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Abstract 

The larger issue of the relationship between theory. fiction and 

experience provides the backdrop for a study C'f constructions of home in 

Toni Morrison's The Bluest Eye and Beloved. Feminist standpoint thcory 

contends that knowledge is socially and historicaliy constmcted. Using the 

home as a category of analysis, 1 show how Morrison's constructions of 

home are located within specifie socio-economic, racial, and politieal 

contexts which mold the novels' characters. Both feminist standpoint 

theory and the novels develop a notion of "positionality" -- one's location 

within a larger social and historieal nctwork. Differences in foeus do exist. 

however, which stem from their respective developmental and experiential 

contexts -- one being primarily theoretical and scholarly. amI the olhcr 

being the complex literary and fictional mediation of a political cxpericncc. 

Unlike the theoretical articulatioll of concepts of the standpoint. fiction 

offers a complex perspective that may, in tum. be used to inform 

discussions of political and epistemological concepts. 



Résumé 

Le rapport entre la théorie, la fiction and l'expérience fournit la hase 

de cette étude sur les con~tructions de "foyer" dans The Bluest Ey~ et 

8eloved de Toni Morrison. La théori..: de "feminist standpoint" soutient 

que la connaissance est construite dans un réseau sodal, historique et 

politique. En utilisant l'idée de "chez-soi" comme une catégorie d'analyse, 

je montre comment les constructions de "foyer" dans les deux romans sont 

situées dans un contexte spécifique de race, politique, el" classe qui influence 

les personnages. La théorie de "feminist standpo\nt" et les romans 

développent une idée de "positionalité" -- sa position dans un grand réseau 

social et historique. Les différences entre la théorie et le.\ romans existent, 

pourtar.t, qui se présentent de leurs contextes déve \oppementals et 

expérientials -- l'un théorique et l'autre la médiation littéraire et fictionale 

d'une expérience politique. A la différence de l'articulation théorique de 

l'idée de "standpoint," la fiction offert une perspective complexe qui peut 

être utilisée pour informer les discussions des concepts politiques et 

épistemologiques. 
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Introduction 

1 . Thesis St~tement 

Focusing on the intersection of a fictional character's identity and a 

larger ")ocial and political history in Toni Morrison's novels The Bluest Eve 

and BelovcJ raises numerous questions for literary studies. Using the 

concept of home il!'! il category of analysis in close readings of these two 

novels, 1 negotiate a connection between literary studies and feminist 

standpoint theory. 

2. Theoretical and Methodological Framework 

What do concepts and implications of difference -- socio-economic, 

racial, sexual, cultural, and so on -- have to do with the study of literature? 

To address this question, 1 frame a study of constructions of home in The 

Bluest Eye and Beloved at the intersection of two contexts -- one primarily 

theoretical and one primarily literary -- which have existed quite separately 

l'rom each other il the projects of academic scholarship. The first, which 

can be defined as the general theoretical point of departure for this thesis, 

is feminist standpoint theory. 11Ie second is the unique and identifiable 

context of fiction by African American women writers, which 1 access 

partly through two of Toni Morrison's five novels. Both feminist 

standpoint theory and writing by African American women present a 

specifie challenge to literary scholarship and form part of a larger debate 

nn work ueemed "non-canonical" that currently occupies many discussions 

of literature. 
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1l1eories can be neat. fonnulaic constructions. Fiction. on the olher 

hand, is much more complex and multi-\ay(~red.l Basing an approach 10 a 

literary text in an intl~xible theoretical structure may reducc the inlricacies 

of a fictional text to a linear series of progressions or a formulall: 

assemblage of signs and symbols.2 In this thesis, 1 attempt 10 negotiale a 

connection between theory and fiction by asking questIOns about bOlh Ihat 

emerge from a specifie historieal experienee. 1 resist submitting 

Morrison's work to the directives of standpoint theory -- whlch is nOl, it IS 

important to note, a complete, statie theoretieal COllstruct but a concept 

whieh is being eontinually re-evaluated and changed. Fiction by many 

African American women writers also resists formulaic interpretations. 

This would efface the specifie history of black experiences in the United 

States out of which Morrison's novels emerge by forcing the novels into a 

theoretical formula that has developed distinct from Afriean Amcrican 

women's fiction) While 1 do not "apply" feminist stamJpoint theory to 

1 MultIple earegones of analysis may be emplo}ed ro examine a ticuonal tcxt, '>lH.:h as 
point of view, narratIve structure, plot development, character development, to name a 
few. Dülerent ~ategories of analysis offer different way'i mto the texr, re'lulung ln a 
possible vanery of inrerpœtatIons. FietIonal rexts are used to support dlffcrenr theonc'\, 
but hlstoneally :he fictIonal text usually ouùives the u~efulnes'l of ..l pamcular tt'coretlc:11 
approach. The complexlty of a tïeuonal text, 1 would argue, \hould mform thenry, rather 
than reoucmg :l text to the narrow contin 'S of a theoreticaJ formula. 

:2 For example. VladHmr Propp, 10 hl~ \1omhologv of the Folk T,tle ( 192X J, reducct.l ail 
folk tales to \even '\pheres of ..leuon ' ..lnd ,hmy-one "functlon:.." He ..lIgucd th..lt lolk 
tales were ,>Imply dlfferenr comb1Oanons ot pamcular dcment'l Along wlth Propp, other 
structurahsts, us10g Ferdinand de Saussure's analysis of language a'l ,1 polllt of departure, 
focused on lnerature JS a system of \lgns. Saussure contended thar language IS ..l '\y\tem 
of slgns to be analyzed "synchromeally," as :l complete 'ly:.tem at a partlcular urne, rather 
than "diachromcally," 10 us larger hlstoncal development. CnnqL·t!s of a \rructuall'lt 
approach to hterature have been numerous In recenr ye,lrs. Becau'lc of the larger '>(X;I:.ll 
and pohuc:.tl hlstory In whlch \tlom:.on'~ nuvds ..lIe Imbeddct.l, :1 '\tructuralI:.t re:.lUlng ot 

The Bluc'lt Eve :md Belowd would be reductlve 
3 In an tntt:rvlèW Wlth ~elht,; Y. YlcKay, ylom::,on ÇntlCIZè:' lho~c who cntlque 11er '.yurk 

but have no understandIng ot the ..,pecttic context out ot 'Nhlch her nove'" emcrge 
~lomson say). "Cnues of rny work have otten ktt ,>omcthtng to he de'>lrcd. ,n rny mmd, 
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The Rluest Eye and Reloved, neither do 1 use a black feminist literary 

critical approach -- articulated specifically as such during the past decade -­

in a study of home in these two navels. This approach, which raises 

important questions for literary studies, has already been explored 10 

relation ta African Americail wamen's texts4 -- and, indeed, the argument 

is made that it has cmerged specifically from them.5 The contours and 

implications of a black feminist criticism are still under much discussion.6 

Rather, 1 use feminist standpoint theory ta guide my role as a student of 

literature and to ask questions about authority and "reinventing oneself as 

because they don't always evolve out of the culture, the world, the given quality out of 
which 1 write. Other lands of structures are imposed on my works, and therefore thcy 
are either praised or dlsmissed on [he basis of something that 1 have no interest in 
whatsoever, WhlCh is wntlng a novel according to sorne structure that cornes out of a 
dlfferent culture. 1 am trying very hard to use the characteristics of the art form tha t 1 
know best, and to -:ucceed or fad on those cnteria rather than on sorne other criteria .... " 
(McKay, p -t25). Momson's comment mises questions about whose theory and who se 
cnncism. [See ;\l'ellie Y. :vtcKay, "An. Interview with Toni Momson," Concemporary 
Llterature, vol. 24, no. 4 (1983), pp. -t 13--l29 ] 

-t Sc!e for example the collection of essays edited by Barbara Chnstian Black Feminist 
Cntlcism (New York: Pergamon Press, 1985); the critlcal anthology edited by H\!nry 
Louis Gates. Jr. Reading Black, Readini Feminist (New York: Meridian Book/Pengum 
Group, 1(90); and Chan~n~ Our Own Words: Essays on Criticism. Theory and 
Wrinn~ by Black Women, edited by Cheryl A. Wall, (New Brunswick and London: 
Rutgers University Press, 1989). 

5 1 will address the relauonship between the "theory" mherent within ficnon by African 
Amencan women In more det:ul 10 the conclusion of this the sis. 
Sorne imponant cnucal works WhlCh address this Issue mclude Barbara Smlth's 

"Toward A Black Femlmst Criuclsm," published in Elaine Showalter, ed. nIe ~ew 
~mimst Cntjclsm: E:>says on Women. Llteratwe and TheQry (London: Virago Press, 
1985); AlIce Walker's In Search of Our Mo[her's Gardens (San Diego: 
HarvestIHarcourt Brace Jovanovlch, 1983); Barbara Christian's Black Femimst Cnricl<;m, 
op. Cil.; Henry LOUIS Gares. Jr. Readin~ Black. Readin~ Feminist. op. CIt. 

6 See Deborah McDowell's essay "~ew Direction for Black Fenunist Thought," included 
In Showalters's volume. which responds to Barbara Smnh's essay "Toward a Black 
FemInlst Cnnclsm." Sc!e also Hazel V. Carby's Reconstructin~ Womanhood: The 
Emerg:,llcc of the Atro-.\mencan Woman ~cvelist (New York & Oxford: Oxford 
UmversIty Press. 1987). Wh lie McDowell cntiques sorne of SmIth's pOInts, Carby 
questIons the vlabl!ity of a black femlnlst cnUClsm and argues that "black femmlst 
criticlsm has 1[S source and ilS pnm:rry mouvanon in academic leglumation. placement 
wllhm a fr.lmework of bourgeOIs hurnamsnc discourse" (Carby, p. 15), 



4 

other." to use Sandra Harding's phrase. Given that 1 am a white woman 

and that many readers of fiction by African Amcrican women arc Ilot 

African American wornen, the se questions are of crucial and central 

importance- . 

My interests lie primarily in studying how fiction by Arrican 

American women writers ~~ay transform literJry studies and inform 

discussions of political and epistemological concepts.? While feminist 

scholars have developed recently the methodological and epistemological 

framework of the standpoint in feminist analyses. fiction by many African 

American wornen such as Toni Morrison is based in an understanding of 

social relations similar to that of standpoint theory. Differences in focus do 

exist, however, which stem from their respective developmental and 

experiential contexts -- one being primarily theoretic~l and scholarly. and 

the other being the complex literary and fictional rnediation of a political 

experience. 1 will conclude this thesis with a discussion of how fictIOn by 

African Arnerican wornen writers invites a re-conceptualization of the 

relationship between theory. fiction, and expericnce. 

7 The relauonshlp between ticuon and politics In feminist thmkmg was cspeclally 'ltrong 
during the emergence of the "second wave" of femmism. Two mtluenual book'), 
Simone de BeaUVOlf'S The Second Sex, published In North America 10 1953, and Kate 
\-lillett's Sexual Polines, pubhshed in 1969, use analyses of literary texts to ')upport thelr 
argument about the SOCIal and poliucal role of women. De BeauvOIr studles the "myth 01 
woman" In literary rexts by \-lontherland, D. H. Lawrence, Claudel, Breton, and Stendhal 
ln order "10 contirm [her] analysls ùf the femmme myth as It appeul"') 10 a geneml VICW " 

[The Second Sex (New York: Vintage. 1974), p. 224.] \-lillett crinquc'i tcxts by D 1 r 
Lawrence, Henry yhller, ~orman Mailer and Jean Genet as part of her analy~l~ ot 
patnarchy as a polltlcallO~nruuon and of the polltlcal mantfe~tauon~ of 'lCXUahly. ISel! 
KJte \-lillett Sexual Pohncs e-Jew York: Ballanune Books, 1969).1 
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2. 1. Stand point Theory 

Standpoint theory has provided the methodological and 

epistcmological frdmework for many rccent feminist analyses of concepts 

and implications of difference. The theory, which has been developed by 

white North American academic fcminists primarily within the context of 

the social sciences, focuses on the relationship between experience and 

knowledge. Sandra Harding, who has explored the concept of the 

standpoint in feminist thinking, philosophy and science, describes feminist 

standpoint theory as "one of the two main theories of knowledge that have 

been developed to account for the fact that research guided by feminist 

politieal interests has been able lü produce less partial and distorted 

accounts of nature and social life th an the sexist and androcentric claims 

that were produced, we aœ tcId, through value neutral research 

procedures."8 Feminist standpoint theory is founded in concepts explored 

by Hegel and later by the politicul philosophers Marx, Engels and Lukacs. 

Against notions of an absolute "Tru th" or the natural progression of 

"History," feminist standpoint theory emphasizes the individual's position 

within a historical network of social and political relations and one's 

perspective, determined by one's position, of Lhat network. Nancy 

Hartsock -- who is coneerned with forrnulating a specifically feminist 

historieal matenalism -- uses Marx's understanding of the intluence of the 

proccs~ of proJuction on human beings and theorie:-, of knowledge as a 

means of conceiving of a multi-Iayered network of social relations wherein 

~ S,mdra Hardmg, "Stanmg Thought From Women's Lives: Eight Resources for 
Nl:l.xUTIlZmg ObJc:cnvlty," Journal of SOCIal Philosophy, vvl. 21, nos. 2 & 3 (Fall-\\t Inter 
199()), p 140 The other femInIst theory of knowledge that Harding descnbed is femmi'it 
empmcl~m. whlCh "attempts to show that thlS same femmlst research IS sunply the 
.:on~t!qllt!nœ of'good "Clt~nœ' femInl~t re~earch m blology and the ~oclal SCIences 
snnply follows more ngoroll~ly :lIld cardully the eXlstmg methodologlcal norms." 
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the survival of superficial layers depends upon the domination of 

subordinate levelf.. Whereas Marx distinguishes between the workcrs and 

the proletariat, Hartsock focuses on the systcmatlc diHcrences hetwccn men 

and women's lives -- a difference which Momson's novels compiicate with 

the introduction of other forces such as race and class. H.lrt~ock arguc~ [hat 

the concept of a standpoint recognizes that material life "not only structures 

but sets limits on the understanding of social relations."9 Knowlcdge. one', 

view of the world, is structured by one's complex position in a social 

framework -- one's "positionality." One's social location detennillcd by 

one's sex is envisioned, then, as an interested. biased and. most import~il1t, 

an engaged position. Like Marx, Hartsock argues trat subordinatc layl>l\ of 

social relations -- in this case gender -- "both includes and CXplalO'; the 

'surface' or appearance. and indicates the logic by means of which the 

appearance inverts and distons the deeper reality." 10 

One of the projects of feminist scholars has been to use womcn's 

experiences as a basis for critiquing oppressive and dominating sy~tems. 

Sandra Harding recognizes that feminist theorists have borrowed from and 

re-worked "liberal political theory and its empincist epistemolagy, 

Marxism, critical theory, psychoanalysis, fUllctionalism. structurallsm, 

deconstructionism, hermeneutics and the other tht!oreticaI frameworks." 1 1 

She argues. however, that "it has never been women's expencnccs that have 

provided [he grounding for any of the theories l'rom which [fCmll11~ts 1 

9 Nancy Hartsock, "The FemlnIst Slandpolllt: Developtng the Ground for a Specltic:J!ly 
Femimst Histoncal Matenali~m," Femltll';m and vkthodology Sandra Harding, ed. 
(Bloommgton, IN' Indwna Umverslry Pres", 1987), p.159 

10 IbId. 

Il Sandra Harding, "The rn!->tabtlity of AnalYdcal Caregones of Femlnl~t Theory," Slw, 
vol. Il, no -+ ( 19S6), p. 21.;3--+ 



. . ; 

7 

borrow. It is not women's experiences that have generated the problems 

the se theories attempt to resolve, nor have women's experiences served as 

the test of the adequacy of these theories." 12 Rather than merely 

appending the specialized category "women" to research projects or to 

existing methodological and epistemological frameworks, feminist 

standpoint theorists are concerned with using women's lives as a point of 

departure for asking questions about knowledge, nature and social life.13 

Evelyn Fox Keller caUs for a critique of science based in the standpoint of 

women. She illuminates the historical pluralism of science and the 

influence of particular social and political contexts on scientific 

understanding. Keller links scientific objectivity with notions of autonomy 

and masculinity and, in turn, she connects the "goals of science with power 

and domination."14 Using a historical and transfonnative feminist critique 

based in the standpoint of women, K eller con tends that "feminists can bring 

a whole new range of sensitivities, leading to an equally new consciousness 

of the potentialities lying latent in the scientific project." 15 

One of the primary complications standpoint theorists have had to 

contend with is the difficulty of basing a feminist political unit y on the 

"standpoint of women" without effacing the very real differences, and the 

implications of those differences, among women. The concept of "the 

standpoint of women" suggests that all women occupy the same position 

because of their sex. It effaces differences among women of different 

12 Ibld .. p. :!84. 

13 For more on thlS see Sandra Harding, "Staning Thought from Women's Lives: Eight 
Resources for Yfa.xlmizmg Objectivity," op. cit. 

l~Evdyn Fox Keller, "Peminism and Science," Sex and Scientific Inquirv, Sandra 
Harding and Jean F. O'Barr, t!ds. (Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 
1987). p. 23H . 

15 Ibld. 
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races and classes, for example. Sandra Harding, while she acknowledges the 

"destructively mythical character of the essential and universal 'man' which 

was the subject and paradigmatic object of nonfeminist theories," also 

rejects any analysis which has "essential, universal woman as its subject or 

object -- as its thinker or object of its thought."16 Linda Aleoff has argued 

that the idea of the standpoint inherently refuses reductionism and 

essentialism because it conceptualizes "woman" and "women's experiences" 

as very fluid and changing. She examines how the concept of a standpoint 

empowers women to define themselves and identifies two feminist 

theoretical approaches which have dominated feminist analyses. but which 

have resulted in overly inclusive definitions of "woman." A1coff defines 

"cultural feminisrn" as that which claims that "feminists have the exclusive 

right to describe and evaluate woman .... [They] have not challenged the 

defining of woman but only that definition given by men." 17 Post­

structuralists. on the other hand, refuse any possibility of defining 

"woman." They deconstruct "all concepts of woman and argue that both 

feminist and misogynist attempts to define woman are politically 

reactionary and ontologically mistaken." 18 Alcoff uses the concept of 

"identity politics" intr'Jduced by the Combahee River Collective which 

problematizes the relationship of identity and politics to develop a notion of 

positionality -- refering to the implications and nuidity of one'o; social 

16 Harding, "The Instability of Analytical Categories of Femmlst Theory," p 2X4. 
17 Linda Alcoff, "Cultural Feminism Versus Post-Structuralism: The Iùentlty Cn'\lS 111 

Feminist Theory," Signs, vol. 13. no. 3. (Spring 1988), p . ..!06. 
18 Ibid., p. '+07. 
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position -- which informs political and individual identification.19 A 

"positionality" of woman 

makes her identity relative to a constantly shifting context, to a 
situation that includes a network of elements involving others, the 
objective economic conditions, cultural und political institutions and 
ideologies, and so on. If it is possible to identify women by their 
position within this network of relations, then it becomes possible to 
ground a feminist argument for women, not on a daim that their 
innate capacities are being stunted, but that their position within the 
network lacks power and mobility and requires radical change. The 
position of women is relative and not innate, and yet neither is it 
"undecidable. h 20 

Alcoff s understanding of what it is to he a "wornan" is an empowering and 

active concept. She argues for self-detennination rather than definition by 

external value systems. Being a "wornan," Alcoff contends, "is to take up a 

position within a moving historical context and to be able to choose what 

we make of this position and how we alter this contexte From the 

perspective of that fairly determinate though fluid and mutable position, 

women can themselves articulate a set of interests and ground a feminist 

politics. "21 Alcoff sets up a dialogue between individual identity and 

history, as weH as the evolving moment. Rather than define "woman" 

19 The Combahee River Collective published their "Black Feminist Statement" in the1981 
collection This Brid~e Called My Back: Writin&s by Radical Women of Color Cherrie 
Moraga and Gloria Anzcldûa, editors. (New York: Kitchen Table, Women of Color 
Press, 1981), pp. 210-218. The statement asserts that the only effective politics are 
those that emerge directly from one's experience and identity. "We believe that the most 
!lfofound and potenttally the most radical politics come directl)' out of our own identity, 
as opposed to workmg to end sorne body else's oppression. "(p. 212). The Collective 
argues that Afncan Arnencan women have been forced to deny their own concerns in 
movements fOf social change such as the Women's Mùvement and the Civil Rights 
Movernent. 
The developmental relanonshlp tJetween the Combahee River Collective's Statement of 
idennty poliucs and the prirnanly academic expression of feminist standpoint theory has 
yet to be fully exarruned. 

