻， they cannot 閃電 ort to writing to rccord their stories. What they have instead are 
black ora1 traditions , such 剖 the tropes of storytelli月、 call 叩d rc叩on唔， smgmg , 
dialogl峙， and oral recal 1. It is through exercising such ancient African propertie~ 

that these children of Africa pass down their own storîes 
As noted earlier , slaves had ηothing but memo可 A novel with slavcs as char 

acters , Beloved consists chiefly of their memories "loaded with the past" (Beloved 
70). 1n "Memory , Creation , and Writing" Morrison points out that "Memory (the 
deliberate act of rem叩lbering) is a fonn of willed creation" (385). Barbara Christian 
rightly notes that "Afro-American women writers rewrite the e~tab1ished histo可 by

embodying their ancestors' memc叮 in fictÌon , and as well respond to previous Afro
American women's literature" (qtd. in Samuels and Hudson-Weens 98). Marilyn 
Sanders Mobley arιues that in Beloved Morrison uses "memory as the rnetaphorical 
sign of the interlOT life to explore and represent dimensions of slave life that the clas
sic slave na口ative omitted" and thus she makes slavery "accessible to readers for 
whom slavery is not a memo可， b叫 a remote historical fact to be ignored , repressed 
or forgotten" (19 1) 

Sethe's memo可 of the past focuses on her experiences in the Sweet Home p1an 
tation , Kentucky. The nove! presents a telling story of her flight from as well as her 
fight against racial Oppl它ssion and slavcry bondage. Through the story of Sethe's 
h缸， Morrison passes 00 the "unspeakable" part of American history (Beloνed 58); 
Sethe' s past practically becomes a mctaphor of the African American past. While 
recounting it to her daughters , Sethe discovers that "eve叮 mention of her past life 
hurt. Eve叮thing in it was painful or lost. . the hurt was always 出ere" (Beloνed 

58). Despite her efforts of "出 sremembering ，" of 而已缸ing back the past" (Beloved 73) 
, Sethe , cannot keep the painful past forever at bay 

As noted above , Sethe does not monopolize storytcllin臣 other cha泊cters are 
also telling stories , s凹netimes tellÌn且 the sarne story from different perspective情

The stories told in tum by Sethe , Paul D , Denver, Ella, Stamp Paid , and Baby 
Sug阱， not only pass down the history of black slaves in and beyond the Sweet 
Home plantation but help explain the motivation behind Sethe's committing that hor
rible crime--killing hcr Qwn daughter. Cnder the domonic system of slavery , slavcs 
and their children are commodified. The children of slave women shal1 in a11 cases 
follow the condition of their mothers and the most important purpose of the slave 
woman is ch i!dbearing. Sethe was originally brought to Sweet Home to serve as a 
sexua1 mate to any of th巳 Sweet Home mcn. She is valuable to Mr. Game: main1y 
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for her childbearing capabilities. As Helene Moglen points out , 1tThe material 
project of slavery , as Belo叫d makes clear，的自e commodification of the black body; 
the psychic result is that body's sexualization. .. Sethe's worth , iike the worth of 
all black women , is greater 出an a male laborer' s because she is also , crucially , a 
breeder: herself property , she reproduces property in her child呵呵'(27). That is 
exactly why schooIteacher decides to capture her for reenslavemen t. In 0吋er not to 
subject her daughter to the fate of being a slave , Sethe ki l1s her daughter 

Before the ghost of incamated Beloved leaves , Sethe tries to convince her that 
1t what she had done was right because it came from true love" (Beloνed 251). She 
waηts her to realize that under that hideous system, 

[A]nybody white could take your whole self for anything that came to mind. Not 
just work, kill , or maim you , but dirty you. Diny you so bad you couldn't like 
yourself anymore. Dirty you so bad you forgot who you were and couldn't think 
it up. And though she and others lived through and got over 刊， she could never 
let it happen to her own. The best thing she was , was her children. Whites 
might dirty her all right , but not her best thing , her beautiful , magical best thing 

the part of he玄 that was clean. (Beloνed 251) 

Under the slavery system, blacks are prevented from realizing their full poten
tial as human bein區 s and excluded from participation in civil and political socei月7