10 Akoff. pp .. B3-34. 
21 Ibid .• p. ~35. 
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according to essential, statie characteristics, she locates the position of 

women in the dynamic intersection of elements, such as race and class, 

which carry historical and political significance. Gender, race, class, arc 

envisioned not as essences or constants but as changing, fluid forces that 

carry political, social, and historical implications. Furthermore, Alcoff 

places the power of self-definition within the hands of a woman who can 

"choose" to alter the dynamic of her position. Such power for change is 

vital for political action. 

There is much discussion about the implications and articulations of a 

feminist standpoint thcory. For the purposes of this thesis, however, 

feminist standpoint theory offers three points that are useful in studying the 

relationship between experience and fiction, and which, in tum, arc 

problematized within a fictional text. Standpoint theory contends that 1) 

social relations are multi-Iayered and that subordinate layers, as Sandra 

Harding describes, "can provide a more objective view than the perspective 

from the lives of the more powerful."22 It conceptualizes 2) human 

experience as a changing and dynamic intersection of various forces, 

themselves t1uid rather than con~tant -- such as sex, class, race and so on -­

that carry political implications in the material world. The idea of 

positionality, defined by Alcoff, refers to this relatively tluid though 

identitiable location, an idea that encompases the possiblilty of movement 

and change that the idea of "position" does not necessarily imply. 3) 

Knowledge, according to standpoint theory, is socially and histoncally 

located and constructed. It is grounded in human experience and human 

lives. Although the perspective of the less powerful is not any less biasco. 

22 Sandra Harding, Who'ie SCIence? Who'ie Knowled~e? (Ithaca and London: Cornt:1I 
UniversIty Press. 1991), p. 270. 
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impartial, disinterc:;ted or impersonal, as Harding reminds us, than that of 

the powerful, the knowledge gained from their experience is not, by 

nature, invalid, incorrect, or somehow deviating from an absolute "Truth." 

These three aspects of the concept of the standpoint empower the vision and 

voice of the less powerful and validate the significance of their existence. 

It places the power to speak about the subordinatc or marginal positions 

within those who occupY those positions. 

2. 2. Standpoint Theory and Fiction 

How do these three aspects of standpoint theory relate to the study of 

fiction? '[bey can be articulated within a fictional text as weIl as outside the 

text, in the author and reader. In relation to the term "African Amcrican 

woman writcr" the concept of a standpoint or "positionality" suggests that 

"African American" and "woman" partially artieulate a specifie social 

experience which influences one's view of the world. The relationship 

between this positionality -- or any other -- and fiction is much more 

eomplicated. Although Toni Morrison's novels emerge out of the specifie 

context of the history of African Americans, they are nonetheless fictional 

representations of this experience. 

One of the main projects currently underway in feminist scholarship 

and politics is. as Sandra Harding describes, how to reinvent oneself as 

other in an effort to make connections between different perspectives and 

to work toward ending oppression. Little, to my knowledge, has been done 

on the relationship between fiction and standpoint theory in scholarly 

projccts. Fiction has not been used extensively to inform standpoint theory 

nor has literature been widely envisioned by standpoint theorists as a space 
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to "reinvent oneself as other." A one ta one correspondence betwel'l1 

experience and fiction is reductive and simplistic. But compltC:ttl'd 

questions do exist about how literature may be studied from different 

standpoints, how different standpoints may function within a text, and how 

connections can be made between the various positionalitics inhercnt within 

author, text, and reader. The Bluest Eye and Beloved are appropriate 

contexts in which to address the se issues because the perspectives developed 

in the novels force the reader ta see from a specifie positionality. As 

Morrison has said, "The point is ta try ta see the world from their [the 

characters'] eyes and 1 think that is probably what causes readers sorne 

dismay. "23 This complicated "reinvention" demands a great deul of 

imagination and conscious effort. 

2.3. The Home 

The home is one area in which to study the nuid relationship between 

collective and individual identities. It is an appropriate place to fidd 

questions about social difference and is often the physical and psychological 

manifestation of one's positionality. In chapters two and three, [ 'iludy 

constructions of home in Morrison's The Bluest Eve and 8eloved in order 

to understand the specifc standpoint developed in each novel. The home 

has been the focus of many feminist critiques of the role of women, but 

remains a complicated and paradoxical environment. Before 1 look at 

Morrison's two novels, 1 establish home as a category of analysls by 

illuminating sorne of its complexi ties as they have been artiCuIalcJ III 

feminist analyses. While the home is critiqued as a politlcal cnvlronment, Il 

23 Toni Morrison as quoted In ~ellie y[cK..lY, "An InteNlew with Toni v!orn",oll," 
ContempQGu:y Llterature vol. 24, no -+ ( 1983), p. -l23. 
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is also envisioned as a safe place of humanization. It is possible to remove 

Morrison's constructions of home [rom the context of the novel and speak 

about them solely on a sociological or poli tic al level. To do so here, 

however, would be to ignore the connection between the home and fiction. 
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Chapter 1: 

The Political Practice of Home 

1.0 The Home: Critiqued as a Political Place ... 

2.0 ... vs. Envisioned as a Safe Space 

3.0 Home as a Central Concem in The Bluest Eye and Beloved 
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"1 had no understanding of the limits l lived within, nor of how much 
my memory and my experience of a safe place to he was based on 
places secured by omission, exclusion or violence, and on my 
submitting to the limits of that place." 
-- Minne Bruce Pratt "Identity: Skin Blood Heart"24 

There is nothing more important to me than home." -- Barbara 
Smith, Introduction to Home Girls: A Black Feminist Anthology25 

1.0 The Home: Critiqued as a Political Place ... 

The above quotes illustrate the paradoxes and hint at the complexities 

inherent within the idea and experience of home. Pratt critiques her 

childhood home as a place of repression while Smith identifies her home as 

the most important part of her life. Although Pratt and Smith regard their 

respective homes differently, each home plays a tremendously influential 

role in their lives and is intricately related to a larger politieal and social 

history. Pratt and Smith's studies of home -- which l examine more closely 

below -- combine personal experience with critical thinking. The home is, 

in these instances and in a wide range of feminist analyses from highly 

theoretÏcal to personal and autobiographical, a category of analysis. It is 

weIl known that feminists have critiqued the conception of home as a safe 

haven from the political activity of the public realm, and have argued that 

locating womenhood exclusively within the home is a means of denying 

women social and political power. Ideologies of gender, race, and class 

24 Minnie Bruce Pratt, "Identity: Skm Blood Hean," YQurs in Stru~~le: Three Feminist 
Perspectives on Anti-Semltism and Racism (New York: Firebrand Books, 1984), pp. 
25-26. 

25 Barbara Smith, "Introductlon," Home Girls: A Black Feminist Antholo~ (New 
York: Kitchen Table, Women ofColor Press, 1983), p. xix . 
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function in the home as weIl as their institutionalized and systematized 

manifestations: sexism, racism, classism. Yet, the desire for home as a 

safe haven persists. Patricia Hill Collins, Betty Friedan and bell hooks are 

three feminists who have illuminated the influence of ideologies of gender, 

race, and class within the home. Their critiques identify the home as a 

political environoment. 

Collins' critique of the 1965 Moynihan report and the 1986 Moyers 

documentary -- both studies of the perceived deteriorating state of the black 

American family -- demonstrates how ideologies of race, gender, and class 

mold conceptions of the home.26 80th Moynihan and Moyers blame the 

illiteracy, illegitimacy, poverty and irresponsibility, which they define as 

particularly present :n black homes, on an absent father and an incompetent 

single mother who is forced to work outside of the home. Moynihan 

contends that 

[b]roken homes and illegitimacy do not necessarily mean poor 
upbringing and emotional problems. But they mean it more often 
when the mother is forced ta work (as the Negro mother so often IS), 
when the father is incapable of contributing t'J support (as the Negro 
father so often is), when fathers and mothers refuse to accept 
responsibility for and resent their children, as Negro parents, 
overwhelmed with difficulties, so often do, and when the family 
situation, instead of being clear-cut and within detined roles and 
responsibilities. is left vague and amibiguous (as it 1)0 often is in Negro 
familie$).27 

Their reports are structured around an idealized image of home ernbodied 

by white, educated. middle- to upper-class families. Although Collins 

26 Bill Moyers encouraged the undenaking of what carne to be known as the ~oymhan 
report. The report îormed the baSlS of President Johnson'~ 1965 commenœment ..,peech 
at Howard University. See Signs, vol 14, no. 4 (Summer 19R9), p. 740 

'27 Nathan Glazer and Damel Paoick ~oymhan, Bevond the Vfeltmg Pot: The ~egroe<;, 
Pueno Rlcans, Jew.;;, I{alian.;;, and Irish of 'i"ew York City (Cambndge, \1A' Harvard 
Umversity Press, 1963), p. 50. 
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outlines four other areas in the reports that invite critical analysis, she 

focuses on the intersection of race, class, and gender ideologies in 

Moynihan and Moyer's conceptions of home and family life. In both the 

Moynihan report and the Moyers documentary, Collins argues, "racial 

difference was used ta explain class disadvantage while gender deviancy 

was used to account for racial difference."28 Black poverty was based in 

race and gender ideologies which, in tum, relied upon the specifie 

conception of social cIass as a dependent variable, "as something that is vn 

outcome of other more basic variables such as cultural values and fami y 

"29 structure .... Collins' critique of the two reports shows 'now 

intertwined race, class and gender are in Jle assumptions of researchers as 

weIl as in the "abject" of study. She argues that neither of the elements can 

be removed from an analysis "without senously jeopardiz[ ingJ a full 

understanding of the experiences of any group of people."30 

Ideologies of race, gender, and class have, in part, framed feminist 

analyses of the home as weIl. Although The Feminine Mystique is widely 

considered liberal in its assumptions, Betty Friedan offered one of the most 

radical critiques of the home)l Friedan de-mystifies feminine ideals by 

locating their origins in social. political and historical realities and submits 

the "private" sector of th~ suburban home to public scrutiny. She argues 

that the suburban home is the bastion of patriarchy and capitalism, and is 

28 Patncia Hill Colhns. "A Companson of Two Works on Black Family Life," ~, 
vol. ~. no. ~ (Summer 19R9). p. R82. 

29 Ibid. 
JO Ibid .. p. 384. 
JI For:J. version of different femmist fmmeworks. From conservative. to liberal. to radical. 

set: Alison Jaggar and Paula Rothenberg's Femimst Framewod:.. -\ltemauve Theorerical 
:\1.'Counts of the Relations between Women and Y1en (New York: McGraw-Hill Book 
Co .• 197R). 
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therefore a site of women's oppression. She compares the monotony and 

boredom of housewifery for women whose education preparcd them for 

more intellectually challenging work with th~ systematic "c1eterioration of 

human chlracter" that prisoners of war ex.perience. Rather than a safe 

haven from political activity of the social sphere, the suburban home is a 

"comfortable concentration camp." 3 2 

Friedan conc.lucted her study within and for a specifie audience, but 

she spoke of "the American woman" as if she were easily identifiable and 

categorizable.33 The over-inclusiveness of Friedan's book has been weIl 

documented by feminists of color such as bell hooks. hooks argues that 

Friedan "actually refered to the plight of a select group of college­

educated, middle-to-upper class, married white women -- housewives bon~d 

with leisure, with the home, with buying products, who wanted more out of 

life."34 Although she acknowledges and applauds the impact of Friedan's 

book in the re-kindling of feminism, hooks, like Sandra Harding, rejects 

any exhaustive account of "woman" and "women's experience." Friedan\ 

critique, according to hooks, did not condone a radical restructurmg of 

society, but merely demanded that women, at least financially privileged 

white women, be permitted entrance into the white man's public arena. 

The upkeep of suburban homes, once housewives abandoned housecle:.ming 

32 See chapter twelve of The Feminine \'fY5DÇJue, "Progrc~~lon Dehumamzatlorl Th\! 
Comfonable Concentration Camp, " (:'\few York. Dell Puhl1'>hmg Co , 19(3). pp 271-
299. 

33 Fnedan'~ cxpcnt!nce \Vas pnmanly ln Journah~m and ,>he wrote for "womcn ') 
magazines" such as The Ladv's Home Journal .lrld \1a<.!emolc.,e;;lk . magazlne\ whme 
average reader corresponded to her "all-A.mencan" houc.,ewlfe ft wa,> for .UlJ wnhlll thl'> 
audience that Fr..edan conducted her )tudy of the "way Amencan women .Ire trymg lO 

live thelr lives taday." 
34 beU hooks, Femim<;t Theorv From vlar';In to Center (Bo<;ton- South End Pre,>,> . 

1984), p. 1. 
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and childcare for careers, would be maintained by working-class women 

who, because of their class and often their race, were denied access to the 

feminine mystique that Friedan critiques as weIl as to the liberatorj 

women's movement. 

hooks uses a critique of Friedan to rethink fcminism from the 

marginalized experience of African American women both in liberatory 

movements -- the Women's Movement and black liberation movements -­

as weIl as in institutionalized systems.3 5 Like standpoint theorists, she 

bases her analysis on an understanding of a multi-Iayered network of social 

relations and argues that the subordinate experiences and perspectives of 

black women can transform feminism. hooks examines the relationship 

between central and marginal experiences and develops a notion of 

positionalities in her analysis of the intersection of multiple oppressions. 

Race, gender and class are not exclusive categories but mutually influential 

forces. She does not, however, use the tenn "standpoint." Published in 

1984. hooks' study appeared several years before many of the earlier texts 

on standpoint theory.36 

2. () . . . vs. Envisioned as a Safe Space 

35 Although one of the most visible feminist theorists, hooks is not the only one to 
explore the over-eXclUSlVlty of the 1960 and 1970s women's movernent Other 
Important '-Tluques tndude Fr:mce Beal's "Double Jeopardy: To Be Black and Fernale," 
ln Si"terhond 15 Powcrful' An r\nthology of Wntln~s From the Women's Liberation 
Movement. Roblll Nlorg::m. cd. (New York: Vintage Books, 1970); Deborah King's 
"~Iulup le J eopardy . .\Itul tlplè ConsclOusness: The Context of a Black Ferninist 
Ideolngy." Sl!~ns, vol. 1'+. no. 1 (Autumn 1988), See also Barbara Smith's Home Girls: 
:\ Black Fs:rmmst -\ntholQ~v :md \'Ioraga and Anzaldua's ThiS Bnd~e Called Y1y Baçk, 
op. CH. 

36 Both ~hU1cy Hartsock's "The FemInISe Standpomt: Developmg th\! Ground for a 
SpeCltÏc:ùly Femllllst Hi~toncal Matenah~m" and Dorothy Smith's The Evervdav World 
as PrQbkmaw.:al \Vere publi~hed ln 1987. 
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Minnie Bruce Pratt, Barbara Smith, and bell hooks fl1rth~r 

problematize conceptions of the home in studies based in personal 

experience which acknowledge the powerful desire for a "home." \Vhile 

these writers recognize the political significance of the home, they also 

conceive of the home as a safe place of humanization which aets as a 

metaphor for a vision of society without discrimination. The tension 

between the se two conceptions of home is explored in The Bluest Eye and 

Beloved. 

Minnie Bruce Pratt studies the intersection of race, gender, class and 

religion as systems of exclusion in her study of identity derived from the 

home. She refuses what Biddy Martin and Chandra Tolpade Mohanty cali 

"purely personal, visceral experiences of identity," and works toward "a 

complicated working out of the relationship between home, Jdentity, and 

community that caBs into question the notion of a coherent, historically 

continuous, stable identity and works to expose the political stakes 

concealed in such equations. "37 She analyzes the home both as a negativc 

environment based in systems of inclusion and exclusion and also as a 

positive, constructive space of interaction across diffcrences. Pratt rcjects 

specifie manifestations of home, but she uses it as a metaphor for a world 

which encompasses rather than rejects or effaces differencc. Home IS 

envisioned not as a statie construct but as an active participant 111 indivldual 

and social identity. Narrative in form, Pratt's essay uses her own 

experience as the basis for her analysis, thereby combining pcr~onal 

experience Qnd careful, critical analysis. As a result, the c~say IS nelthcr 

37 Biddy Martin and Chandra Tolpade Mohanty, "FemInl~t Poliuc,,' Whar'" Home GOl 

To Do With Ir?" Feminise Studies/Critiçal StLIdies Teresa de Laurett't, ~d 1 I3loommgton 
Indiana Umversity Press, 1987), p. 195. 
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purely autobiographicai nor purely academic in its fonn and approach. 

This integration of personal experience and theorizing is a feminist 

approach basea in standpoint theory and offers an example of what 

scholarly work can he, beyond the traditional "subject of study / objective 

researcher" dichotomy. 

Pratt's study focuses on three stages in her life: her experience as a 

Southem-bom, Christian-raised white girl in Alabama, a married graduate 

student with two young sons, and a feminist active in the women's 

movement who cornes to tenns with her lesbian identity. At each of these 

very complex stages, Pratt works to uncover the political and historical 

backdrop which frames her understanding of herself, others and the world. 

She forces herself to re-examine the past and expand what she caUs her 

"constricted eye" in order to reveai systems of inclusion and exclusion that 

frame her experience of home. Pratt writes, "1 had no understanding of 

the limits that 1 lived within, nor of how much my memory and my 

experience of a safe place to be was based on places secured by omission, 

exclusion or violence, and on my submitting to the limits of that place. "38 

Pratt's analysis is guided by a general distinction between "being home" 

and "not being home." She defines "being home" as the feelings derived 

from being in a false place of security, comfort and familiarity. "Not 

being home" demands an understanding of the systems of inclusion and 

exclusion operative within the home; of the "illusion of coherence and 

safety based on the exclusion of specifie histories of oppression and 

resistance, the repression of differences even within oneself. "39 

38 Pran, pp. 25-26. 
39 Martin and Mohanty. p. 196. 
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Pr:ttt refects upon an important past experience. one that, she lateT 

realizes. symbolizes the complex, paradoxical relationship she had with her 

Alabama, rural home and that reveals the political element of social 

relations so often effaced by idealized, privatized notions of home. As a 

child, her father took her to the top of the town courthouse where he 

wanted her to climb up the tower and look down upon the town, a town 

whose history Pratt's father and grandfather were influential in fonning. 