While 出ey are struggling to form their subject呵呵， they are 自由er denied of the 
opportunity or obstructed from doing it. As Abdul R. JanMohamed observes , "One 
of the most powe吋ul weapons in the hands of the oppressor is the mind of the 
oppresse也 without control of the latter' s mind the dominant culture can enforce 
compliance only throu且h the constant use of brute force刊(1 03-04). 1n Beloved , 
black slaves are not only deprived of basic freedom and educational opportunities but 
are living with constant fears--fears of abuses , oppression , beatings , rapes , and even 
lynching. Instances of white oppr的扭扭， use of brutal force against black slaves 
abound, and the following are some of the examples 

Sethe's mo血er， for instance , has been branded and later hanged because of her 
resistance to slave可 At the age of thirteen , Sethe comes to Sweet Home to replace 
Baby Suggs. Two ye盯s later she is married to Halle Suggs. With the death of Mr 
Gamer come his brother, school阻acher， and his nephews. Besides constantly beating 
the male slaves, the unnamed schoolteacher--a physiognomist and phrenoJogist--treats 
slaves as creatures and keeps a record of their behavior, as a measure of his 
"scientìfic刊 exp叮imentatìon. When Sethe leams of schoolteach叮's evil int凹tion to 
sell her children, she resolves to escape north to freedom. She and her husband 
make plans to take the under且round railroad to Ohio. She successfully gets her child
ren on board the northbound caravan. Before she can join them, however, she is 
taken for sport by schoolteacher' s pupils who steal the milk she bears because of her 
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pregnancy with her fOllrth child. Recalled by Sethe，出的 primal scene of the novcl 
ccoters on "two boys with mo~sy tecth, one sucking on my brcast the othcr holding 
me down , their book-reading teacher watching and writing it up" (Reloved 7日). She 
is brutal1y beaten for repoτting thîs crime to Mrs , Game九 resulting in the choke 
che付y scars on hcr back. It is a scen巳 that reduces her husband Halle , who watches 
it , to a figure of childish impotence, "squatting by th巳 churn sme盯ing the butter as 
we l1 扭曲e c1abbcr all over his face bccause the m i1k they took it on his mind" 
(Beloved 70) , and it is the 凹emo可 of thîs scene that motivates Sethe to kill hcr own 
daughter, becausc shc docs not want her to bc schoolteacher's expcriment \-vhich aims 
to demonstrate the animality of blacks 

Prcgnant , barefo 叭， and mutilatcd , Selhe escapcs to Ohio , to her mothcr-in-law , 
Baby Suggs , and her children , includLTJg her "crawling-alrcady小， baby girl. Shc 
a付ives with her ncwly bom child , Denvcr. While Sethe an吐 her children finally flee 
to freedom , the men of the Sweet Home plan • ation fail in thcir atlempts to csc叩c

九盯1cn Sixo is captured , he shows his rCslstance by grabbing thc mouth of lh巳 gun 
and by singin且 and laughing. Hc sings and laughs whilc thc white pcople are bum 
ing him. Later hc lS shot to death. Wh己n Palll D is caught , hc is taken to bc sold 
from Sweet Home , with his feet shackled , his neck co l1 ared , and his mouth tuckcd 
with a bit. After attemptin且 to ki l1 his ncw own凹. h巳 1s sent to a slave camp in 
Alfred , Georgi丸 where he 叩ends cighty-six days in 咄acklcs on a chain 且叩E
Every day is a death (chain) dance to hi血， and at night hc slcep1、 with othcr slavcs 
in a woodc:n pri son -h的 woo吐en tomb 

Ella is a key figure in lhe Cincinnati hlack community. At puberty , she had a 
horrible expcrience of being locked in a room by two whitc men-father 叩d son 
and of bcing constanl1y abllsed hy thcm for a ycar. Thosc two whitcs , io her tenn, 
are "thc lowcst yet" (Beloved 256). In hcr judgmc凹， nothing can bc c血可叮叮i with 
these two whites- "A killin巨， a kidnap , a rapc-- . Nothing compa:-cd to 'the 
lowest yet'" (且eloved 2 .'56). However, Ella lS a ve可 tough figure , for she "had bccn 
bcatcn evcrγway but down" (Beloved 256). Her past experience has told hcr oot to 
lovc anything; as shc tells Scthe , "If anyb 。這y was to ask mc J' d say , 'Don't lovc 
no令hing' " (Beloved 92). El1a's "pragmatism" 'itrikes a sha叩 contrasl to Scthc's too
thick-love emotionalism 

Another key fjgure in theωmmunit) is Stamp Paid , y".-ho discard ., thc name 
Joshua gi ven by thc whites and rcnam的 himsclf. A fcrryman who hclps Sethe cro~s 
thc Ohio River, Stamp Paid 的 "thc sly , stec1y old black man: a直cnt ， fishcnnan , boat 
ma.'1τtrack凹， saVl肘 spy" (ßeloνed 126). During his 引起， hc--a hîstory bcarcr--has 
witnessed many atrociti巳s donc by thc wh i1efolks 

Eighteen seventy-four and whitefolks wcre ~till on the loose. Whole towns wipcd 
cJean of Ncgrocs; eighty-scvcn lynchings in one year alone in Kentuιky; four 
colored schools burned to the ground; grown mcn whippcd like children; childrcn 
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whippcd like adults; hlack women 閃閃tl h) thc crew; propcrl、 takcn. llccks 
brokcn. He S ITl cllctl 此1n，此in anrl hot hlootl Thc 此in was Olle thing , but hllman 
hlood cookcd in a 1、Ilch fire was a 叭 holc other rhi月 ( Relο ved 1 HO) 

Among all the 1ynchings hc has ob~crvcd ， thc most unforgettab1c objcct i~ a rcù 
ribbon knottcd around a gir1's wet woolly hair which ~till clings to its bit of sca1p 
Stamp Paid's prcoccupation with the ribbon lcads him to ask，可Vhat are thcsc l white 
1 people? You tell m巴， Je叫s. What are they?" (Beloved 180) 

Stamp Paid is an Afrìcan anceslor figure with uncanny ability. When he comes 
to vislr Scthe at 124 Bluestone Road 、 he hears T帥nng V01C間 from that house. He 
knows they arc VOl ces of thosc dcad black peoplc: "Thc pcoplc of the brokcn nccks , 
of fire-cooked bl 削、d and black 且 irls who had 1m,t thcir ribbon叫 (Reloved 181). As 
Barbara Rigncy msi且htfully obsetves , "Morrison fragments black history into symbols 
thc color of blood: thc choke-cherry 只cars on Scthe's back , Stamp Paid's piece of 
rcd ribbon , Paul D's loss of 'a rcd, red hcan'. Thus ùoes .:\1o叮ison bcar histori 
cal witncss and redccm hcr mutcd African mothcrs" (73) 

Toward the end of Bc[ovcc.人 Stamp Paid 1istcns to thc indecipherablc 1叩gua且C

that cmanatcs from Scthc's housc. He idcotifics thc mumbling voic的 as tho~c of 
n <lmele間 black and angry dea且 bemoaning t he p叮 chic alienation imposed upon them 
by whitcs可 \.\.'ho in turn arc overwhelmed by thc jungle they plant in b1aιk; 

、Nhitcpeopl巴 hclicvcd that whatever thc lllanncr~. under ever、 dark skin wa~ a 
l"nεle. Swift unnavigahle watcrs. swingin品、creaming hahoons , ~kep】 ng snake5 , 
red ruITl可 τeady for their 刊.'ect whitc blood ßu! it wa~n't the jungle blacks 
broughr with them to rhis place frorn the orher (l ivahle) placc. Tt was the juηgle 
whitcfolb plantcd in thcm 八nd it gτcw It ~pread In. through and aftcr lifc , it 
spre叫， unul ir invaded the whitcs who had made il Touchcd rhem ever、 nne

Changed and altered them Madc thcm bloody , sil 作， worsc than e\'en lhe、 wanted

to be , so scarcd were the:v of rhe junglc thcy had made The ~crcaming hah()oll 
lived under thcir own white skin; the rcd gums were their own (Beloved lYH- lJlJ) 

Stamp Paid's rcflcctions , showing blacks' attcmpt to 江cg叫e white majority's 
hegemony , rcvcal a claim that Morrison make~ io "City Limits" as wcll as in Pla戶ng

in the Dark. By holding a rnirror to rct1cct thc ncgation back at the white racist 
heg叩lDf哼， MOTTÜ,O!l is negati月 thc ncιalion a~ a fo巾。f affimlation 