Too afraid to ascend to such heights and look down, Pratt refused to climb 

up. What her father intended was to present her with his world, a world 

he helped engender. Pratt reflects, "1 think now that he wanted to show me 

a place he had climbed to as a boy, a view that had been his father's and 

his, and would be mine. But l was not him: l had not leamed to takc that 

height, that being set apart as my own: a white girl, not a boy. "40 Had she 

climbed to the top Pratt would have seen. among other important buildings, 

the Methodist church, the Health Department, the Board of Education, the 

doctor's office with one door for blacks and one for whites, the market, the 

yellow brick Baptist church which, she makes clear, was built with the 

same kind of yellow brick as the jail. What she would not have seen, had 

she gone to the top, was "the sawmill, or Four Points where the white mill 

folks lived, or the hou ses of Blacks in Verneer Mill quarters."41 Thc 

architectural structures represent institutionalized ideologies: Christianity, 

the judicial system, the health care system, for example. 

Pratt later understands how her identity was molded by the 

demographic and geographic aspects of her childhood home. What is 

visible and invisible to the eye of the examiner helps to determinc onc's 

40 Pratt, p. 16. 
41 Ibid. 
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view of the world. Pratt writes, "T was shaped by my relation to those 

buildings and to the people in the buildings, by ideas of who should be 

working in lie Board of Education, of who should have the guns and the 

keys to the jail, and who should he in the jail; and 1 was shaped by what 1 

didn't se~, or didn't notice, on those streets. "42 Looking back and 

examining the relationship of her father to the buildings and people visible 

from the courthouse, Pratt expands her constricted eye so as to see the 

buildings and people marginalized in her father's vision. As she expands 

her perception of the world, Pratt understands that "what was presented to 

[her] as an accurate view of the world is frequently a lie."43 She realizes 

how her conception of home was fonned by the idea of a natural 

superiority. Pratt writes, 

1 was taught to be a judge, of moral responsibility and of punishment 
only in relation to my ethical system; was taught to be a martyr, to 
take aIl the responsibility for change, and the glory, to expect others 
to do nothing; was taught to be a peacemaker, to mediate, negotiate 
between opposing sides because 1 knew the right way; was taught to 
he a preacher, to point out wrongs and tell others what to do .... 1 
realized how habitually 1 think of my culture, my ethics, my 
morality, as the culmination of history, as the logical extension of 
what has gone before .... 44 

Pratt leams that these positive roles of judge, martyr and peacemaker 

conceal an ideology of superiority. She writes, " ... [G]roup identity in 

my culture has been defined, often, not by positive qualities, but by 

negative characteristics: by the absence of: ... we have gotten our jobs, 

bought our houses, borne and educated our children by the n~gatives: no 

42 Ibid., p. 17. 
43 Ibid. 
44 Ibid., p. 19. 
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niggers, no kikes, no wops, etc. "45 To increase the span of her vision 

demands that she consciously choose to see the diversity of positionalities 

that her upbringing taught her to ignore. 

As her experience on the steps of the courthouse manifests, Prau's 

understanding of home was narrowly limited to relations between people of 

privileged races and religions. It also demanded the superiority and subtle 

control of white men as fathers and husbands. Pratt writes, 

... [T]he physical, spiritual, sexual containment which men of my 
culture have used to keep "their women" pure, our wombs to be kept 
sacred ground, not polluted by the dirty sex of another race, our 
minds, spirits and actions to he Christian, not "common," but 
gentlewomanly, genteel, gentile; thereby ensuring that children born 
of us are theirs, are "well-born," of "good" blood, skin, family; and 
that children raised by us will be "well-raised," not veering into wild 
actions, wayward behavior.46 

Pratt later accepts her lesbianism and, subsequently, is vehemently rejeeted 

by her husband and the courts who award her ex-husband custody of her 

two sons. Divorced and a lesbian, Pratt broke out of the containment men 

of her culture used to control her, but not without the priee of freedom -­

total ostracism. This rejection led her to search for a new home in 

women's groups and lesbian communities. But often these versions of 

home were based in similar ideologies of race and class that her childhood 

home maintained. To he a lesbian and associate only with lesbians is not to 

live in the world as it is. Pratt again strugg)es to reject constructions of 

home based in narrow definitions of "woman." 

y et the desire for a home as a safe haven is real. While Pratt critiques 

the political and social implications of the relationship between blood, skin, 

45 IbId. 
46 Pratt, p. 36. 
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heart, and the home, she acknowledges the power and appeal of those 

connections. As Martin and Mohanty note, there is in Pratt's text and in 

her struggle an "irreconcilable tension between the search for a secure 

place from which to speak, within whieh to act, and the a warene~s of the 

priee at which secure places are bought, the awareness of the exclusions, 

the deniaIs, the blindnesses on which they are predieated."47 While she 

struggles against limits that define home, she also works toward a utopian 

vision. She envisions the ultimate home, a world which encompases 

difference rather than rejects it. Rather than falling into a narrow, statie 

view of the world, she tries to "live on the edge" which as Martin and 

Mohanty note lOis what characterizes her "being in the world as it is," as 

opposed to remaining within safe, bounded places with their illusion of 

acceptance."48 And "it is her situation on the edge that expresses the des ire 

and the possibility of breaking through the narrow circle called home 

without pretense that she can or should "jump out of her skin" or deny her 

past."49 Pratt intentionally places herself in a position of responsibility 

and action, responsibility for uncovering the truths and histories of her past 

as well as actively creating a new way of functioning in the world -- one 

that, for Pratt, is based in love for other women. 

The word struggle is used throughout her essay and is part of the title 

of the collection of essays: Yours In Stru~~le. It suggests action, an 

engaged position, and work -- constant efforts to reject uninformed 

assumptions and prejudices and accept the existence other approaches to 

life. Martin and Mohanty locate the integrity of Pratt's narrative and her 

47 Martm and Mohanty. p. 206. 
48 Ibid .• p. 197-8. 
49 Ibid. 



t 

26 

sense of self in the "refusaI to make easy divisions and with the unrelenting 

exploration of the ways in which the desire for home, for security, for 

protection -- and not only the des ire for them, but the expectation of a 

right to these things -- operates in Pratt's own conception of political 

work."50 Martin and Mohanty study Pratt's text as a point of departure 

for raising questions about "how political community might be 

reconceptualized within feminist practice."51 Pratt's essay shows how 

identity, community and conceptions of home are neither "the product of 

essential connections" nor "the product of political urgency or 

necessity."52 She defines them as a "constant recontextualizing of the 

relationship between personal-group history and political priorities."53 

Home mediates between collective history and individual identity. 

There are, however, other ways of conceiving home. In their analysis 

of Pratt's text, Martin and Mohanty make this c1ear. "We might usefully 

keep in mind," they write, "that the approach to identity, to unit y, and to 

political alliances in Pratt's text is itself grounded in and specifie to her 

complex positionalities in a society divided very centrally by race, gender, 

class, ethnicity, and sexualities."54 And, indeed, in works by black 

American women writers, home is often constructed in a significantly 

different manner. Although the vision that guides the wark of bath Pratt 

and black women writers is similar, their relationship to their home IS 

contingent upon the larger issues of, for example, race and c1ass. 

50 Ibid., p. 206. 
51 Ibid.,p.210. 
52 IbId. 
53 Ibid. 
54 Ibid., p. 210-11. 
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Barbara Smith and beIl hooks, who as black women from working­

c1ass backgrounds have had very different experiences of home than Pratt, 

envision the home as a positive site of resistance. In the introduction to 

Home Girls: A Black Feminist Anthology, Barbara Smith locates the roots 

of her poli tics and her sense of self in her experience of home. "There is 

nothing more important to me than home," she begins.55 Home is first a 

small five room house with a small dirt yard hidden behind other houses on 

"83rd Street between Central and Cedar Avenues in what was called the 

Central Area, one of Cleveland's numerous ghettoes,"56 then a ten-room, 

two-storey house in a "better" neighborhood. The move to the new house 

brought her closer to white people, "mostly Italians and Jews" who soon 

left the neighborhood.57 Classmates, however, were white: "Polish, 

Czech, Yugoslavian, or Hungarian."58 The working-class Cleveland 

neighborhood and the "new" oid house harbor memories of home for 

Smith. Like Pratt, Smith specifies the demographic, ethnie, geographic, 

architectural elements of her childhood home, each of which corresponds 

to a history of political relationships. 

Whereas Pratt's memory of her childhood home was dominated by the 

image of her father, Smith and hooks recall the women of their families. 

Smith remembers that her sister, mother, aunt and grandmother did 

"everything necessary to maintain a home. They cleaned, cooked, washed, 

ironed. sewed, made soap, canned, held jobs, took care to business 

downtown, sang, read, and taught us to do the same."59 hooks associates 

55 S th . ml ,p. XIX. 

56 S·th . nu ,pp. XIX-XX. 

57 Ib'd 1 •• p. xx. 
58 Ibid. 
59 Ibid. 

., 
r 
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women with homes; houses were not women's property, but were "places 

where aH that truly matter~d in life took place -- the wannth and comfort 

of shelter, the feeding of bodies, the nurturing of our souls. 'nlcre we 

learned dignity, integrity of being; there we learned ta have faith. The 

folks who made this life possible, who were our primary guides and 

teachers, were black women. "60 Smith and hooks's experiences of home -­

as a result of the women, rather than as a result of the location and 

condition of their houses and neighborhoods -- were positive and 

empowenng. 

Both Smith and hooks locate their politics in the daily lives of these 

women. Smith writes, "1 leamed about Black feminism from the women in 

my family -- not just from their strengths, but from their failings, from 

witnessing daily how they were humiliated and crushed because they had 

made the 'mistake' of being born Black and female in a white man's 

country. 1 inherited fear and shame from them as weIl as hope."61 The 

women of Smith's home instilled in her a sense of past, a feeling of pride in 

her origins and consequently a framework through which she could bcgill 

to conceive of the future. An understanding and connection with the past 

is, however, fraught with contradictions. Pride in the African American 

tradition must not translate into passive acceptance of the submissive and 

oppressed role black Americans have historically been forced to play. Nor 

must it erase the obstacles black women, as women, have been forced ta 

negotiate and sunnount, even within the African American commuOlty. 

Smith locates her politics, her active construction of who she is and how 

60 bell hooks. "Homeplace," Yeamin~: mce. ~ender, and culrural politics. (BŒton: 
South End Press, 1990), pp. 41-2. 

61 S·th .. mI ,p. XXI1. 



29 

she functions in the world, in the tension between figllting systems of 

oppression based in race and in gender while finding a voice for her 

experience as a black American wornan. "These conflicting feelings about 

being a Black wornan," writes Smith, "still do battle inside of me. It is this 

conflict, my constantly ' ... seeing and touching/Both sides of things' that 

makes my cornmitment rea!. "62 She gathers the strength for her struggle 

from her home. Smith writes, "Black feminism deals in home truths, both 

in analysis and action."63 Similarly, hooks defines the home as a place 

were black wornen created a space of "care and nurturance in the face of 

the brutal harsh reality of racist oppression, of sexist domination. "64 

Black women created homes a spaces "where aIl black people could strive 

to be subjects, not objects, where we could be affirmed in our minds and 

hearts despite poverty, hardship, and deprivation, where we could restore 

to ourselves the dignity denied us on the outside in the public world.65 

Although their initial experience of home was quite different, both 

Pratt and Smith struggle to work toward a future that does not use race, 

gender, sexual orientation, ethnicity, religion as indications of value and as 

political divisions between people. They use their specifie position in the 

network of social relations to fonnulate a feminist approach to the present 

and future. 

3.0 Home as a Central Concern in Tbe Dluest Eye and Beloved 

In the above examples, the concept of home is analyzed as a complex 

point of tension between self and society. The exclusive, discriminatory 

------------------
62 Ibid. 
63 Ibid., p. xxxv. 
64 hooks. "Homeplace,"p. 42. 
65 Ibid. 
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aspects of home are critiqued, while the positive elements -- a space of 

support which counters oppression outside the home -- are celebrated. 

Home plays this problematic, even paradoxical, role in Toni Morrison's 

The Bluest Eye and ~eloved, examined in the following chapters. Rather 

than simply a theme, motif or structural device, the home in these novels 

can be seen as what Susan Willis caUs a "central concem." It "enables a 

critical perspective upon the past, the present and sometimes into an 

emerging future."66 The perspective is c1early grounded in the specifie 

standpoint of a black woman or girl. Morrison takes pains to articulate the 

geographic, architectural, demographic, historical, cultural and socio­

economic aspects of the home in the novels. The home appears variously 

as a house, a storefront, aild a plantation, but also as women and black 

culture struggling against systematic oppression by the dominant white 

culture. While the various homes structure the narratives, they are firmly 

grounded in the material realities of race, class, history, and politics. The 

homes partially define a specific positionality. Linda Aleoff relates identity 

to "a constantly shifting context, to a situation that includes a network of 

elements involving others, the objective economic conditions, cultural and 

political institutions and ideologi~5, Jnd so on. "67 The home mediates 

between this larger historical context and in1ividual identity. Studying the 

relationship of the characters to their respective homes results in a more 

66 Susan Willis, "Black Women Writers: Taking a Critical Perspective," ~akJn~ a 
Difference: Feminisl Literary Cnncism. Gayle Greene and Coppélia Kahn, <!ds. 
(London and New York: Routledge, 1985), p. 220. 

67 Linda Alcoff, "Cultural Feminism Versus Post-Strucruralism: The Idenmy Cmls ID 

FemimstTheory," 5..umli, vol. 13, no. 3, (Spring 1988), p. 433. Refer back to p. R of th~ 
introduction for Alcoffs defimtion of "positionality." 
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subtle and intricate understanding of the complexities in the concept of a 

standpoint than the theory offers on its own. 
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Chapter 2: 

"Here is the house ..•. Here is the t'amily .... They are very happy": 
The Destructive Effects of the "Dick and Jane" Ideology on the 

Home in The Bluest Eye 

1.0 The "Dick and Jane" Ideology of Home 

2.0 Locating Black Experience in the Margins of the 
Primer Ideology 

3.0 Making the Unseen Visible: nluminating the Influence 
of the White Home on the Black Home 

4.0 Validating Marginalized Perspectives and Knowledge 

5.0 Choosing the Margins 
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The Bluest Eye explores the destructive effects of dominant 

ideologies of the home on the socially marginalized experiences of young 

black girls. The home in the novel is embodied in four different family 

units: the primer family of Dick and Jane, the Breedloves, the MacTeers, 

and the three prostitutes. The novel's epigraph, an excerpt from a Dick 

and Jane primer story which structurally frames the novel, defines the ideal 

home according to three elements: the house, the farnily, and harmony. 

The three other homes are evaluated against the ideological backdrop of 

this familial paragon. Morrison defines specifie positionalities by 

grounding the narrative in the perspectives of three young black girls 

whose experiences are marginalized by the primer paragraph. By 

illuminating and validating their experiences, she critiques the racist 

assumptions inherent in the dominant "Dick and Jane" construction of 

home. 

After a violent but ternporary farnily breakup, Pecola Breedlove is 

deposited by social workers at the home of Claudia and Frieda MacTeer. 

During a transformative year in which they are thrust into adolesence, the 

three girls endure a change that far exceeds a "loss of innocence" therne in 

the magnitude and finality of its destruction. Recognizing the difference in 

social attitudes toward white and black girls, Pecola attributes the total 

absence of love and affection in her life to her appearance. Pecola is 

"ugly." Her ugliness does not stem from a grotesque physical deformity, 

but is rather a quality arbitrarily assigned to her by a dominant culture that 

equates worthiness with skin color. Pecola intemalizes this ugliness, twists 
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it until it becomes, in her mind, the cause of the violence and cruelty she 

daily endures. She equates be~uty with blue eyes and, in tum, whitencss. 

Her desire to be accepted and loved translates into a desirc for blue cycs. 

By the end of the novel, Pecola is pregnant by her fathcr, Cholly. ln 

opposition to the collective desire for her unbom baby to die. Claudia and 

Frieda plant marigold seeds with the hope that if the seeds sprout, then 

Pecola's baby will live. "1 felt a need," says Claudia, "for someone to want 

the black baby to live -- just to counteract the universallove of white baby 

dolls, Shirley Temples, and Maureen Peals."68 The secds, which symbolize 

Pecola and her child, do not sprout. The baby dies and Pecola, deluding 

herself into believing that she has blue eyes, slips quietly into insanity. 

Claudia and Frieda's symbolic self-assertion is powcrless against the 

collective social denigration of black girls represented by the unyielding 

earth. Later, Claudia connects Pecola's destruction to racism: "This soil is 

bad for certain kinds of tlowers. Certain seeds it will not nurture, certam 

fruit it will not bear. "69 Morrison examines who these "certain seeds" arc 

and the process of their social, and finally self-, rejection. 

1.0 The "Dick and Jane" Ideology of Home 

Standpoint theorists contend that social relations are multi-Iayered. 

Dominant layers depend upon, but refuse to see, subordinate layers as 

Pratt's narrow, childhood view of social relations did not include, and 

therefore marginalized, groups from different classes and races. Morrison 

establishes a clear distinction between two sociallayers -- blacks and whites 

-- and charts the psychological effects of the radical marginalization of 

68 Morrison, The Bluest Eye (New York: Washington Square Pre!>s, 1970), p 14X. 
69 Ibid., p. 160. 
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young black girls by the white culture and ev en within the black culture . 

The superficial, dominant layer of social relations is equated with the Dick 

and Jane ideology of home. A paragraph from the Dick and Jane scenario 

opens and frames the nove!. It describes three aspects of the home: the 

house, the family, and the harmony of familial interaction. 

Here is the house. It is green and white. It has a red door. It is very 
pretty. Here is the family. Mother, Father, Dick, and Jane live in the 
green-and-white house. They are very happy. See Jane. She has a 
red dress. She wants to play. Who will play with Jane? See the cat. 
It goes meow-meow. Come and play. Come play with Jane. The 
kitten will not play. Sec Mother. Mother is very nice. ~Iother, will 
you play with Jane? Mother laughs. Laugh, Mother, laugh. See 
Father. He is big and strong. Fatber, will you play with Jane? Father 
is smiling. Smile, Father, smile. See the dog. Bowwow goes the dog. 
Do you want to play with Jane? See the dog run. Run, dog, run. 
Look, look. Here cornes a friend. The friend will play with Jane. 
They will play a good game. Play, Jane, play.70 

The architectural manifestation of the home is a house, colorful and pretty. 