In :Morrison' :-, works , as Linda Krumholz poinl叭叭， "lnora1的 lS not preset m 
black and wJlitc catcgories of good and cvil" (39H). Morrison's dealing with the 
problem of raCJal oppr巳s~ion docs not naively fall into the ea~y black-whitc 
dichotomy. )Jot all whitcs in Belol'ed arc cvil or depraved: somc of the01 are 
prcsentεd a~ positive figurcs , for instance 、 Mr. Bodwin and Amy Dcnvcr. And cvcn 
among the evi1 ，^，'hi 旭先， thcrc arc lcsscr one~，吼lch as Mr. and \1n,. Garncr 
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Mo甘1"00'S dcpiclion of thc interracial rclatíonships betwccn Scthe and Am)' 
Dcnvcr rcfutcs Stanley Crouch's chargc of h巳r simplistic po口rayal of good and eV11 
A ", the pregnant Sethe 1S escaping from slavery , she m巴ct_ s hy chance the vvhitc 且irl

Amy Denver, who oot only lays hcalin且 hands upon Scthe' 包 lashcd back and s\vollen 
fe缸， hut abo attcnds at Denver's birth. lt is nol ea叮 for Amy Denv臼↑ o do this 
because that i5 a timc whcn patro lJcrs WOfC rampant , and white pcople WeTe generally 
hostilc tow3nl blach. What drivc~ Amy to help Scthc Qut aTe bOlh thc cmpιlthy ari:-. 
ing out of her kinù hcart and the mutual trust and sisterly bond developcd lhrough 
出eir "yard cha1" which transcends racial barriers 

Morrison' s characterization of p巳oplc ， good or ev口 is ncvet simpli~[ic ， 

however. Small dctails betray tha t. For m"tance , in thc hOllschold of thc Rodwins , 
Dcnvcr obscrvcs on a shelf by thc back_吐oor a raclst pamtl月， fcatu;:ing a kneeling 
blackt 哼 's mouth ful1 of rnoney with the word~ ， "At Yo Scrvicc" (Beloved 255) 

m 

When he le盯了lS of the tíùth of Selhe's killinιhcr own daughtcr , Paul ]) a~k~ 

Stamp Paid , "How rnuch is a nig呂cr s~lpposcd to takc'? Tell mc. How much?" 
Whcn Stamp Paid 叩swcrs ， "All he can. Al1 he can ," Pall1 D ash , "\\'hy? \Vhy'! 
Why'? Why'? \Vhy7" (Heloved 235). \Vllcn Bclovαj comcs back in f1cslJ and blo(吋

fo口n ， ~he asks her mother the 關m巳 qllestl凹， "Why'! Why? Why'?" 1n cvcηsense 
of thc word , Beloved embodics 'vvhitcfolks' victimiLation of bJack pcople in the C. s 
Manv critics have alreadv Dcintcd out that Beloved is more than the incarnatcd 
prcvcrbal infaot killcd by hcr rnother dcsperate to 品ve her from slavery. Hclcnc 
Moglcn , for inslancc , writcs , "[Beloved) is the haunting 丸pirit of the baby dallghtcr 
whom Scthc as a capl叮cd fugiti 、 e kil b. But 自己loved is also rnorc th叩 thi~ ，

削d it is here lh叫 Mü】 ri~0n s11uJ.叫 h臼 sclf al the C ，叫nda" nf fant <J SV and realü,m 
shc is the repæscmativc of the 'sixty million and :nore' 、 ictims of slavery: of a 
collectivc tr咕cdy which , as hisrory , mu~t bc rcmcmbcrcd and r巴deemcd" (23) 
According to A~、hraf Rushdy , Bclov叫 i~ morc rhan jnst a ch叮acteγio the novcl. T 0 
Rushdy , she i~ "the embodim叩t of thc pa<;t that must bc reηlembcrcd in order [0 bc 
forgott凹; shc 叮mbolize、 what must bc reincarnatcd in ordcr tn bc b :lricd , prop巳rly"