The family consists of Mother, Father, Dick and Jane who, as 

representatives of the arche typaI American family, are necessarily white 

and middle-class. The parents are physically present, married and properly 

male and female -- the concept of same-sex parents is inconceivable within 

the ideology of the primer. The relationship between Jane and her parents 

is harmonious: Mûther laughs and Father smiles. Jane's primary concem 

is who will play with her, a desire soon satisfied with the convenient 

introduction of "the friend." The pretty house, white family and 

hannonious interaction represcnt the ideal home. 

The paragraph is repeated three times; the second time without 

punctuarion and capitalization, and the third time without spacing. The 

70 Ibid., p. 7. 
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change is from an ordered, controlled description -- contained in short, 

precise noun-verb-object sentences -- to a garbled mass of letters. The 

disintegration of the grammatical structure and punctuation of the epigraph 

foreshadow Pecola's ensuing psychic fragmentation. Excerpts from this 

unstructured version of the Dick and Jane paragraph preface specific 

chapters. Morrison creates, as Michael Awkward notes, "an inverse 

relationship between pretext (the primer) and text (her delineation of Afro­

American life)."71 Lines from the paragraph that describe Jane's house 

preface the chapter in which the third-person narrator describes Pecola's 

house; the lines "SEEMOTHERMOTHERISVERYNICE . "72 

correspond ta the chapter on Pecola's mother, Pauline, and the tines 

"SEEFATHERFATHERISBIGAND STRONG ..... "73 correspond to the 

chapter that describes Cholly's past, and so on. The central elements of the 

primer paragraph -- the house, the cat, mother, father, the dog, the friend -

- appear as plot elements in the novel, but only after being subverted to 

correspond with Pecola's reality.7 4 

The use of the primer paragraph as an epigraph and a structuring 

device emphasizes the influence the Dick and Jane ideotogy exercises on the 

characters. The collective Women on Words & Images published a study 

of gender ideologies in grade school primer two years after the publication 

of The Bluest Eye. The collective argues that primers, historically used 

for religious and later scholastic education, are institutionalized menns of 

71 Michael Awkward, "Roadblocks and Relatives: Criucal Revision ln Tom Monison's 
The Bluest Eve," ln Critical Essavs on Toni Morrison Nellie Y. McKay, cd. (Boston: 
G.K. Hall & Co., 1988), p. 58. 

72 Morrison, The BlueS{ Eye, p. 88. 
73 Ibid., p. 105. 
74 Awkward. p. 58. 
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disseminating specifie beHefs to a wide audience of impressionable 

children.75 Their study concludes that children, during their most 

malleable stage of development, assimilate the content and values of their 

books without critical understanding. In the primers, the mother is a 

"limited, colorless, mindless creature. "76 The father is repeatedly 

portrayed as "big and strong," mysteriously fast at work "at jobs that 

cannot be done by children and children have little idea just what their 

fathers do for a living. "77 Girls are encouraged to he passive, docile, 

dependent, and self-effacing. They "need not apply for personhood" for 

they are not complete and independent persons.78 Girls are regarded as 

stupid; victimizing and humiliating them is a rite of boyhood. Morrison 

explores the subtle indoctrination of self-abnegation and self-abhorrence in 

the lives of Claudia, Frieda and Pecola. In the novel, a group of boys 

circle Pecola and harass her with accusations that her "daddy sleeps 

nekked."79 Morrison complicates the boys' abhorance of Pecola, locating 

it in their own self-hate, for it is "their contempt for their own blackness 

that gave the first insult its teeth.80 Nevertheless, the boys assume an 

active, dominant role, while the girls, especially the black girls, clutter the 

75 Primers were originally a book of devotions. The origm of the name is obscure but 
probably refers to the fact that prayers were read early in the moming, before 6 a.m. or the 
pnme. In Nonh America, the most frequently published and widely used primers were 
the New England Pnmers which were said to teach "millions to read and not one to sin." 
See A CycJopedia of Education, Paul Monroe, ed., vol. 5, (New York: MacMillan Co., 
1913), and The Encyclopedia and Dictionary of Education, Foster Watson, ed., vol. 3. 
(London: Sir Isaac Pitman and Sons, Lui., 1922). 

76 Women on Words & Images, Dick and Jane as Victims: Sex Stereotypin~ in 
Children's Readers (Pnnceron, NJ: Women on Words & Images, 1972), p. 26. 

77 Ibid., p. Il. 

78 See Women on Words & [mages, pp. 16-24. 
7C) Morrison, The Bluest Eye, p. 55. 
80 Ibid. 
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background. Girls are spectators, not participants in readers, and "blal"k 

girls, along with their mothers and white sisters, are used as scenery ."81 

This critique locates the hannonious familial interaction in racist and 

sexist stereotypes of "Mother, Father. Dick and Jane." Despite the "smiles" 

and the "laughs," Women on Words & Images argues that "neithcr girls 

nor boys in the readers exhibit any realistic range of human emotions, but 

even the few permitted are off-limits to boys. Emotions belong to the 

lesser sex, something that weak, foolish people alone experience."82 

Michael Awkward suggests that, although the primer paragraph describes 

the "bourgeois myths of ideal family life," "the emotional estrangement of 

the primer family members (an emotional estrangement suggested by that 

family's inability to respond to the daughter Jane's desire to play) implies 

that theirs is solely a surface contentment. For del\pite ... [the] suggestion 

that this family is represented as "healthy" and "supportive," it appears to 

be made up of rigid, emotionless figures incapable of deep t'ee ling. "83 

Although the Dick and Jane ideology of home is established as the dominant 

social and political force, it is presented as a restrictive environment -­

similar to the limits of Pratt's home. Later Morrison uses Pecola and 

Claudia's perspectives to critique this oppressive environment further. 

Sterile and obsessed with order and control, the "white" homes in 

The Bluest E:/e correspond to Awkward's reading of the primer family. 

The financi?lly-privileged white woman Pauline originally worked for is 

preoccupied with petty concems and is unable to develop and maintain 

honest and meaningful human relationships. Pauline recalls: 

81 Women on Words & Images., p. 31 
8" lb'd ?? - 1 _, p. __ . 
83 Awkward, p. 58-59. 
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It wasn't so much her meanness as just simpleminded. Her whole 
family was. Couldn't get along with one another worth nothing. 
You'd think with a pretty house like that and an the money they 
could hoIt on to, they would enjoy one another. She haul off and cry 
over the leastest thing. If one of her friends cut her short on the 
telephone, she'd go to crying. She should of been glad she had a 
telephone. 1 ain't got one yet. 84 

Economically secure white people in the novel are ungrateful for, if not 

simply oblivious to, the luxury of material comforts. Their inability to 

manage and evaluate the unpredictability of life is juvenile. The Mother­

Father-Dick-Jane familial ideal is devoid of what Morrison caUs 

"funkiness," an essential and vital aspect of life: "the dreadful funkiness of 

nature, the funkiness of the wide range of human emotions,"85 a funkiness 

that the black community, in its ideal manifestations, celebrates. 

Furthennore, Pauline's recollection illustrates the intersection of race, class 

and gender as forces in the construction of identity. Although both Pauline 

and her employer are women, their experiences of gender are markedly 

different and depend upon the implications of race and class. This dynamic 

intersection of changing forces -- rather than essences or constants -­

corresponds to A1coffs definition of positionality. 

2.0 Locating Black Experience in the Margins of the Primer 
Ideology 

Pecola's home is the very antithesis of the "Dick and Jane" ideology 

of home. Both Jane and Pecola live with their parents and brother. Yet. 

the harmony of Jane's home -- however superficial it appears -- is radically 

subverted in Pecola's home. Pecola's family name, Breedlove, ironically 

84 Morrison. The Bluest Eye, p. 94. 
85 Ibid .. p. 68. 
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contrasts the reality of her home life. The Breedloves do not, in faet. 

breed love. Their love is contorted into acts of violence and cruelty as 

when, for example, ChoUy and Pauline physically fight over who should 

fetch wood for the stove, and ChoUy repeatedly rapes Pecola. The 

Breedloves' mutual hatred stems perversely from mutual dependency. By 

hating each other, each could remain intact. Pauline "needed Cholly's sins 

deperately. The lower he sank, the wilder and more irresponsible he 

became, the more splendid she and her task became. "86 Unlike Jane's 

mother, Pauline is not present, both physically -- she spends most of her 

time working in the kitchen of her white employcrs, and emotionally -- she 

is detached and formalized as evinced by her insistence on being called 

Mrs. Breedlove by her own children. Like Jane's father, Cholly BreedlGve 

is heterosexual; but unlike Jane's "big and strong" father, Cholly. an 

alcoholic, releases his mixture of love and ha te for what his daughter 

represents into incestuous sexual abuse. 

Pratt, Smith and hooks each connect the architectural and physcial 

appearance of their homes ta the specifie social forces of race and class. 

And, in The Bluest Eye, both Jane and Pecola's respective houses are the 

physical embodiment of the dominant forces in their lives. Whereas Jane 

lives in a pretty green-and-white house, Pecola lives in an ugly storefront 

located on the "southeast corner of Broad\\iay and Thirty-fifth Street in 

Lorain, Ohio. "8 7 The demographic, geographic, architectural and 

historical details describe these different forces. Morrison relates the plan 

of the living quarters -- one bedroom for four people, a coal stove, no bath 

facilities and a toilet bowl which was "inaccessible to the eye, If not the ear, 

86 Ibid., p. 37. 
87 Ibid., p. 30. 
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of the tenant,"88 -- as weIl as the store's history: who buitt it -- a first 

generation Greek landlord; what businesses operaLed in the store -- first the 

"base of operations" for a gypsy family, then a real estate office, then a 

Hungarian bakery, then a pizza parlor.89 After this string of occupants, 

the store is finally abandoned. The empty structure does not "recede into 

its background of leaden sky, nor harmonize with the gray frame houses 

and black telephone poles around it. "90 Instead, it assumes the role of an 

active character, "foist[ing] itself on the eye of the passersby in a manner 

that is both irritating and melancholy. "91 

In 1941, before the long list of occupants, the store is inhabited by 

the Breedloves who live there not because of temporary financial setbacks, 

but because of their class and race. The family is positioned outside the 

institutions of social interaction because of their appearance and financial 

state. With no position as producer or inf)1J.ential consumer, they are 

disinherited from the capitalist system. They did not buy their make-shift 

home; they do not use the store to sell goods. This marginalization is 

reinforced daily in the lives of the characters. Looking back on her 

childhood, Claudia understands that she was marginalized by caste and 

class: "Being a minority in both caste and class, we moved about anyway 

on the hem of life, struggling to consolidate our weaknesses and hang on, 

or to creep singly up into the major folds of the garment. "92 The abuse 

that she, like others in the black community, endure is considered a 

frustrating but accepted aspect of life. When ChoUy, as a young boy, went 

88 Ibid. 
89 Ibid. 
90 Ibid. 
91 Ibid. 
92 Ibid., p. 18. 
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to "the colored side of the counter" to buy his train ticket to Macon, he is 

called a "lying nigger" by the ticketmaster. Yet, to ChoUy, these "insults 

were part of the nuisances of life, like lice."93 

Black experience is the "unseen" in the gaze of those in positions of 

power. Mr. Yacobowski, the owner of "Yacobowski's Fresh Veg. Meat 

and Sundries Store" where Pecola buys candy, is so repulsed by Pecola 

because she is black that he erases her presence from his view of the world. 

He regards her with a "vacuum" in his eyes, "the total absence of human 

recognition -- the glazed separateness. "94 He, whose "lumpy red hand" is 

compared to the "agitated head of a chicken outraged by the loss of ils 

body," is unable to "see her view -- the angle of his vision, the slant of her 

finger," which points inoffensively to the candy she wants, "makcs il 

incomprehensible to him."95 Although he is clearly the one who, becausc 

of attitude and bodily movements, is repulsive to the reader, in his mind 

Pecola warrants disgust. As owner of the store, he occupies a relative 

position of power over Pecola; he dictates who is served, and how, in his 

store. Yet, despite his abhorance of her, he depends upon her business and 

takes her money. This scene in the novel illustrates the political elements in 

an encounter between two people as simple as a girl buying a piece of 

candy. Even in su ch a brief exchange, ideologics of race, class and gender 

predominate. 

93 Ibid., p. 121. 
94 Ibid., p. 42. 
95 Ibid. 
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3.0 Making the Unseen Visible: I1luminating the Influence of 
the White Home on the Black Home 

The origins of the Breedloves' consuming self-hate are located in 

their rejection of their own culture and the internalization of the "Dick and 

Jane" ideology. The commodit)t culture of the United States inflates and 

disseminates this ideology not only through educational materials, such as 

the primer, but also through Hollywood, the media, advertising, 

storeshelves. Shirley Temple memorabilia, advertisements, blond-haired, 

blue-eyed dolls make frequent appearances in the novel. Claudia's parents 

buy her a blond-haired, blue-eyed doll for Christmas. "Adults, oIder girls, 

shops, magazines, newspapers, window signs -- aIl the world had agreed 

that a blue-eyed, yellow-haired, pink-skinned doU was what every girl 

child treasured .... "Here," they said. "this is beautiful. and if you are on 

this day 'worthy' you may have it.""96 Unlike Pecola who internalizes 

these messages and idealizes the doUs -- she drinks three quarts of milk at 

one time because she wants to "gaze fondly at the silhouette of Shirley 

Temple's dimpled face" on the side of the cup97 -- Claudia initially rejects 

them. She hates Shirley Temple, "not because she was cute, but because she 

danced with Bojangles, who was my friend. my unc1e, my daddy, and 

who ought to have been soft-shoeing and chucking with me."98 

As a young girl, Claudia is perceptive enough to feel betrayed not 

because she doesn't look a certain way -- white skin, blue eyes, etc. -- but 

because she is denied the uttention of her own community, her parents and 

her heritage, represented by Bojangles. In giving her a white doU for 

Christmas, her parents are. in effect, rejecting her. Claudia destroys the 

96 Ibid .. p. 20. 
97 Ibid .. p. 19. 
98 Ibid. 
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doll; she "poked the glassy blue eyeballs," "broke off the tiny finger," so as 

to "examine it to see what it was that the world said was lovable."99 Black 

skin and hair are nonnal in her view of the world. The "grown people" 

reprimand her, exposing an emotion which "threatened to crase the 

aloofness of their authority." 1 00 "Years of unfulfilled longing prcencd in 

their voices" when they scold Claudia: "I-never-had-a-baby-doll-in-my­

whole-life-and-used-to-cry-my-eyes-out-for-one-of-them. Now-you-got­

one-a-beautiful-one-and-you-tear-it-up-what-is-the-matter-with-you?"" 10 1 

Giving Claudia the doll, they embrace Shirley Temple and Jane as paragons 

of girlhood. Claudia's rejection of the doll is cruel, selfish and 

unappreciative in their eyes. But the adults, unable to affinn their own 

identity, do not see the positive self-assertion in Claudia's ge~ture. Her 

preferred Christmas gift is not a toy or an object but an "experience," an 

experience which celebrates black life and rises from within it. She wants 

to "sit on the low stool in Big Marna's kitchen with my lap full of lilacs and 

listen to Big Papa play his violin for me alone."I02 The beauty of this 

"gift" cornes from having ail of one's "senses engaged." The experience is 

not dependent upon what one can purchase, and is therefore a rejection of 

commodity culture, but upon the "security and warmth" of human 

relationships. Claudia is not exempt, however, from the int1uence of the 

messages that bombard her. During adolescence and the accompanying 

insecurity and self-doubt, Claudia's allegiance changes: "1 reached the 

tuming point in the development of my psyche which would allow me to 

99 Ibid., p. 20, 
100 Ib'd "1 1 ., p, _ , 
101 Ibid. 
102 Ibid. 
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love her [Shirley Temple]."103 Claudia's perverse conversion is from 

Il pristine sadism to fabricated hatred, 10 fraudulent love." 1 04 The 

permanent contortion of Claudia's self-image is as destructive as Pecola's 

psychic fragmentation. Claudia's experience with white doUs is another 

example of how ideologies of race and gender intersect in the formation of 

individual identity. Claudia can never attain the paragons of girlhood, and 

later womanhood, because she is black. 

Pauline rejects her own heritage in favor of the cleanliness and 

material comfort of her white employer's kitchen. She "never felt home 

anywhere, or that she belonged anyplace." 1 05 This sense of isolation 

fosters an artistic sensibility. Cleaning the kitchen and organizing the 

shelves become opportunities to release this inclination so that "whatever 

portable plurality she found, she organized into neat lines, according to 

their size, shape and gradations of colot'. " 106 Missing9 "without knowing 

that she missed, paints and crayons," Pauline practices her art of 

housework not in her own home, but in the home of her white employers. 

Ironically, while the black community did not give her a nickname -- her 

children even caU her Mrs. Breedlove -- her white employers do. They 

caH her "Polly" and declare their total dependence upon her. According to 

Trudier Harris, nicknaming within black folk tradition reflects patterns of 

caring and incorporation into the community.1 07 Here, hûwever, the 

caring is dominated by a business relationship of employer to employee. 

lO3 Ibid .• p. 19. 
lO4 Ibid., p. 22. 
105 Ibid., p. 88. 
106 Ibid., p. 89. 
107 Trudier Harris, "Reconsttllcting Fragments: Afro-American Folk Tradition in The 

Bluest Eye," Critieal Essays on Toni MorrisOD. Nellie Y. MeKay, ed. (Boston: G. K. 
Hall .& Co., 1988), p. 74. 
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The family's nickname is patronizing. Pauline rejects all connection with 

her own home and family and embraces the white home, which offers ht'r 

what she could not have in her own home: "More and more she neglected 

her bouse, her children, ber man -- they were like the aftertboughts one 

has just before sleep, the early-moming and late-evenings edges of her day, 

the dark edges that made the daily life with the Fishers lighter, more 

delicate, more lovely." 1 08 The effects of this rejection are realized in 

Pauline's daughter. Having nothing to pass along to her daughter, Pauline 

disinherits her. Pecola is denied any support that participation in cultural 

heritage might have offered her. 

Pauline's rejection of the black community begins with her 

"education in the movies." 109 There she adopts the dreams of romantic 

love and physical beauty and was unable, after that, to "look at a face and 

not assign it sorne category in the scale of absolute beauty, and the scale 

was one she ab'iorbed in the full from the silver screen .... .In equating 

physical beauty with virtue, she stripped her mind, bound it, and collected 

self-contempt by the heap."110 Cholly's intemalization of racist attitudes 

began when, engaged in his first experience with sex, he was discovered by 

a group of white hunters. They shine a flashlight on his nude buttocks and 

tell bim to ""Get on wid it, nigger."" III ChoUy focuses his rage and 

frustration from the emasculating experience onto the girl, Darlene. 

108 Morrison, The Bluest Eve, p 101. 
109 Ibid., p. 97. 
110 Ibid. 
Women on Words & Images also notes that "gIrls are encouraged to dress up and play. 
to covet clothes and to preen, whereas clodllng or physlcal attractlveness l~ vlrtually 
ignored in relation to boys." [Women on Words & Images, DIck and Jane as Vicnm-;' 
Sex Stereotyping ln Childrens' Readers, (Princeton NJ: Women on Words & Image,;, 
1972), p. 26.] 

111 Momson, The Bluest Eye, p. 117. 
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Sullen, irritable, he cultivated his hatred of Darlene. Never did he 
once consider directing his hatred toward the hunters. Su ch an 
emotion would have destroyed him. They were big, white, anned 
men. He was smaU, black, helpless. His subconscious knew what his 
conscious mind did not guess _. that hating them would have 
consumed him, bumed him up like a pie ce of soft coal, leaving only 
flakes of ash and a question mark of smoke. He was, in time to 
discover that hatred of white men .... For now, he hated the one 
who had created the situation, the one who bore witness to his 
failure, his impotence.1 12 

Later, as his hatred for white men and for himself flames within him, he 

again tums to the one who witnesses his failure: his daughter Pecola. His 

rape of her is a perverse combination of tender love for her and the 

mockery of that love in his inability to care and provide for her. "The 

clear statement of her mi.;ery was an accusation .... What could a bumed­

out black man say to the hunched back of his eleven-year-old 

daughter?" 113 These two emotionally powerful scenes illustrate 

lVlorrison's complication of human action based upon personal and 

collective past experience. The history of race relations frames the 

huntcrs' taunting of ChoUy. The incident, in tum, molds Cholly's self­

conception and intluences others around him. Rape in the novel is clearly 

not a positive act. But Morrison reveals the love that underlies Cholly's 

act. and she locates the perversion of that love in Cholly's personal 

interaction with a history of white domination. 

Through Claudia, her sister Frieda, and Pecola, Morrison explores 

the experience of children, a perspective which illuminates the mechanisms 

of adult control as the perspectives of black people expose systematic white 

domination. As Sandra Harding argues, the perspective of the less 

IP - Ibid .• p. l19. 
113 lbld .. p. 127. 



" 
" 

48 

powerful -- here young black girls -- provides a more objective vicw of the 

more powerful -- here the adult world and the Dick and Jane ideology -­

than the perspective of those who occupy more the powerful positions. 

Morrison focuses on experiences specifc to young girls: menstruation, 

romanticization of womanhood _ .. embodied in the blues songs Claudia's .... 

mother sings, and developing sexuality -- abused in the novel by older men. 

Pecola's first menstruation establishes her ability to get pregnant and 

foreshadows the inevitable conception after her father rapes her. Ber 

emotional and psychological immaturity contrasts the advanced stage of her 

physical development. Of the three girls present when Pecola first begins 

to menstruate, only the eldest, Frieda, understands what is happening. 

Pecola thinks she is going to die. The event also lays the groundwork for 

the only love that Pecola does receive, albeit perverted into an incestuous 

relationship. Frieda tells Pecola, who is curious about how she will now be 

able to have a baby, that "somebody has to love you."1l4 Having babies 1S 

associated with love, a connection by no means essential, Claudia later 

leams, for pregancy. But in Pecola's mind, getting someone to love her is 

by far a greater mystery. '''How do you do that'? l mean, how do you gct 

somebody to love you?'" Pecola asks Claudia who does not know.I 15 

Accustomed to fighting their ways in the world, the girls regard the 

concept of love as foreign, Il mysterious line in one of their mother's blues 

songs. The difference bctween Claudia and Frieda's reaction to the lack of 

love in their lives and that of Pecola is the difference between life and 

death. Claudia remembers: 

114 Ibid., P 29. 
115 Ibid. 
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We had defended ourse Ives since memory against everything and 
everybody, considered aIl speech a code to be broken by us, and aIl 
gestures subject to careful analysis; we had become headstrong, 
devious and arrogant. Nobody paid us any attention, so we paid very 
good attention to ourselves. 116 

Their reaction, at least while they are still young, is to refuse that which 

they do not have. In this way, there is no lack. Pecola, on the other hand, 

tums inward and trit!s to change herself to "get somebody to love [her]. Il 

Once young black girls reach the age where they embrace the Shirley 

Temple image as the embodiment of worth and value, many of them focus 

their lives on the imitation of this image. They accept the continuum 

wherein white and black are mutually dependent while at the same time 

mutually exclusive. There is only white because there is black and vice 

versa; white can never be black, and black never white. There are, 

however, those who try, both literally and ideologically, to become white. 

Although Morrison condemns the systems of value based on skin color, she 

also condemns those black people who accept and perpetuate this perverted 

system. Among them are the young women "from Mobile. Aiken. From 

Newport News. From Marietta. From Meridian." Places that are 

drenched in such beauty and purity that "the sounds of these places in their 

mourhs make you think of love." 117 The romanticization of their home 

towns, of their lives and manners intitially disguises the perverted values of 

these women who imitate the image of Mother in Jane's happy home. an 

image which demands the "careful development of thrift, patience, high 

morals, and good manners." 118 Morrison's description connects their 

obsession with order and cleanliness to the availablity and promotion of 

116 Ibid., p. 149. 
117 Ib'd -7 1 ., p.O. 

118 IbId., p. 68. 
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products designed specifically for the black woman trying to look white. 

These women "wash themselves with orange-colored Lifebuoy soap, dust 

themselves with Cashmere Bouquet talc, ... soften their skin with Jergens 

Lotion. Tr ~y smell like wood, newspapers, and vanilla. They straighten 

their hair with Dixie Peach, and part it on the side."119 Morrison's 

disdain for these women is evinced in Pecola's encounter with Geraldine, 

"One such girl from Mobile, or Meridian, or Aiken who did not sweat in 

her armpits nor between her thighs,"120 and who se life is devoid of any 

manifestation of "funkiness." Geraldine maintains the difference betwccn 

colored and "niggers," "colored people were neat and quiet; niggers were 

dirty and loud,"121 a difference she teaches her son, Junior. Desperate for 

a play companion, Junior lures Pecola into his house when his mother is 

not home. He mocks and torments her, and as she tries to escape from the 

house, Junior swings his cat by the hind legs. He lets go, and the cat hits 

the wiPdow and dies. When his mother retums, Junior blames the death of 

the cat 0n Pecola. The cat, a plot element from the primer paragraph. 

appears in Pecola's life only to betray her. Geraldine is unable to see 

Pecola as a terrified girl. Instead, she is blinded by Pecola's dark skin 

color and categorizes her as a "nigger." Here race is not an essence. One 

can mold one's experience of race, as does Geraldine. However, by further 

subdividing race, she perpetuates a hierarchized, racist system. 

Morrison describes Geraldine as a type of woman easily identifiable 

and categorized because she so adamently and consciously adheres to and 

maintains such categories. In fact, Morrison details every aspect of such a 

119 Ibid., p. 63. 
120 Ibid., p. 70. 
121 Ibid., p. 71. 
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, 
woman: her appearance, attitude, be lie fs , concems, family life, husband, 

sexuality which maintain this categorization. So focused on the subtle 

differences between being "colored" and a "nigger," Geraldine is un able to 

engage in honest human relationships. Her relationship with both her son 

and husband is stifling and artificial like A wkward's reading of the 

relationship between "Mother, Father, Dick and Jane." Geraldine can only 

relate to the cat who does not challenge the distinctions between categories 

of people. Loving the cat is unchallenging and safe. Geraldine, like 

Claudia and Pecola's respective mothers, intemalizes the system of value 

based on appearance and skin color and evaluates her children according to 

il. 

4.0 Validating Marginalized Perspectives and Knowledge 

Standpoint theory bases knowledge in specifie social and historical 

experiences. Morrison locates the perspective of the novel in the black 

home -- a perspective which offers a very different understanding of social 

relations than does the view from Dick and Jane's or Prau's childhood 

home. Furthermore, children develop intricate means of deciphering the 

adult world that monitor and direct their movements. Words in and of 

themselves mean little. Actions, the tone of voice, gestures become 

touchstones for Claudia and her sister. Claudia remembers that as a child 

she and her sister did "not hear their words. but with grown-ups we 

listen[edl to and watch[ed] out for their voices."122 Claudia's mother 

speaks with her friends and, to Claudia,: 

122 Ibid., p. 15. 
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Their conversation is like a gently wicked dance: sound meets 
sound, curtsies, shimmies, and retires. Another sound enters but is 
upstaged by still another: the two circle each other and stop. 
Sometimes their words move in lofty spirals; other times they take 
strident leaps, and aU of it i~ punctuated with warm-pulsed laughter -
- like the throb of a heart made of jelly. The edge, the curl, the 
thrust of their emotions is always clear to Frieda and me. We do 
not, cannot, know the meanings of aU their words, for we are nine 
and ten years old. So we watch their faces, their hands, their fcet. 
and listen for truth in timbre. 123 

Although sorne of the words carry no rneaning for Claudia, images do. 

The intensity of daily conversations, gestures and events in the young mind 

of Claudia blend with sensations, so that sounds become colorful and 

animated, touch becomes loud or quiet, and so on. rvleaning is molded and 

shaped to fit a child's perspective. Oenied information about sexuality. 

Claudia and her sister reason that to be fat is to be "ruined" and ruin. as 

they know from their rnother's comments about the prostitute callcd The 

l\tlaginot Line, is to be avoided ('.t ail costs. They overhear adults say that 

whiskey eats one up and makes one thin; so the two decide to drink whiskey 

to prevent them from becoming fat, thereby avoiding ruin. Claudia and 

Frieda's reasoning is another ex ample of how knowledge is constructed by 

a specific social expereince. 

Morrison counters the "Dick and Jane" ideology of the home with 

positive home environments that emerge directly from black experience. 

These constructions of home celebrate the "funkm'!ss" that the white homes 

continually suppress. Positive constructions of tfIe black home include 

Aunt Jimmy's home and Southem black culture. and the spintuaJity and 

sensuality of the three prostitutes who live in the apartment above Pecola's. 

They each involve strong spiritual beliefs, a tradition of music and 

123 Ibid., p. 16. 
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metaphorical language which are grounded in the collective history of 

African American people. Human relationships are based in mutual 

support and a celebration of the sensuality of life. Focusing specifically on 

a black community, Mûrrison explores the positive elements of the black 

community that are erased under the category of "other." In the novel, the 

strongest elements of the black community are traced to the Southern black 

experience. an experience best captured in the strength of the community 

when faced with sickness and death. As a child, Cholly 1ives with his Aunt 

Jimmy. His father abandoned his mother before Cholly was born, and his 

mother, after a failed attempt to kill the child, left soon after his birth. 

The cruelty of Cholly's parents is countered by his aunt and her 

community. Folk medicine and Christianity mix with a spirituality that has 

African roots. Aunt Jimmy wears an asafetida bag around her neck. When 

she becomes ill in her old age, advice pours in. While one woman reads 

her the Bible, others suggest "Don't eat no whites of eggs," "Drink new 

milk," "Chew on this root." 124 Because the black community has been 

denied access to professional medical attention, black women bec orne 

proficient in the development and application of their own home remedies -

- remedies that are respected and successful. No one considers asking for a 

doctor when Aunt Jimmy is sick. They go for "M'Dear" the "competent 

midwife" and "decisive diagnostician" who "lived in a shack near the 

woods." 125 M'Dear's advice after careful inspection of the patient is to 

"bury the slop jar and everything in it . . . . Drink pot liquor and nothing 

else." 126 Aunt Jimmy improves significantly until someone disobeys 

p~ - lbld .. p. 108. 
125 IbId. 
126 Ibid. 
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M'Dear's advise and offers Aunt Jimmy peach cobbler. "The old lady ate a 

piece, and the next moming when ChoUy went to empty the slop jar, she 

was dead."127 The peach cobbler is regarded as the cause of her death, a 

foreign element interrupting the natural healing process delineated by 

M'Dear. Aunt Jimmy's funeral is followed by a banquet which unifies the 

black community and celebrates the "funkiness" of life. The banquet was 

the "exultation, the harmony, the acceptance of physical frailty, joy in the 

termination of misery. Laughter, relief, a steep hunger for food." 128 The 

burial and feast serve, as Trudier Harris notes, "to return order to a 

community disrupted by death. Like aIl rituals, it provides a functional 

release, a pattern into which grief can be shaped, for the entire 

community." 129 Harris studies these folk elements as connections between 

the life in Lorain, Ohio and African American culture. They emerge out 

of a pattern of survival and coping, "traditions that comfort in times of 

loss, and beliefs that point to an enduring creativity." 130 These examples 

of community, spirituality, support and caring are absent from Paul ine and 

Cholly's adult home, resulting from a complex, slow process triggered by 

the intemalization of the values of white culture and leading to isolation 

and self-hatred. 

Of the four main family units in the novel, the three prostitutes who 

live above Pecola's storefront home are the only ones to completely reject 

the "Dick and Jane" ideology and re-construct the home to fit thcir 

experiences. The women break a1l stereotypes of prostitutes: they are not 

127 IbId., p. 110. 
128 Ibid., p. 113. 
129 Harris, p. 74. 
130 Ibid., p. 68. 
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those "with great and generous hearts, dedicated, because of the horror of 

circumstance, to ameliorating the luckless, barren life of men;" nor are 

they "the sloppy, inadequate whores who, unable to make a living at it 

alone, tum to drug consumption and traffic or pimps to help complete their 

scheme of self-destruction, avoiding suicide only to punish the memory of 

sorne absent father or to sustain the misery of sorne silent mother." 131 

These women hate men, "aIl men, without shame, or apology, or 

discrimination." 132 They reject male domination as the determining 

principle in their lives. Susan Willis argues that Morrison offers the three­

woman household as "an alternative and utopian possiblity for redefining 

the space and the relationships associated with social production."133 The 

3-woman household challenges bourgeois living arrangements, patriarchal 

rclationships and interaction, and the economics of capitalism. While the 

prostitutes reject stereotypes of the "whore," they also reject the other 

categories of womanhood: virgin, wife and mother. 

5.0 Choosing the Margins 

The novel critiques social systems of valuation based on appearance -

- both skin color and perceived beauty -- from the perspective of those 

rejectcd by such systems. Powerless against the pervasive effects of 

racism, Pecola and other black people of the novel denigrate themselves by 

internalizing the system of valuation based on superficial characteristics. A 

hicrarchy is created so that everyone removes the hate and ugliness from 

131 Momson, The Blue'\r Eve p. '+7. 
1,,") 
j- Ibid. 

133 Susan Willis, "Black Wornen Wnters: Taking a Crirical Perspective," in Making a 
Difference; Femmist LlteTaQ' Criticism, Gayle Greene and Coppélia Kahn, eds. 
{London and Nc.!w York; Routledge, 1985), p. 23~. 
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themselves and places them onto the person below thcm. Pecola. as Claudia 

later understands, is the lowest on the hierarchy: "AlI of our waste which 

we dumped on her and which she absorbed. And aU of our beauty. which 

was hers first and which she gave to us. AlI of us -- aU who knew her -­

felt so wholesome after we cleaned ourselves on her." 134 While the novel 

critiques the home as a stronghold of capitalism, racism and sexism, it also 

conceives of the home as a site of resistance against systematic 

discrimination. A strong presence of black culture and heritage in the 

home combined with the free expression and exploration of emotions and 

sensations -- Morrison's funkiness -. counter the psychological oppression 

of black women. 

134 Morrison, The Bluest Eve. p. 159. 



Chapter 3: 

Home "Sweet Home" Siavery in Beloved 

1.0 Illuminating the Historical and Political Contexts of 
124 and Sweet Home 

2.0 The Home: Mediating between the Se en and the Unseen 

3.0 Subverting the Ultimate Home: Motherhood 

4.0 Reconstructing the Home from the Margins 

57 



-." 

58 

As in The Bluest Eye t Morrison explores the effects of the dominant. 

racist white culture on the black home in Beloved. The "Dick and Jane" 

ideology appears in its most extreme form as the institution of slavery. 

The experience of Sethe, an ex-slave, provides the critical insight into 

slavery's far-reaching mechanisms of control and oppression. With her 

three young children and pregnant with a fourth, Sethe escapes to Ohio 

from the Kentucky plantation Sweet Home in 1855 t eighteen years before 

the opening of the nove!. She is soon tracked down by "schoolteacher," the 

Sweet Home slave driver. accompanied by an entourage of hounds. Rather 

than send her children back, Sethe tries to kill them with a quick slice of a 

handsaw across their throats before schoolteacher reaches them. She is 

successful in killing only one, the two-year-old girl, before she is stoppcu 

by her mother-in-Iaw, Baby Suggs. Intimidated by an "animal-woman" 

who would kill her own child, schoolteacher returns to Kentucky without 

her. In the years following, Sethe's two eldest children run away, repelled 

by the power of their mother's love, a force, they know, that can kil!. The 

youngest child, Denver, a new-born at the time of the murder, remains 

with her mother. 

For years, Sethe's Southern Ohio house at 124 Bluestone Road is 

haunted by the ghost of the df!ad child. Soon after the novel opens, the 

baby appears embodied as a twenty-year-old, child-hke woman calleu 

Beloved. Sethe understands Beloved is her child and, to "make up for the 

handsaw," 135 offers 8eloved the love she had previously uellled her. 

135 Tom Morrison, Be!oved (New York: Pengum Inc., 1987), p. 25l. 
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Belovcd feasts off of Sethe's love; like a pan:site, she "ate up her life, took 

it, swelled up with it, grew taller on. it."136 The relationship between 

Sethe and Beloved provides the focal point of the novel and funnels larger 

questions about slavery and the home, and individual and collective 

histories. Slavery clearly subverts motherhood and destroys the black home 

for the bene fit of the dominant slave owners. The question becomes: is 

death the only escape from enslavement or an oppressive system? Paul D, 

also an ex··slave from Sweet Home, does not understand Sethe's act, 

believing that "there cou Id have been a way ... sorne other way,"137 and 

reminds her rhat, despite everything she has been through, she is a human 

being, not an animal: "You got two feet, Sethe, not four."138 A vile and 

depraved systt~m, slavery corrupts the oppressed as weIl as the oppressor. 

B y grounding the narrative in the perspective of a slave woman, Morrison 

shows how Sethe's murder of her chi Id is the only means of subverting this 

system. The novel explores Sethe's confrontation with the past and her 

struggle to re-create a sense of wholeness that slavery destroyed. 

1.0 Illuminating the Historical and Political Context of 12-' 
and Sweet Home 

The novels' two homes, Sweet Home and "124," along with the 

histor~cal and poHtical contexts in which they are imbedded, frame the 

novel. Structuralty, each of the novel's three sections begins with a 

description of Sethe~'s house: "124 was spiteful", "124 was louà", "124 was 

quiet." 139 The progression from spite, to loudness, to quietnes~ mirrors 

136 Hnd., p. 250. 
137 IbId., p. 165. 
138 Ibid. 
139 Ibid., pp. 3, 169,239. 
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the pIot's development, climax in the exorcism of Beloved from 124, and 

resolution in Sethe's retum to wholeness. 124 has a long history involving 

both the black and white communities of Southern Ohio. It is the 

birthplace of a prominent white man, Mr. Bodwin -- a complicated 

character although he appears once, brie fly , toward the end of the novel. 