(5"1;). Jean Wyatt maintains tha! Belovcd has a cüllective idcntity: "[SJhe rcprcscnts 
a wholc lineag巳 of people oblitcratcd by slavery , bcginning with the Africans who 
died on thc Middle Pus 阻ge ， the 'Sixty Million andηx、 re of the novcl cplgraph" 
(474). Dcborah l-l orvitz regards Bcloved a、 a symbol ()f evc可 African woman 
whosc 巴tory wÌll neveγbe told" (157) and c 門 nnects heγfale [0 that of "tho叩 i\[γ1Can

womcn who did not sUTvive the M>ddlc Passagc." glossi月尸di位朋凹的crcd" 凶

"meaning 且ot only that they are for且ottcn. but also th<lt th叮叮e dismembercd , cut 叩
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and off, and not rcmcmbered" (165). 1n Horvitz's words , "Sh己的 the haimting 
symbol of thc many Bclovcds--g巳nerations of mothers and daughters--hunted down 
and :-.tolen from Africa; as such , she is、 unlike mortals , invulneτable to barriers of 
llme , spa血， and placc" (157). 1n Mac G. Henderson、 view ， Beloved i" both a 
ps:ychological projection and a physical manifcstation. Henderson holds that Morri 
son projcct s. "thc dcad out into th巳 earth" in the character of Beloved , and in her is 
mirrored Scthc and many more slave womcn in the novel (73) 

Geneγally 叩 eakin巨， thcsc critics , unlikc Elizabcth House , regard Beloved as 
both a ghost and a symboL Personally 1 agree with thc claim that Belovcd , b凹ides

being a ghost , also reprcscnts a collecr.ivc idcntity of African slavcs and 1 believe 
this is also what 恥10rri:-.on has in minù whcn shc crcates th1S charactcr. ln an inter
vicw with Waltcr Clemons , Mo叮的on explained to him that "the figure ["Sixty 
Million and morc"] is the best educated gu巳 ss at the number of black Africans who 
never even made it into slavcry--thosc who dicd cithcr as captiv臼 in Africa or on 
slave ships" (Clemons 75) , Morrison continued to report what she read , "onc 
account describcs the Congo as 叫 clogged with bodies that the boat couldn't pa:-.s 

Thcy packed 800 into a ship >f thcy'd promiscd to deliver 400. Thcy assumed 
that half \vould dic , And half did." Morrison added , "A few pcoplc in my novel 
remember it" (Clemons 75) , Be10ved is exactly a character who rememhers it 

In thc novel , Bclovcd , coming back from the dead , is a st。可 giver. In the 
body of a 19-year-old woman but with the mind of a two-year-old , Bclov叫 herself

lS IDC 主 pablc of tellin且 a complctc stOfy. Shc dcscribes the world of thc dead where 
she inhabits in the way a smal1 child depicts realìty without a logical sequence of 
events. Y凹 in the fonn of monolo且uc ， Bclovc 這 not ooly reveah hcr possc~研ivc love 
for hcr mother but , significantly. describcs conditions on the slave ships in fra且

meoled images without connective syntax or punctuation , capturing the loss of 直cmar

cation and diffcrentiation of those caugllt in aηoceanic spacc hetween Africa and an 
unkno吼叫 dcstination (scc Beloved 210-13). Thc passage is to me onc of Morrisc吶，
most stunning fcats 

Beloved's memo可 of her expericnce on the slave ship connects her to a dcfin 
ing element of her ance:-.tral history , thc Middle Passage. In Paul巳 Man、hall' s Praise 
song for a Widow , Avey John:-.on , rluring the crossing in the Middle Passage: "She 
was a\onc in thc dcckhouse. That much shc was c 己 rtain of. Y ct :-.he had thc imprcs 
sion as hcr mind í1ickcrcd on briefly of othcr bodics lyin且 crowded in with hcr in 
thc hot , airlcss dark. Thcir sufferin且 thc dcpth of it , the weight of it in thc 
cramped ~pace--made her:-. of no con1.equence" (209). It is thc mcmory of the 
Middlc Passage rhat connects hlack womcn (such 晶 Bclovcd and Avey 10hn1. on) and 
a11 thcir anccstors on the 只lave ships in thc ~iddlc Passagc 
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IV 

John Wideman has said, "\Vhat is history except people's ima且10a叮叮creation'?"

(qtd. in Rushdy 566). By writing black hi‘回了"y into this gr目 t novcl, Morrison has 
rcvisioned the past as it is filtered thr< ugh the prcscnt. She has , succe可 sfully though 
paradoxically , rcvived the memory of the past in order to forget 此 to uncarth it in 
order to bury it. Bclovc且 with a collective identity of those dead Aricans losing 
their lives in the Middle Passage has come back to reclaim thcìr names and love 
Now , she (as well as the dead Africans) is remembered and will not be 105t 