Sethe mistakes hien for Sweet Home's schoolteacher coming to retum her 
--

and her children to slavery. On a larger scale, the misrccognition attests to 

the suspicion black people in the novel feel toward white people. Slavery 

becomes synonomous with white people, the "men without skins" as Denver 

caUs them. Later, the house falls into the hands of the newly-freed Baby 

Suggs and her daughter-in-Iaw, Sethe. Initially, 124 is conceived of as a 

home. The house played an important, unifying role in tht! black 

community. It acted as a way station, "the place [the town's people] 

assembled to catch news, taste oxtail soup, leave their children, cut out a 

skirt." 140 124 is the first structural manifestation of a home outside of 

slavery for many of the novel's characters. But when Sethe kills her baby. 

the community ostracizes 124, regarding Sethe as evil as the slavemaster. 

The geographical location of Sethe's house accesses the larger 

political context of slavery in the United States. Located at 124 Bluestone 

Road, the house is situated not far from the Ohio River in a rural afea now 

engulfed by Cincinnati. Ohio, as Morrison clarifies in the fifst paragraph. 

has been a state for only 70 years when the story begins. 141 The state 

plays a complex, paradoxical role in the history of race relations in the 

United States and, in tum, in the lives of the novel's characters. In an 

interview, Morrison explains the signitïcance of Ohio: 

140 Ibid., p. ::!49. 
141 lb·d 3 1 ., p. . 
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The northem part of the state had underground railroad stations and 
a history of black people escaping into Canada, but the Southem part 
of the state is as much Kentucky as there is, complete with cross­
bumings. Ohio is a curious juxtaposition of what was ideal in this 
country and what was base.142 

Ohio is both asylum and prison. As Se the crosses the Ohio River, escaping 

from Sweet Home, she looks to the Ohio side and thinks it "looked like 

home. " 143 This ideal image of Ohio is shattered once schoolteacher 

penetrates the border of the supposedly free state. Although officially a 

free state during slavery, Ohio was a dangerous place for fugitive slaves 

after the Fugitive Slave Law, enacted in September 1850, facilitated the 

process whereby slaveowners rec1aimed fugitive slaves as "lost" or "stolen" 

property.144 Furthermore, even after slavery was outlawed, it 

nevertheless continued in the fonn of racism and terrorist groups such as 

142 Toni Momson, as quoted ln Claudia Tate, "Toni M0ITÎson," in Black Women 
Writers al Work, Claudia Tate, ed. (New York: Continuum, 1983), p. 119 

143 Morrison, Beloved, p. 83. 
144 Ohio was a dangerous place for a black pers<m, before and ailer the Civil War, 

because of the Ku Klux Klan and the Fugitive Slave Law. According to Walter Teller, 
"Enacted in September 1850, the Fugitive Slave Law made it easy to seize legally and 
enslave any black man or woman at large. A white man had only to appear before a 
speclally appomted Umted States commissioner, swear ownership of the black person, 
and request a cenificau: for arresnng him. The commissioner received more money (ten 
dollars) for issuing such a certificate and less (five dollars) for refusing il. The alleged 
fugitIve was not permmed to tes tif y, nCf, if he chumed to be a freeman, did he have the 
right to mal by jury. Ciuzens, If called on, had to as si st Uniled States marshals in making 
arrests. Anyone harboring or rescumg a fugitive could be fmed, irnprisioned. and sued 
for damages. The FugItive Slave Law hrought on an era of slave hunting and kidnapping 
in the North that forced hundreds of slaves who had escaped before 1850 to flee to 
Canada. It polarized opinions and helped set the stage for the CivIl War." [As noted by 
Walter Teller on p. -l4 ID Incidents in the Life of a Slave GIrl by Harriot Jacobs ~Linda 
Brent), (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1973). Jacobs, bom l slave in 1818 
who was able to escape, educated herself and recorded her expenences as a slave which 
appeared 10 1861 as InCIdents 10 the Life of a Slave Girl. The text is annotated by Teller. 
The origInal editor, L. Mana Cluld, adnuts to an occasion al "literary, moralizing, or 
didactic tom.:h" WhlCh. she contends, is "disnnguishable from the stark realities of Linda 
Brcnt's hfe .md ~tr~l1ghtforward narranon."(x)] 
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the Ku Klux Klan. Ohio, Paul D knows, is "infected by the Klan. 

Desperately thirsty for black blood, without which it cou Id not live, the 

dragon swam the Ohio at will." 145 

Like 124 and Ohio, Sweet Home and the South play a paradoxical 

role, harboring a combination of terror and joy for the characters. Even 

after the brutality she lived through at Sweet Home, Sethe is often able to 

remember only the physical beauty of the plantation: " ... although there 

was not a leaf on that farm that did not make her want to scream, it rolled 

out before her in shameless beauty. It never looked as terrible as it was 

and it made her wonder if heU was a pretty place too."146 Remembering 

the beauty, and not the terror, of Sweet Home is a survival mechanism and 

makes the present more bearable. This paradox shows the intcnsity of the 

desire for a home. Pratt also experiences the tension between rejecting 

oppressive and dominating aspects of home and searching for the ultimate, 

comfortable home. Sethe's memories of Sweet Home and Pratt's essay bolh 

suggest that appearances of beauty and comfort often coneeal, or depcnd 

upon, a more profound system of discrimination and oppression. 

The Kentucky plantation's name, Sweet Home, contrasts the reality 

of the plantation's existence. It survived. of course, only because of slave 

145 Morrison, Belovp,d, p. 66. 
AIso, ~ary Wnght, bom ln 1865 i~ Kl!ntucky, recalls, ""1 heard my Mammy talk 

of 'De Nigger Rlsm". De Ku Klux uSier stlck de mggers head on er stake along'ilde de 
Cadiz road en dar de buzzards would eat them tIll nuthm' wa.<:; left but de boncs. Dar war 
a sign on dis stake dat sald "Look out Nlgger You are next". Us ~hIllluns would not go 
far way from dat cabm. l''ie tells you dat IS)(J l jes knowed dat dis Ku Klux would do 
dat to us sho if weuns had bet!n catched.''''(The Amenean Slave, vol. 16, p. 62). For 
direct accounts of life under slavery from the pOInt of Vlew of ex--.;laves. sec The 
Amencan Slave: A Composite AutoblOgraphy, George P. Rawlck, general t:d., 
(Westport, CT: Greenwood Publishing Co., ) 972 . 

146 TOni Momson. Beloved., p. 6. 
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labor,147 As Paul D admits. although they lived there for years, "it wasn't 

sweet and it sure wasn't home."148 Before the arrivaI of schoolteacher, 

the plantation was owned and operated by the benevolent Mr. Garner. The 

relationship between Garner and the black men "was true metal: they were 

believed and trusted, but most of all they were listened to." 149 Permitting 

them to carry rifles and calling them men is as paradoxicai as the name of 

the plantation. Garner instilled in them an illusion of personhood and 

manhood. The plantation enforced a "special kind of slavery;"150 gentle 

human bondage is human bondage nonetheless: 

A truth that waved like a scarecrow in rye: they were only Sweet 
Home men at Sweet Home. One step off that ground and they were 
trespassers among the human race. Watchdogs without teeth; steer 

147 In Plamauon Societies. Race Relations. and the South: The Re~mentation of 
Populations, Edgar T. Thompson -- a white man who grew up on a South Carolina 
planation and quesooued us means of existence oruy once he had left -- argues that the 
plantanon is 1) a settlement institution, 2) an economic institution, an industrial dynamic 
exercised through agricultural rather than through manufacturing production, 3) a 
politicIal insutution, and 4) a cultural institution. He also identIfies it as the physical basis 
of traditional race relations and as a race-making situation. See Edgar T. Thompson, 
Plantation Societies. Race Relations. and the South: The Re~imentation of Populations 
(Durham, Ne: Duke Umversity Press. 1975). 

Many studies on slavery and the plantation have focused exc1usively on the 
economÎc concerns of white plantation owners, thereby effacing the very real atrocity of 
slavery wlth figures and calculations. Carl F. Hall does just this in his comment which 
prefaces an mterview Wlth an ex-slave. "It IS probable that slave labor was more 
expt!nslve to the white ma~ters than free labor would have heen. Beside having cost quite 
a sum a two-year old negro chlld brought about $1,500 in the slave market. an adult 
ncgro, sound and strong, cost t'rom $5,000 up to as high as $25,000, or more. The 
master had to funush the servant hIS livlDg. The free employee is pUId only whlle 
workmg; when sick. disabled or whcn Coo old to work, hiS employer IS no longer 
responslble."(The American Slave, Vol. 16, Kentucky narrauves, p. 32-33.) Although 
Hall's comment about the expense of keeping people as slaves may be true, the overall 
effect of his words is to present slavery as a much more appealing prospect for the 
worker than waged labor. 

148 Mom~on Beloved., p. 14. 
149 Ibid .. p. 125. 
ISO Ibid .• p. 141. 
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bulls without homs; gelded workhorses whose neigh and whinny could 
not be translated into a language responsible humans spoke. 151 

Sethe is seduced initially by Mr. Garner'::; treatment of his slaves. Garner 

pennitted her husband, Halle, to rent himself out for years on Sundays to 

make enough money to buy her freedom from Garner. Sethe defends 

Garner to Halle. Halle responds, ""If he hadn't of, she would of droppcd 

in his cooking stove.""152 A dead slave carries no monetary value. 

Garner's so-called generosity benefits him anyway. Halle understands this, 

"If she worked another ten [years] you think she would've made il out? 1 

pay him for her last years and in return he got you, me and three more 

coming up."153 Once Garner dies and schoolteacher takes over, the 

"special kind of slavery" loses its distinctiveness and no longer disgUlses its 

purpose under a facade of humane treatment. The plantatlon's use of slave 

labour is a clear example of a dominant system's total dependence on the 

systematic and institutionalized oppression of a specifie group of people. 

As Sandra Harding and other standpoint theoriests have argued, It is 

from the perspectives of the slaves that slavery's mechanisms of control 

become clear. She uses the example of the relationship between slaveowncr 

and slave to illustrate the bond between knowledge and expcnence. Shc 

contends that 

it is absurd to imagine that U.S. slaveowners' Vlews of Africans' and 
African Americans' lives could outweigh in impartiality, 

151 IbId., p. 125. 
152 Ibld.,p.195. 
153 Ibid .. p. 196. 

Hamot Jacobs remembers. "Slaveholders have a method, pccuhar to thl:lr 
institunon, of gettmg nd of old slaves, whose lives have been wom out ln thclr ,>CrvICC 

knew an old woman, who for seventy years faithfully served her ma~ter. She had 
bec orne alrnost helpless, from hard labor and disea~e. H~r owncr5 moved to Alabama. 
and the old black wornan was left ta be sold to anybody who would glve twenty dollar" 
for her" [Jacobs, rndicents in the Llfe of Il Slave Girl, p. 14] 
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disinterestedness, impersonality, and objectivity their slaves' views of 
their own and the slaveowners' lives. One doesn't have to assert that 
the slaves' views are impartial, disinterested, or impersonal in order 
to make this assessment, or to give the slaves -- any more than one 
gives their masters -- the last word about such matters as how the 
economics of slavery functioned on an international scale, in arder to 
recognize the resource that the perspective from their lives' provides 
on the views typical of slaveowners. If human knowledge is not in 
sorne complex way grounded in human lives and human experiences, 
what is the source of ilS status as knowledge in modem Western 
societies? 154 

Garner and schoolteacher assume such a powerfui position in Sethe's life 

that their perspective of slavery threatens to conquer Sethe's own 

knowledge of her experience. Halle relies upon his knowledge of 

slaveowners from the point of view of being their property and critiques 

them on the basis of that knowledge. 

Slavery destroys any manifestation of home the slaves may 

create.155 As a "white home," the plantation appropriates the black home 

for its own material and financial benefit. Human interaction between 

whites and blacks and between blacks themselves is subverted and stifled. 

Slaves learn not to love, not to establish intimate relationships. Any ties 

made will be severed by the slave market. 156 Paul D notices in Sethe a 

154 Sandra Harding, Wbose Science? Whose Knowled~e? Thinkin~ from Women's 
~ (lthaca and London: Comell Umversity Press, 1991), p. 270. 

155 See Angela Y. Davis, Women. Race and Class (New York: Vintage, 1981), 
especlally chapter one, "The Legaey of Siavery: Standards for a New Womanhood," for 
an .malySIS of black women and slavery. DaVIS contends that black women, brutally 
abused under slavery, resisted by ereating posltlve domestic environments -- as weIl as 
engagmg In oYen Jets of resl~tanee such as revoles, escapes, and sabotage. Morrison 
would agree wnh DaVIS because Sethe escapes from Sweet Home and she works to 
create a poslUve home enVlfonment for her ehildren both on the plantauon and off. 
~lomson's understanding, however, IS much more problematic and complex than 
Davls's. for 10Vlng ones' chlldren while donunatcd by an oppreSSive, corrupt system may 
mvolve murdenng them. Slavery is seen to subven these posinve domesnc 
enVlronments. 

156 Harriet Jacobs devotes a ~ectlon of her book to "the lover." "Why does a slave ever 
love·' Why allow the tendnls of the heurt ra twine around obJeets whieh may at any 
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love for her daughter, Denver, that he decides is too intimate and theœfore 

dangerous: 

Risky, thought Paul D, very risky. For a used-to-be-slave woman to 
love anything that much was dangerous, especially if it was her 
children she had settled on to love. The best thing, he knew, was to ... 
love just a little bit; everything, just a linle bit, so when they brokc 
its back, or shoved it in a croaker sack, weU, mayhe you'd have a 
little love left over for the next one.157 

"They," of course, are white people who lurk outside 124, "out there" in 

Denver's mind. At a young age, Sethe leams of the danger of loving. She 

barely knew her mother who was relegated to the fields, unable to nurse 

moment be wrenched away by the hand of violence? Wh\!n separations corne.! by the 
hand of death, the pious soul can bow m resignatIon, and say, "Not my wlil. but thm\! h~ 
done, 0 Lord!" But when the ruthless hand of man stnkes the blow, regardless of the 
rnisery he causes, lt IS hard to be ~ubmissve. 1 did not reason thus wh\!n 1 was a young 
girl. Youth will be youth. 1 loved, and 1 mdulg\!d the hop\! that the dark clouds JIouno 
me would turn out a bnght limng 1 forgot that in the land of my btnh the ~hadow" are 
too dense for light to penetrate" [Jacobs, InCIdents in the Lire of hl Slave Glrl, p 301 

Other ex-slave narrauves recaU marnage bemg forbJdden on plantations or, If ')lave" 
were permmed to marry, the matches were arranged and controlled. In hls mtervlew wlth 
ex-slave John Cox, Carl F. Hall notes that "as a rule, negro men were not allowed to 
marry at all, any anempt to mJ.te wlth the negro women brought swift, ~ure homble 
punishment and the speCles (SIC) were propagated by selected male neb'Tœ~, who were 
kept for that purpose, the owners of thls provlleged (sic) n\!gro, charged J ke of one Dut 
of ev cry four of hlf) offspnng for hls ~ervlccs" [The Amenean Slave, vol 16, Kt!ntud .. y 
narrauves, p. 34.] 

Susan Dale Saunders, an \!x-~lave from Kt:ntucky, rccalb ''''~tammy wa~ allowed 
to marry one of the Allen slaves, and my father's name was Will Alkn. You ',ce the 
slaves had the same narne as the ~ta~ter's, as he owned 'cm. My Mammy had ,>cvcn 
children and we aU grow'd up on our ~Iaster Dales fa'm. My father had to ,>tay al hl'> 

master's, Col. Jack Allen's md wo'k ln the tields all day, but at mght he would corne to 
my mammy's cabm and stay .lil mght, and go back to hls master''i, Col. Allen'" tichh the 
ne Xl mon 'in. Yes, 1 .!:,Tfow'd up ln )lavery urnes"" IThe Amcncan Slave, vol. 16, 
Kèntucky narratIves, pp . ..t3--W 1. 

Simllally, Annie B Boyd, born August 22, 1851, remcmbe~, ""Oc white folk,> J~" 
made niggcrs cJ.rry on llke brutes. One white man u~tt!f )ay ter nuther whut> man, Vly 
nigger man Sam wanter marry yer nigger gal Lucy what dœ~ yer 'iay en If he "ald Il 'Na .... 
all nght why dat couple war supposed to be marned. Den Sam would work foh hl'> 

marster 111 de dayume en den wou Id spend de night .lt Lucy's hou~e on de next 
plantation"" [The Amencan Slave, vol. 16, Kentucky narrauves, p. 59]. 

157 Morrison, Beloved, p ... 5. 

r 
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her own child, then finally hanged. Sethe was cared for by Nan, a slave 

whose priority was to nurse the white infants and then, if there was milk ta 

spare, ta feed Sethe and the other black children. Upon looking at Denver, 

newly barn and barely alive, Sethe's friend Ella advises her not to hope 

that she makes il. .... If anybody was to ask me,"" she tells Sethe, "''J'd say, 

'Don't love nothing.'''" 158 Baby Suggs saw aIl but the last of her children 

sold in the slave market. 

... it wasn't worth the trouble to try to leam features you would 
never see change into adulthood anyway. Seven times she had done 
that: held a liltle foot; examined the fat fingertips with her own -­
fingers she never saw become the male or female hands a mother 
would recognize anywhere. She didn't know to this day what their 
permanent teeth looked like; or how they held their heads when they 
walked. Did Patty lose her lisp? What color did Famous' skin 
finally take? .. .159 

Since anybody that Baby Suggs "knew, let al one loved" had been "hanged. 

got rented out, loaned out, bought up, brought back, stored up, mortgaged, 

won, stolen or seized," the fact that her daughter-in-law and aIl her 

children appear on the doorstep of 124 in Ohio terrifies her. 1 60 

Considaing her experience and her knowledge of social relations, it is 

ironically unnatural. In Baby Suggs' mind, aIlowing herself ta rejoice in 

her daughter-in-Iaw and grandchildren's presence led to the brutality that 

followed the celebration. Just as when she was a slave, the worst happened 

when things started to look good. Within this context, the implications of 

Paul D's desire ta make a life with Sethe -- "We cao make a life, girl. A 

life."161 -- become clear. 

158 Ibid. p. 92. 
1 W Ib'd 1"'9 - 1 ., p. J . 

160 Ibid. 

161 Ibid .. p. ~6. 
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Personified as a "screaming house," 162 124 initially assumes an 

independent, active role in the novel. It maintains an antagonistic 

relationship with Denver and Sethe. The baby ghost that repeatedly pounds 

the walls and floors is mistaken for the house itself. At one point, it is "full 

of strong feeling." 16 3 Denver thinks of 124 as a persan not an 

architectural structure. 164 The extraordinary house, clearly different 

from the other homes on Bluestone Raad, is known locally for its live ly. 

but invisible, inhabitant. Compared to 124, thinks Paul D, "the rest of the 

world was bald." 165 Yet, the baby ghost that inhabits 124 and brings the 

structure to life is separate from the actual physical construction of the 

house. It is Sethe, rather, and her experience that cali forth the ghost.1 66 

When Sethe tells Paul D that the community's ostracization of them is 

caused by the house, Denver retorts, ""I1's not! It's not the house! It's us. 