1t is imponanl to note that by 問vlving such ~lave characters in African Ameri 
can histo叮 in her novel , Morrison has been revisioning a new history of black Ameri 
cans. The picture of black history is 00 longer dominated by a certain number of 
heTO~C or promincnt figurcs but is composed of a varicty of common folks , forming a 
COlOrflll mosaic. Characters such as Sethe (Margaret Gamer) , her nanny , her mother
in-law , her daughters , her comraàes in the Swcct Home plantatio凡 and her ncighbors 
in Cincinnati, form a revisioned picture of American histo叮

Dcspit巳 her vehement indictmcnt of whit巳s' inhurnanity to blacks through th巳

pcculiar institution of slavery in this novcl and despite her seeming brutal V1Slon as 
appcars in others , Morrison is basically a novclist who is deeply appreciative of life 
and who never loscs hope for the future. As she oncc said , "What lS curious to me ," 
she oncc said , "js that bcstial trcatmcnt of human beings nevcr produces a race of 
bcasts" (qtd. in Kakutani 24). Redemption al、Nays rcmains a possibility for her char
ac• ers 

The end> ng of Beloνed is rather significant if placed in the context of black 
cultural nationalism as conceived by Mo甘l~on. Denver's break. out of :,elf-enclosure 
on behalf of her family is bold and darin皂，叮mbolizing the nccd of jommg the 
community. Bcloveà the angry ghost has already claimed hcr due. íf Denver let her 
wrathful and însatiable sister-ghost continue tonnenting her mother, the house woulà 
break up complctely and no redemption is possible. lt is significant that shc walks 
out to solicit help oot only from local black community but from good whites too 
Eventuaily with the aid of thirty community women, Deover succe 己 ds in exorcising 
Belovcd!gho吼叫vay. ln the meantime , Denvcr is going to work for thc Bodwins 

The ending also promises a b巳tter future inteπacial rclationships in the U.S 
Mo汀ison's aπangement se巳ms to imply that even though Arnerican blacks have been 
under racial oppression for more than 300 years , blacks should not hold gruàge 
against or embracc hatred toward the white world forever. It is necessa可 for Ameri
ca立 blacks to walk out of the ghost-haunting hìstory and to collaboratε with :ocal 
community pcople. rf my reading is con毛 ct ， Morrison suggests that somewhere 
between Bookcr T. Washin且ton's conservatism and W. E. B. DuBois's radicalism Iies 
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a middle way. There mm、t be a way oul , whicb is neither too militant nor too 
conscrvative , ncith叮 too radical nor too accornmodativc. Vicwed in te口札、 of black 
cultural nationalisI孔， that is exac11y Morrison 品凹的1t 1On

Morrison's r巳 vislOning of (black) history as examined abovc shows not mc自ly

her real iLation of the vital importance of hi泣。可 to black Americans but hcr ~pccial 
way of incorporating hi吼。η.' into her works. lnstead of shunnin且也C n1且htmarc of 
history , she bravely faces it and tries to pass 0ηthe lessons of thc past for thc histor 
ical pre~ent 此1orri"oη's viS lOn and rcvisioηof history refI ect that shc has , in a 
f"oucaldian way句 paid much altention to the ga阱， ruptures , abscnccs , or discontinu 
itics in the proccss of historical changc , which arc oftcn nc且lected or dismü,sed by 
traditional historians. 9 1 think hcr appropriation of such historical figures as 
Margarct Garner and the 18-ycar-old Harlem 且 irl in Beloved and Jazz respectively 
bcst attcsts to hcr rcvisionist view of historv. Hcr writin且 of hi"t。可 into fiction has 
indeed rediscovered , reclaimcd and reinvigorated a foγgotten part of American 
historγ 

Th巴Black Aesthetic 叮itic Addison Gayle 0ηce urged black writcr、 to modcl 
their literary ch盯acters upoηsuch histotical figures as Sojourner Truth , Harrict 
Tubman , Martian Delaney , H. Rap Brow刃， and Fannie Lou Hammcr , bccausc thcy 
offer imagcs of 叮leroism ， bcau句， and courage'. (44). With no inte叩開 10 roman l1 

cizc black Amcrican history , Morrison docs oot follow thc BJack Acsthctici叩f

injunction wheo ~hc dccidcs to write history into fiction. 10 By wriling black women 
as th巳y reaJJy arc and by paying particular attcntion to thcîr c泣lotions ， thcir fcclings , 
and their dilcmmas , she ha~ giv叩 V01C己， force and life to thc silcnt "heroines" in 
black American hi泣。可

Morrison realizes 1hat historv is n01 mcrclv a form of knowledQe bul a forrn of 
~ 

power. lIer revisioning of the African American pa、 l 1前 thus firmly gTOundcd in thc 
ptese凹，吶th a grave concem about thc future of AfTican Arnericans. Thc qucstion 
that intrigues hcr is: "Can th巳 black past shcd light on the prescnt of Afrìcan Ameri 
cans'?" In hcr works , history docs not manifcst ibclf as an cndless but empty nostal
gia for thc pas t. Her writing of histo叮! into her novels has in cffcct corrcctcd 刊a

romanticization of both the African past and the American past that has threatened to 
devalue 300 years of black jifc as 'livcd' cxpcncncc" (Mobley 190). Morcovcr 
:\1 0打l"orγs revisions of history , especially slavcry , havc fillcd in the huge g i:l p t11at 
lies in the beginnin且 of Amcri且n history; to hcr that part of history , rhough unspeak 
able , ~h6uld b 巳 rcmernbered before it is forgottcn 
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Notes 

1 In her capacity as cdi lOr at Random Housc , :vIorrison w品 im，trumcntal in compil 
10臣， editing and pcblishing The Rl ack Boο k ， and "he also wrote two important essay~ 一
'Behind the Making ()f The Bl ack ß()()k" and "Rediscovering Black Histo叮 "--to in1ro

duce it to thc public 

2 Aillong the programmatic manifestatiom, of black cultural nationali"ill are to 
dcvelop a distinct African American litcrature and to COllstruct a hody of .~()clal 

sciencc litcrature writtcn from thc Afric叩 Amcrican point of view in CQurrter against 
thc Bun沁entered 00巳 (see Bracey , et 剖， xxvii). for studies of Morrü,on's connec • 

tion with black cultural oati個lalism ， see Rced and Chen 

3 :,\'ot a11 critics c叫1S1廿er ßelOl'ed Mo行的oo's bcst. In one of thc fcw suongly nega 
l1v巳 T巳views of Heloνed ， Stanley Crouch labcls thc novel "a blackfacc holocaust nnvel 

writtcn in order to entcr American slav巳ry into thc big-time of m盯tyr ratmgs 
contcsts." He gocs on to accusc Morrison of t可 mιto "placate fcminist ideology" 
while "appropriating thc conventions of a hol凶aUSl tale." Morrison , hc concludcs , 
ignorcs thc '.ambJguitics of thc hum叩 soul" and opts for thc si巾plistic pOTlrayal of 
good and cvil 

:--.J othin且 cao be f urther from the truth. Morrison does e:λplore humanity without 
cvadin且 thc important qucstions of racc , class and gcndcr. 1 think Crouch's diatribes 
against Morrison clearly shows his new black conservalism, his anti-black feminism , 
and his negation of black cultural nationalism 

4 11 has beer了 estimated thal aτo Ll ndηine million Africans were taken in slave可 in the 
Ame了lcas. Ho仇 evcr， this figurc docs 001 in c1 udc a11 thc blacks uproot叫 frorn thcir 
homes. Mi l1ions died fighting iηthc wars to capturc slav凹， making the difficult 
t，此 to thc coast whcrc the slave ships waitcd , nr undergoing the horrible pa間age

across thc Atlantic 
Aftcr thc publícation of Belm叫， .YI:orrison has told iot巳rviewcrs (such as Boooic 

Angelo and Walt巳r Cle巾oos) that historians va可 in thcir estimatcs of Africans who 
dicd bccause of thc slave叮叮 slem. As Morrison told Angclo , "Some historians told 
me 200 million died. The smallest oumber 1 got fIOm a叮.r hody was 60 million" 
(Angelo 48). In an mterv>ew with Clemons. Morrison hrought to his attcntioo 
Belo l'ed' s dedicatio口， '.Sixty :Vh I1 ion and moγe ，" and cxplaincd that "the figurc is thc 
best cducatcd gωC品 at thc numbcr of black Africans who neveï even made it into 
"lavery--thosc who dîed cithcr as captives in Africa or an slave ships" (75) 