And it's you.""167 Once 8eloved has finally disappeared, Stamp P~l1J 

remarks that "unloaded, 124 is just another weathered house neeJing 

repair." 168 The house is the physical and structural manifestation of the 

inhabitants' personal histories. 124's internaI appearance is an extension of 

Sethe's psychological and emotional state. The absence of color inside the 

house is due to Sethe's inability to notice and remark on color in the world 

162 IbId .. p. 18. 
163 IbId., p. 39. 
164 IbId., p. 29. 
16 -.) IbId., p. ~ 1. 
166 In many uaditions. ghosts do not slmply appear; they mu~t be ~ummoned and [he 

passIOns of the living keep them alive. See ylargaret Atwood. "Haunted by Thelr 
Nightmares, New York Times Book Revlcw, 13 September 1987. pp 1. 54-55. Al')o, 
Luisah Teish. "Women's Spmtualtty: A Household Act." Home GIrls: A Black 
FemlnIst AnthQlo~y (New York: Kitchen Table, Women of Color Pre~s, It)X3), pp 
331-351. 

167 ylomson, Beloved p. 14. 
168 Ibid., p. 264. 
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after she buried her daughter. The vibrant color of blood blinds her to the 

nuances of COlOT; "it was as though one day she saw red baby blood, 

another day the pink gravestone chips. and that was the last of it." 169 The 

interior with its slate-covered walls, earth-brown fIoor, white curtains, the 

"wooden dresser the COlOT of itself," and "the dominating featuTe, the quilt 

over an iron cot" reflects the stark reality of its inhabitants. Color 

represents individuai expression, sensuality, and beauty -- "funkiness" -­

which fOTced oppression suffocates. 

2.0 The Home: Mediating Between the Seen and Unseen 

124 records past experiences and re-plays them in the present. The 

intensity of this mediation between past and present makes the dead child's 

presence as a ghost, then as Beloved, believable. ~Iemories occupy 

physical space within the house and Sethe finds room for Iittle eise. 

When she woke the house crowded in on her: there was the door 
where the soda crackers were lined up in a row; the white stairs her 
baby loved to climb; the corner where Baby Suggs mended shoes, a 
pile of which were still in the cold room; the exact place on the stove 
wheTe Denver bumed her fingers. And of course the spite of the 
house itself. There was no room for any other thing or body ... 
170 

The physical presence of memories and spirits is an accepted part of Sethe's 

life. She caBs rnemories "rememories," as if memory were something that 

is itself remernbered or re-membered -- a re-connection of parts as limbs. 

mernbers of the body, are re-connected to the body. The past is as much a 

part of the body as are the head and limbs. Homes are places which 

stubbomly rernain, permanently embodying the realities that supported 

169 Ibid .• p. 39 
170 Ibid. 

, 
< 
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their four walls. Unlike sorne things which "pass on," "places are still 

there." After Denver sees the image of a white dress holding her mother's 

waist, Sethe explains to Denver the continuaI presence of the past. 

If a house bUlns down, it's gone, but the place -- the picture of it -­
stays, and not just in my r~memory, but out there in the world. 
What 1 rernember is a picture floating out there outside my head. 1 
rnean, even if 1 don't think it, even if 1 die, the picture of what 1 did, 
or knew, or saw is still out there. Right in the place where it 
happened. 171 

Sethe understands that the white dress holding onto her was the daughter 

she killed. "Things that die bad don't stay in the ground," says Ella. Baby 

Suggs friend. Because most black people died "bad" -- hanged on the 

plantation like Sethe's mother was -- Baby Suggs asserts that there is "not a 

house in the country ain't packed to its rafters with sorne dead negro's 

grief."172 And, as Amy Denver reminds Sethe, "anything coming back to 

life hurts," 173 be it Sethe's almost dead body after she crosse~ the Ohio 

River, memories of Sweet Home, or the dead baby herself. Furthermore. 

the past embodied in Beloved and the "rememories" that exist "out there in 

the world" is bOth an individual past and a collective pasto The history of 

black people in the United States lives on in the memories and lives of 

present and future generations of black people. Morrison suggests that 

choosing one's "position within a moving historical context," as Linda 

Alcoff proposes women do, involves for black people -- and people of 

other races -- a confrontation with the past as Sethe must confront 

Beloved. 174 

171 Ibid .• p. 36. 
172 Ibid., p. 5. 
1?,' ~ IbId .• p. 35. 
174 Linda A1coff, p. 433. See footnote number 20. 
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Sethe's awareness and acceptance of the presence of the unseen is not 

an idiosyncratic extra sense, but is a faculty related to survival. 

Appearances. as the slaves at Sweet Home quickly learn, are deceiving. 

The effects of slavery and racism confront people in the "rememory that 

belongs to somebody else."175 Sethe wams her daughter about Sweet 

Home: 

Where 1 was before 1 came here, that place is real. It's never going 
away. Even if the whole fann -- every tree and grass blade of it 
dies. The picture is still there and what's more, if you go there -­
you who was never there -- if you go there and stand in the place 
where it was, it will happen again; it will be there for you, waiting 
for you. So, Denver, you can never go there. Never. Because even 
though it's ail over -- over and done with -- it's going to always be 
there waiting for you. That's how come 1 had to get aIl my children 
out. No matter what. 176 

Sethe tells Denver that nothing ever dies -- a belief which, on a structural 

level, foreshadows Beloved's appearance. Her waming, in addition to the 

fear that Denver hears in the unsaid of her mother's stories, prevent 

Denver from leaving her yard. Slavery is not an isolated experience, 

particular to a historical period or location. One is never totaIly safe from 

the past, as evinced by schoolteacher's se arch for Sethe once she has 

escaped. Although Sethe Il gOl aIl [her J children out . . . no matter 

what, Il 177 she learns that there is no safe place for a black person in a 

racist society. 

Sethe actively represses the memories 124 foists upon her. But the 

questions of Denver and Paul D combined with Beloved's relentless 

fascination in Sethe -- she asks Sethe, referring to the earrings which she 

175 Ibid., p. 36. 
176 Ibid. 
177 Ibid. 
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played with as a child, "Tell me your diamonds" 178 -- force Sethe to come 

to tenns with memories she hoped she had forgotten. Sethe'~ life is a daily 

struggle to beat back the past -- a struggle that Morrison compares to the 

repetition and calming concentration of beating bread dough -- "working 

dough. Working dough, working dough. Nothing better than to start the 

day's seri0us work of beating back the past:' 179 Sethe uses the same 

motion on Paul D's knee: "Sethe rubb~d and rubbed, pressing the work 

cloth and the stony curves that made up his knee. She hoped it calmed him 

as it did her."180 Sethe's re-assuring rubbing distracts Paul D and 

prevents him, initially, from delving too deeply into the painful past. 

Remembering the past evokes cruel and brutal experiences for the ex­

slaves. Although these experiences are in no wa)' comparable to someone 

like Prutt's experiences, both Sethe and Pratt endure the pain of 

confronting honestly the realities of a racist culture. 

3.0 Subverting the lJltimate Home: l\lotherhood 

Pregnant with Denver while still a slave, Sethe is attacked by 

schoolteacher and his nephews who pin her down and steal her milk. 

Along with Sethe's murder of her child, the aet symbolizes slavery's abuse 

and perversion of motherhood and personhood. Seùle is denied her raie as 

mother to her own unbom child. The slave woman\ womb IS either 

adulterated by the spenn of white men raping black women -- Baby ~l1gg~. 

Sethe's mother and other black women of the novel were rupeo by whitt.: 

men -- or commodified under the capitalist slave system. llle slave 

178 Ibid., p. 58. 
179 Ibid., p. 73. 
180 Ibid. 
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woman's uterus becomes a production site which requires minimal 

maintenance and produces saleable goods. Schooteacher keeps a notebooks 

of the characteristics of his slaves. He tells his nephew, "1 told you to put 

her human characteristics on the left; her animal ones on the right." 181 

He regards them as Iivestock, and therefore property, so that when Sethe 

flees Sweet Home with her children, schoolteacher is concemed about the 

return of his stolen property.1 82 In a society wherein human bodies are 

181 Ibid., p. 193. 
The importation of slaves ttO the United States was outlawed in 1820, thus the price 

of slaves increased greaùy. Slaves were sold aeeording to their age, abilities and weight. 
The Syppressed Book about Slavm (New Yvrk: Arno Press, 1985)-- written by 
George Washington Carleton in 1857 and published in 1864 after the Emancipation 
Proclamation, which"established slavery's crimes and gave proof of signifieant negro 
contributions to the United States," -- studies the "auction sales of slaves, horses, and 
other caule." "That boys weighing only "50 pounds" should fetch $500 a piece, shows 
that Human flesh, when young and tender, is wonh about $10 a pound, though it is not 
unusual to sell it so .... That those ordinary looking "Niggers" should fetch $1,000, who 
probably welgh, on the average, 150 pounds, proves that their flesh is hardly worth $7 a 
pound, the odds being the differenee as to toughness. Young Women, weighing, say, 
130 pounds. are fetching $1,750. "(p. 125) The WillminKton Journal, a Nonh Carolina 
Newspaper that Carleton Clles, camed upèates on the condition of the slave market: 
""We know not to what cause to attribute it, but better priees have been om!red by 
Traders for this description of propeny, than we have ever before known. Niggers, of 
ordinary appearance, are bringing $ Il ,000 very readily. Women, from 16 to 20 years of 
age. are selling for very large priees, varying from $1,000 to $2,000 .... It really seems 
that there IS to be no stop to thls upward tendeney of things. Good breeders are at least 30 
per cent. higher now (in the dull season of the year) than they were in January last What 
our Servants will bring next year, no monal man can teI1.""(p.125) 

The Amencan Slave: A Composite AutobiolIDlphv con tains narratives of ex-slaves 
who attest [0 the pnces that were plaœd on therr bodies. See the Kentucky narratives, pp. 
21. 32, 38-39, 51, 57, 66, 77, 78-9. for example. 

182 The plot of the novel was taken by Momson from an actual inCIdent. Margaret 
Gamer, a fuglOve slave woman ln Southem OhIO did kill one of her ctuldren to prevent 
his return tO slavery. The woman was tried and convicted in a court of law, nor for 
murder, but for possession and destrucnon of stolen propeny. Morrison recalls, "She 
becmne a cause célèbre for the abolinomsts because they were attempting to ger her tried 
for murder. That would have been a big coup because it would have assumed she huren. 
But the abolitiomsts were unsuccessful. She was tried for the 'real' crime. WhlCh was 
stolen propeny. and convicted and returned to [the slaveownerj." See Bill Movcrs, "An 
IntervIew with Tom Momson." A World of Tdeas: Publ~ Opinion from Pnvate Citizens 
(New York: Doubleday. 1990), pp. 54-63. 
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bought and sold, the womb of the slave woman is a passageway into slavery 

and racist society. Baby Suggs knew her love for her children wa~ 

irrelevent for she was producing them to he sold for her owner's benefit. 

Morrison compares the slave woman's womb to the slave ship. Both 

the womb and the ship are passageways from a place idealized as an 

original pure state. Beloved describes to Denver the place she was before 

she appeared on the steps of 124, a place that is at once the womb and the 

slave ship. Bath the hold of the slaveship and the womb are "dark," "hot," 

and "heavy." Beloved's sudden appearance -- "a fully dressed woman 

walked out of the water" 183 -- represents both a birth and the black person 

setting foot on North American soil as a slave. Morrison uses water as the 

metaphor of connection between the two worlds. When Beloved emerges 

from the water, she is exhausted. She leans against a tree for a night and a 

day ta regain her strength. She is in pain; her lungs which hurt "most of 

aIl" adjust to the air. 184 She is "sopping wet" and she breaths "shallow." 

Her neck "no wider than a parlor-service saucer, kept bending" and she has 

trouble opening her eyelids. 185 As soon as Sethe sees Beloved for the tirst 

time on the steps of 124, her "bladder filled to capacity" and, unable to 

control it, she relieves herself in the backyard near the outhouse. Sethe 

thinks of giving birth: "there was no stopping water breaking from a 

breaking womb and there was no stopping now." 186 Invited into the 

house, Beloved "gulped water from a speckled tin cup ... as though ~hc 

had crossed the desert." 187 She drinks from the cup as a new-born baby 

183 Morrison, Beloved, p. 50. 
184 Ibid. 
lS5 IbId. 
186 Ib'd -1 1 ., p.;' . 
187 Ibid. 
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would suck frorn its mother's breast. Also, like a newbom, Beloved's skin 

"was flawless except for three vertical scratches on her forehead so fine 

and thin they seerned at first like hair."188 Scratches from her mother's 

nails as she held her baby's head, preventing it frorn falling off, they are 

the only physical evidence of the rnurder. 

Like the slave ship, the place where Beloved was before was dark. 

''''l'rn small in that place,"" she tells Denver.189 ""l'm like this here." She 

raised her head off the bed, lay down on her side and curled up."190 

Beloved wasn't cold but ""hot. Nothing to breathe down there and no 

roorn to move in,"" 191 she says. There are "a lot of people" down there. 

"Sorne is dead," Beloved tells Denver. Near the end of Part Two, Beloved 

narrates a chapter. She describes the hold of a slave ship where a dead man 

lies near her, where she has no food except for the urine of the white men: 

"the men without skin bring us their moming wateT to drink." 192 

This image of water and passageway is developed further in Sethe's 

escape from Kentucky to Ohio across the Ohio River. As she crosses the 

river in a boat, she gives birth to Denver. Amy Denver -- the 

idiosyncratic, simple, but tremendously powerful and competent white girl 

who helps Sethe with the birth -- is astounded by the water that empties 

out of Sethe. 193 The passage from Kentucky to Ohio reverses me joumey 

188 Ibid. 
189 Ib'ct 1 ., p. 75. 
190 Ibid. 

191 Ibid. 
192 Ibid., p. 210. 

193 Amy Denver IS the equivilent of "white trash," poor white Southerners who were 
unabL! to afford slaves. The relationship between slaves and "white trash" is paradoxical. 
Plantatton owners Wœd to 1Osn11 in their slaves a distain for "whlte trash," but to do so 
reqUlred mat the ~laves adopt the slaveowners' system of vaIuanon. While poor whites 
were. like the slaves although by no means to the same degree. margmalized in Southern 
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of the slaveship. Sethe and Denver are supposedly escaping slavery and 

moving toward freedom -- supposedly because slavery, as noted, is 

inescapable, appearing either in the fonn of schoolteacher who tries to re­

capture Sethe, or in the form of unbearable memories. During Denver's 

birth, Sethe's water joins the w'lter of the Ohio River: 

Sethe was looking at one mile of dark water, which would have to be 
split with one oar in a useless boat against a current dedicated ta the 
~lississippi hundreds of miles away. It looked like home to her, and 
the baby (not dead in the 1east) must have thought so too. As soon as 
Sethe got close to the river her own water broke loose to join it. 19-l 

Once the baby is born, Sethe drinks sorne of the Ohio River to quench her 

raging thirst. This emptying and re-filling oneself with water aets as a 

kind of purification and revitalizing process for Sethe. As the Atlantic was 

water of death and slavery, the Ohio, comhined with her own water from 

the birth, is water of life. Yet, as noted, Ohio's proximity ta the South -­

merely a short boat ride across the Ohio River -- often blurred the 

distinction between freedom and slavery. Just as a slave could escape 

across the river, a slavemaster cou Id cross it in less time and without 

obstacle of the wrong skin color. 

In a system that perverts motherhood and denies any control over 

one's reproductive abilities and love for one's children, blaek women 

themselves are forced to subvert motherhood once agam in arder to 

survive and to keep the children from the slave market. 195 Sethe's mother 

society, they often reg~:-' !ed slaves as taking jobs from them and aho attcmptcd [0 "ct 
themselves above slaves. See 'The Amencan Slave for personal accounts of cx-"lavt!,,' 
relauonships with "white trash." 

194 Morrison, Beloved., p. 83. 
195 A~am, see Angela Y. Davls, "The Legacy of Slavery: Standards for a :--r\!W 

Womanhood," In Women. Race and Class, op. CH., for an analy<"ls of th\! .lbu~c of black 
women's bodies under slavery and thelr atternpts at subvening and re~I~t4mcIOg [hl') abuse. 



77 

is repeatedly raped by whites. On the ship from Africa, Sethe's mother 

and her care-giver, Nan, "were taken up many times by the crew." 196 

Sethe's mother killed the baby from a crewman, "the one from the crew 

she threw away on the island," Nan tells Sethe: "The others from more 

whites she also threw away. Without names she threw them. You she gave 

the name of the black man. Sht:: put her arms around him. The others she 

did not put her anns around. Never. Never. Telling you. l am teHing 

you, small girl Sethe." 197 The only act of rebellion and control Sethe's 

mother could exercise was to instill meaning in a gesture insignificant in 

the eyes of the white men: whether or not she embraced them when they 

raped her; and to kill their bastard children. 198 

Sethe yearns to send her children someplace ~afe. The only safe 

place she sees, as schoolteacher approaches, is death. She wanted, in a 

perverse twist of logic, "to out hUTt the hurter. Il 199 Sethe asserts that 

"nobody on this earth would li st her daughter's characteristics on the 

animal side of the paper."200 She "collected every bit of life she had 

made, all the parts of her that were precious and fine and beautiful, and 

carried, pushed, dragged them through the veil, out, away, over there 

where no one could hurt them. Over there. Outside this place, where they 

would be safe."20 l "Over there" is, of course, death. The possibility of 

freedom in death is the only home that the whites and the slave system 

196 Ibid .. p. 62. 
197 Ibid. 

198 See The Amenc:!n Slave, op. ca., and The Suppressed Book About Slaverv, op. cir.. 
for dire~t a~counts of how white slaveowners would mpe slave women then sell the 
~hlldren. thereby keepmg the slave market alive with their own offspnng. 

199 ~Iomson. Beloveg .. p. 251. 
200 IbId. 

201 Ibid .. p. 163. 
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cannot penetrate and corrupt. To Paul D who questions her action she 

explains, ""1 stopped him [schoolteacher] .... 1 took and put my babies 

where they'd he safe. ""202 Paul D sees the paradox, which takes on cruel 

and brutal proportions in his mind, of Sethe's love. On the one hand, she 

"talked about love like any other WOIY ln," but "what she meant cou Id 

c1eave the bone. This here Sethe talked about safety with a h:mdsaw,<"!(B 

In killing her own child, Sethe reappropriates from the whites and l'rom 

the slave system the control over her own body and children, an examplc 

of slavery's perversion of moral systems. 

Slavery also debases one's relationship to oncself. Repeatedly, the 

characters of the novel find themselves physically falling apart. When 

Sethe is being beaten by schoolteacher at Sweet Home, she bites her longue: 

"Bit a piece of my tongue off when they epened my back. It was hanging 

by a shred. 1 didn't mean to. Clamped down on it, it come right off. 1 

thought, Good God, l'm going to eat myself up."204 Unable to fight 

outwardly, Sethe abuses herself. She considers whites' control over blacks 

far worse than "drag[ging] the teeth of that saw under the little chlll; 

[feeling] the baby blood pl'mp hke oil in her hands .. , . 