The "middle pa叫age" was the se∞ nd or middlc part of the triangular pattcm 
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characteristic of the Atlantìc trade--from Europe or New England to Africa, from 
Africa to thc West Indies , from thc West lndies to Europe or New England. Aftcr 
the West AfTican slavcs wcre chained togethcr and loadcd into the ships , thc voyage 
began. lt has been estimated that one of every eight slaves died 00 the "middle 
passagc." Thc voyage , if wcathcr was bad , sometimcs lastcd over three months. In 
The Interesting Narratil'e of the Life of Olaudah Equiano (1 789) , the author Equiano 
dcscr而且， among others , his cxpcri叩ce of the "middlc passage" from Africa to the 
W臼t Indics. He recalled it a的 a horrifying exarnplc of man's inh山nanity to his 
brothcrs 

5 See , for instance , Mobley , Moglen , Rushdy , as well as Samuels and Hudson 
Wccms. According to Mclissa Walker, "The story of Margaret Gamcr, the womao 
00 whom Scthe's chatacter is bascd , is told in Hcrbcrt Aptheker's 'Thc Negro 
Womar.,' Ma.vses and Mainstream 11 (february 1948). 11 , and io Angcla Davis's Women , 

Race and Class (Ncw York: Random Housc , 19R1) , 2 1. A facsimile of a newspaper 
account of a visit to Garner while she was in jail relating thl己 detai j S of the murdcr 
as Mo訂的on presents them is includcd in Middleton Harris , et 缸 • The Black Book 
(New York: Random Housc, 1974) , 10. Morrison edited both Davis 叩d Ha押的"

(212) 

6 1ηa conversatioo with Naylor, Mo行的on explains that Beloved was ìnspi記d by the 
stories of two quitc differeot women. Onc was the sto可 of Margaret Garner; the 
other, that of 阻 eighteen-year-old girl shot by a jealous lover. Morrison was inter
estcd io the "female form of lovc刊 that these two historica1 figurcs excmplified , 
suggesting to her as they did that "the bcst thing that is in us is also the thing that 
makes us sabotage ourselves" (585). According to my own reading , Morrison did not 
use the second story in Beloved bm in Jazz 

7 Extracts from a range of sourcc material are reproduced in Black Women in 附ule
American: A Documentary Hislory , ed. Gerda Lerner (Ncw York: Rand凹n House, 
Pantheon Boo缸， 1972) , ìncludin且 passages conccrning the casc of Margaret Garner 
on which Sethc's sto可 is based (pp. 60-61). As Ferguson points 0叭， despite th 巳

notoricty of the ca間， such acts of infanticide by slave mothcrs were not in fact 
unconunon (124) 

8 "We do not know exactly how many slav的 escaped to freedom acTOSs thc Qhio 
River and the Mason-Dixon line , but one scholar estimates the total at sixty 
thousand. Of this number , ovcr onc hund問d wrotc book-length 'slave narratives ,' 
before the end of the Civìl War," writes Heo可 Louis Gates ("[ntroduction" ix) 
Accordì月 \0 G刮目， bctwccn 1703 and 1944 , 6006 exslavcs had narratcd the stories 
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of their captivity , through interviews , cssay色， an吐 books. Sec Gates , "Introduction" 
1X 

For a study of Belo l'ed's conncction to slavc narrat凹間， se巳 Bcll

9 扎在ichel Foucault's genealogy highlights discontinuities and fractures. He and 
Haydcn Whitc , among others , havc argued that both histo叮叮ld fìction are 
àiscourscs , that both constitute systems of signi日cation hy which we make scnsc of 
the past , and that histof'j is a field of compcting rhetorical or narrative stTategies , a 
plural discourse which can always pro吐uce any numbcr of alternative accounts (see 
Foucault and White). For discussions of Foucault's 屯ountcr-mcmory" and 
Hutcheon's "historiographic metafiction ，刊 see Hmcheon (87-123) and Marshal1 (1 47 

78). It is not the pu可 ose of this essay , howcvcr , to demonstrate thc influence of 
Foucau1t 's concept of history on Morrison 

10 Cf. rrantz Panon, The Wretched of Ihe Earth , 210. On the issuc of national culture , 
Fanon observes that the nativc intellectuals of thc colonizcd people , facing thc barbar
ity of today , often go back to the past and discover in the past digηity ， glory , anà 
solenmity of which they are proud of. Thcy tend to discover "bcyond the misery of 
today , beyond sclf-contcmpt , resignation , and abjurati凹， some vc可 beautiful and 
splcndid era whose cxistcncc rehabilit刮目" thcm (210) 
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