. . . worse than that -- far worse r was the faet] that anybody white 
could take your whole self for anything that came to mind. Not Just 
work. kill, or maim you, but dirty you. Dirty you so bad you 
couldn't like yourself anymore. Dirty you so bad you forgot who 
you were and couldn't think it up,205 

This self-hatred infects Paul D as weil. Totally submissive to Belovcd's 

sexual directives, he contemplates his laek of resolve: 

202 IbId., p. 164. 
203 Ibid. 
"'04 Ib'd "02 - 1 ., p. _ . 
205 Ibid., p. 251. 

, 
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His strength had Iain in knowing that schoolteacher was wrong. Now 
he wondered .... If schoolteacher was right it explJined how he had 
come to be a rag doll -- picked up and put back down anywhere any 
time by a girl young enough to be his daughter. Fucking her when 
he WaS convinced he didn't want to.206 

Paul D's sense of self wobbles on the abyss that schoolteaeher tried to send 

him over -- years of being told one is an animal may finally he intemalized 

and accepted. 

Beloved's fear of fragmentation is real for she was literally and 

physically fragmented by the slice of the handsaw across her throat. In 

faet, Sethe is left holding onto her child's head so that it won't fall off after 

she killed her. When Beloved suddenly and unexpeetedly loses a tooth, she 

believes that "pieces of her would drop maybe one at a time, mayhe aIl at 

once . . . . Among the things she could not remember was when she first 

knew that she eould wake up any day and find herself in pieces. "207 

Bdoved's desire is to make Sethe pay for the handsaw by feeding off of 

Sethe to make herself who le again. Sethe, eager "to make up for the 

handsaw,"208 bends to Beloved's every whim. Denver realizes that "the 

players were altered."209 

Then it seemed to Denver the thing was done: Beloved bending over 
Sethe looked the mother, Sethe the teething child, for other than 
thûse times when Beloved needed her, Sethe confined herself to a 
corner chair. The bigger 8eloved go t, the smaller Sethe beeame: the 
brighter 8eloved's eyes, the more those eyes that used never to look 
away beeame slits of sleeplessness. Sethe no longer combed her hair 
or splashed her face with water. She sat in the chair lieking her lips 
like a chastised child while Beloved ate up her life, took it, swelled 

206 Ibid .• p. 1'26. 
207 ibid .. p. 133. 
20S Ibid .• p. 251. 
'209 Ibid .• p. 241. 
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up with it, grew taller on it. And the oIder woman yielded it up 
without a murmur.21 0 
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Denver had originally protected Beloved from her mother. entcrtaining the 

fear as she had done before Beloved arrived that her mother will somcday 

pick up a handsaw again. She finally understands that there are limits to a 

child's desire to be loved by its mother, that Sethe is now the one in 

danger. Aithough Denver does not fully understand what made her mother 

kili Beloved, she does correctly locate that something in society. 

1 love my mother but 1 know she killed one of her own daughters. 
and tender as she is with me, l'm scared of her because of it .... 1\ 11 
the time, l'm afraid the thing that happened that made it ail right for 
my mother ta kill my sister could happen aga in. 1 don't know whal 
it is, 1 don't know who il is, but there is something dse terrible 
enough to make her do it again. 1 need ta know what that thing 
might be, but 1 don't want ta. Whatever it is. it cornes from outsidc 
this house, outside the yard, and it can come right on In the yard If It 
wants to. So 1 never leave this hou se and 1 watch over the yard '10 it 
can't happen again and my mother won't have ta kIlI me too.21 1 

That "something" is slavery which cornes from "outside the yard" 111 the 

form of white people, be they schoolteacher or the supposedly bencvolent 

Mr. Bodwin. It has already "come right on in the yard" as evinccd by 

Sethe's murder of her child and the child's return as Beloved to take 

revenge. 

4.0 Reconstructing the Home from the Margins 

Denver is forced to leave her home and ask for help from the 

cornrnunity, a community WhlCh collectivcly dcspises Sethc's murder but 

believes strongly in supporting one of !ts own. Mornson Jevclops the 

"10 Ib'd "50 - 1 ., p .. .- .. 
211 Ibid .• p. 205. 



81 

strong sense of black community and culture when the community of 

women pulls together to do the only thing they know how to exorcise 

Beloved from 124. As in The Bluest Eye when the community cornes 

together for Aunt Jimmy's [uneraI, so too in Beloved do they assemble and 

summon their spiritual strength: "Sorne brought what they could and what 

they believed would work. Stuffed in apron pockets, strung around their 

necks, Iying in the space between their breasts. Others brought Christian 

faith -- as shield and sword. Most brought a little of both. "212 The 

women are motivated by an understanding of motherhood, slavery and 

children. 

Ella had been beaten every way but down. She remembered the 
bottom tee th she had Iost to the brake and the scars from the bell 
were thick as rope around her waist. She had delivered, but would 
not nurse, a hairy white thing, fathered by "the Iowest yet." It lived 
five days never making a sound. The idea of the pup coming back to 
whip her too set her jaw working, and then Ella hollered.213 

The experience of motherhood and slavery bonds Ella to Sethe. Ella 

begins the thought process that moves the novel to its end: motherhood is 

reclaimed by the mother. 

Initiallj, rvlorrison creates an image of the mother as the ultimate 

home. Ideally, the mother nourishes both physically and spiritually her 

children. When Sethe breast feeds her chi Id, the two are described as 

hitting home together. She picks up the child whom she would later kill, 

"enclosed her left nipple with two fingers of her right hand and the child 

opened her mouth. They hit home together."214 Sethe, whose milk was 

takcn from her at Sweet Home by the schooIteacher's nephews, is 

212 IbId., p. 257. 
213 lhld., pp. 258-9. 
214 IbId .. p. 94. 
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concemed with caring for and having "milk enough for ail." Outside of 

slavery she wants to make up for what she cou Id not do as a slave. She 

positions her self as everyone's caretaker or nurse -- her childrens', Paul 

D's. As Sethe tries to make dinner for Paul D, he embraces her to entice 

her to have sex, Morrison writes "There was no question but that she hat! 

milk eaough for a11."215 But having milk enough for ail threatens to 

destroy Sethe. 

Whether conceived in hate or love, children cannot claim their 

mothers in order ta survive themselves. Sethe believes that her children 

are "her best thing." She is willing ta endure anything to spare her 

children: "Whites might dirty her a11 right, but not her best thing, her 

beautiful. magical best thing -- the part of her that was clean."216 Even 

once Beloved's presence threatens to suffocate and kill her, and even after 

Beloved disappears, Sethe believes that "she was my best thing."217 It is 

only when Paul D takes her hand and tells her, ""Y ou your best thmg, 

Sethe. Vou are,"" that Sethe considers her own self. ""Me'! Me'!"" shc 

responds unbelieving.218 Sethe had originally blamed PaulO for standing 

in the way of her relationship with her daughter. She blames him for her 

not noticing immediately when Beloved first arrived on the steps of 1'24 

and drank "cup after cup of water" that indeed she was her daughter. "1 

would have known right off," thinks Sethe, "but Paul D distractcd me.'<~ 1 t) 

Paul D feels as if he and Beloved are fighting for Sethe's love and 

attention. Just when "the attention lSethe 1 and Paul D were paying to 

215 Ibid., p. 100. 
216 Ibid., p. 251. 
217 IbId., p. 273. 
218 Ibid. 
219 Ibid., p. 203. 
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themselves" was "so complete," Beloved enters the picture and pulls Sethe 

away from him.220 What Morrison suggests by having Beloved finally 

disappear, Denver leave her yard and go out into the world to find a job, 

and Sethe restored to herself with the possibility of a future with Paul D -­

""Sethe,"" Paul D tells her, ""me and you, we got more yesterday than 

anybody. We need sorne kind of tomorrow.""221 -- is that women must 

develop themselves beyond the mother-child bond. W omen cannot absorb 

the cruelty of racism to prevent their children from experiencing it. Sethe 

does not, and should not, have "milk enough for aIl." AIso, Sethe and Paul 

D are holding hands when Sethe realizes that her best part is, indeed, 

herself. This suggests that intimate, physical relationships are important 

and essential to self-realization. 

Although Morrison's primaly focus is black women and motherhood 

in relation to the collective history of black people in the United States, she 

does address the relationship between slavery and black men. Morrison 

recontextualizes the issue of the "absent black man," a condition particular 

to black families according to the reasoning of ~Ioynihan and Moyers. 

Morrison approaches the issue from the specifie perspective of one such 

"absent" black man, Paul D, and relates the lack of familial relationships in 

his life to systematic discrimination.222 Paul D calls hirnself "a walking 

man." l :!3 Walking, leaving, moving when he wants are "the oruy way[s] he 

220 Ibid., p. 130. 
,'\ lb d ")7~ -- 1., p. _ -'. 
222 For addmonal cnuques of the stereorypified black matriarch and the absent but wild 

black man, see: heU hooks, "The My th of Black Matnarc.hy" and Angela DaVIS, "Rape, 
Raclsm, ~md the My th of the Black Rapist," both ln Femmist Frameworlcs: AlternatIve 
Thcoretical Accounts of the Relations between Women and Men 2nd ediuon, Alison ~1. 
Jaggar & Paula S. Rothenberg, eds. (New York.: McGraw-Hill Book Co., 198~). 

223 Momson, Bdoved., p. ~6. 
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could convince himself that he would no longer have to sleep. pee, eat or 

swing a sledge hammer in chains."224 As a slave, he was always caught 

again after he tried to escape. "In five tries he had not had one permanent 

success. "225 Monison develops the relationship of the fugitive slave to the 

earth which acts as his only protection. "Alone, undisguised. with visible 

skin, memorable hair and no white man to protect him, he never stayed 

uncaught."226 The land is both home to him as he tries to escape slavery 

and the jail cell that confines him in the slave system. 

And in aIl those escapes he could not help being astonished by the 
beauty of the land that was not his. He hid in its breasts. tïngered its 
earth for food, clung to its banks to lap water and tried not to love il. 
On nights when the sky was personal, weak with the weight of its 
own stars, he made himself not love it. Its graveyards and low-Iying 
rivers. Or just a house -- solitary under a chinaberry tree: maybe a 
mule tethered and the light hitting its hide just so. Anything could 
stir him and he tried hard not to love il. 227 

The land is both home and mother to the slave, but like everything else in 

the black person's life, it will betray him in the end. To develop a loving 

relationship with something that one does not own and that will be taken 

away anyway, leads, as PaulO knows, to self-destruction. 

Under slavery, blacks know no home. On the plantation, safety, 

familiarity, comfort carry an emotional and psychological pricetag that 

they cannot afford. With slavery outlawed, Morrison, lik~ SmIth and 

hooks, suggests that the home blacks create is often their only haven from 

the racism that lurks "out there," beyond their home as it did beyond 

Denver's front yard. "Referring to the destructive white culture "yondcr," 

224 Ibld., p. 40. 
225 Ibld .• p. 268. 
226 Ibld. 
227 Ibld. 
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[Baby Suggs] tells the blacks gathered at the Clearing that "the only grace" 

they can have is "the grace they [can] imagine.'t228 This grace must 

eventually enter the home where a vision of the future is re-fonnulated and 

meets the present. The novel is clearly based in a belief that slavery is the 

"consummate evil of the world,'t229 an evil which, even after the Civil 

War, is inescapable both for black and white people. The novel argues for 

the necessity of people to confront the realities of a collective and 

individual past and to reformulate, within the home, a vision of black 

personhood and black family that slavery destroyed. 

228 Terry Otten. The Crime of rnnocence in the Fiction of Toni Morrison. (Columbia, 
Missoun: Univensty of Missouri Press, 1989), p. 344. 

"'''9 -- IbId .• pp. 344-5 
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1. 0 ~Jorrison's Construction of Home and Standpoint Thcory 

fn The Bluest Eye and Beloved, Morrison frames the homes in 

precise historical, political and cultural contcxts which greatly influenc~ the 

outcome of the characters' varioùs struggles. The ~haracters' childhood 

expericnces of home and their adult re-constructions of home are essential 

in the formation of identity and a sense of self. In opposition to a 

normalizing white culture, Morrison defines a particular black culture with 

strong roots in Southem black experiences, roots that are poisoned by 

slavery and the expression and intemalization of racism as a means of 

functioning in the world. She addresses the wider political issues of black 

and white relations within the United States and shows how the 

intemalization by blacks of the dominant and pervasive values of white 

culture leads to self-destruction. Only by nourishing and strengthening 

thesc roots do her characters survive and develop a strong sense of s~lf. 

Morrison works from the belief that a strong home environment is vital for 

both the individual and culture and that home does not ~imply happe n, but 

is a conscious and active choice. 

The world views in The Bluest Eve and Beloved are based in an 

undcrstanding of soclal relations also conceptualizcd by standpoint 

th\.!orists. Social relations are multi-Iavered, hierarchized according to . ~ 

race. gender. and class. In both novels, black womcn are pitted against the 

effacing backdrop of white culture. Pecola and Scthe's perspectives 

illuminate the ideological underpinnings of [he Dick and Janf sGcnario and 

slavery's far-reaching mechanisms of control. While Pecola and SClhe's 

v iews are not unbiased or disinterested, their specifie experiences provide a 

more ~ritic:.ll and objective view of systems of oppression than the 
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perspective of the oppressors such as Mr. Garner and Mr. Yacobowskl. 

Standpoint theory also conceptualizes human experience as adynamie 

intersection of forces that carry political implications in a social network. 

Alcoffs concept of "positionality" envisions race and gender. for example. 

not as essences but as tluid and active elements which partially articulate a 

specifie social location. They are mutually-intluential. In both The Bluest 

Eye and Beloved, female charaeters are molded by their experiences as 

both black people and women. Examples of this include when Pauline 

Breedlove goes to the movies and tries to adopt the appearance and attitude 

of white, female movie stars, and when Geraldine uses "bcauty" products 

with the idea of making herself more feminine and less black. In both cases 

the ideal of womanhood is based in an image of a beautlful white woman. 

Despite the differences between Pauline and Geraldine that Geraldine 

would like to enforee -- she èefines hersclf as "eolored" and people like 

Pauline as "uiggers" -- neither woman can attain the paragons of 

womanhood because of their race. Similarly, on the plantation in Bcloved. 

white motherhood is sacred while black motherhood is pervertecJ into a 

process of production. 

Standpoint theory also contends that knowledge is socially and 

historically constructed. Ir is related to human experience. In the novels, 

Morrison illuminates and validates the marginalized experiences of her 

characters so that Pecola's desire for blue eycs and Sethe's mun1er and the 

de ad child's reincarnation as 8eloved correspond logically to thelr 

knowledge of the world. It is essential to note, however. that Mornson\ 

textual incorporation of the standpoint is not an alleglance to standpolllt 

theorists, nor an unproblematic articulation of the sociological forces in 
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black experience. The paradoxes inherent in her constructions of home 

negotiate a connection between the often volatile political and historical 

backdrop and the mental and emotional state of her black characters. 

2.0 Arrican American Women's Writing and Standpoint 
Theory 

Literature by African American women has been received during the 

past 15 to 20 years by the literary establishment -- institutions of literary 

production, critique and scholarship such as publishing houses, literary and 

critical journals, universities, as weIl as the general reading public -- with 

increasing enthusiasm and critical acclaim. Although African American 

women have been publishing work in the United States since 1773 when 

Phillis Wheatley, a slave, published Poems on Various Subject. Religious. 

and Moral.230 their presence had gone largely unnoticed until the mid- to 

late-twentieth century with writers such as Toni Morrison, Alice Walker, 

Maya Angelou, Toni Cade Bambara, and the recently revived works of 

Zora Neale Hurston. Alice Walker won the Pulitzer Prize and the 

American Book Award for Fiction for her 1982 novel The Color Purole. 

The book captured the attention of a mass audience of movie-goers in the 

somewhat altered film version directed by Steven Speilberg.231 In 1988 

Toni Morrison won the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction and the National Book 

Award for her fifth novel 8eloved. With the publication of Beloved, 

Mornson was the fifst black American woman to have five novels to her 

credit. 232 Newsweek magaline devoted its cover story to Morrison in 

230 NellIe Y. McKay, "ImeIView wnh Toni ~Iorrison," ConternDorary L1lerature, vol. 24, 
no. 4 (1983), p. 413 

231 Cdie and Shugg's 1esbmn relauonship is downp1ayed to such a degree as to disappear . 
)~"'[K ., -. - .V C ,ly, p. _. 
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March 1981 -- the first time a picture of a black woman appeared on the 

coyer of the magazine in its 48 years history.233 

Accompanying this increased visibility of African American 

women's fiction have been efforts to recover work by e;arlicr African 

American women writers. Many critics and scholars have focllsed thcir 

energies on critiquing the absence of work by African American womcn in 

the literary canon and exploring the development of an African Arncricun 

woman's literary tradition.234 Revealing a history of African Arnerican 

women writing not only contextualizes contemporary work by black 

women, but also asserts their presence. Patricia Vvilliarns points out the 

necessity of identifying a historical presence, however tluid and changing. 

l, like so many blacks, have been trying to pin rnyself down in 
history, place myself in the stream of time as significant, evolved, 
present in the past, continuing into the future. To be without 
documentation is too unsustaining, too spontaneously ahistorical, too 

233 The fust issue of Newsweek appeared 10 Fcbruary 1933. 
234 Among the most not.lble of the se cntical works are Mary W.lshtngton's 1975 book 

Black-Eyed Susans: Classlc Stones By and About Black Women (New York: Am:hl)r 
Press, 1975). A connnuatloo of a study of Afncan Amencan women\ hterary tradUlOn 
appeared as Washington's 1987 book Invented LIves: :"larrative" of Black Women, 
1860-1960 (~ew York: Anchor Press, 1987). Other works mclude Barbura Chn')uan\ 
1980 book Black Women NovelillLDevelopment of il Tmdiuon 1892-1976 (W èstport. 
CT: Greenwood Press, 1980), and ylaIJone Pryse and Hortense Splller~' book 
ConJunng: Black Women, Flctlon and LIterarv Tradltlon (Bloommg ton: UnlVer'iltyor 
Indiana Press, 1985). In addItlon there IS Glona T Hull, Patracla Bdl Scott ,md Barhara 
Srnith's 1982 book Ail the Wnmen Are WhIte, Ail the Blacb Arc vkn. And I:)nrnc nf 
Us Are Brave (Old Westbury, 0iY Femmlst Press, 1982), 

Also, many Atncan Amencan W0men wnters and cnlIcs have noted the pO)ltlve 
ma01lineal relauonshlp that seems to eXIst between black women wn!er'i and lhelr 
foremothers -- a contra~t to the literary paternlclde that cnuc', \uch a') Bloorn ,md evcn 
black wnters such as Wnght have noted that must occur before a malt: wnter tully 
realizes and achleves his own lllcrary voice. Sec Henry loUIS Gate~, Jr, cd ReadIng 
Fernmist. Readin~ Black, op. CIt., and ~l1ary Helen Wlli.hmgton Invented LIve'). op cn , 
for more on the maternal reiatlOnShlp between Afncan Amencan worncn wnter'). 



dangerously malle able in the hands of those who would rewrite not 
merely the pa st but my future as wel1.235 
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Locating a tradition of black women writing in the United States is Ilot to 

establish an exclusive canon of works by African American women which 

would counter the present canon dominated by white men. It is a political 

act whil~h answers the question, where were America's black women 

writers? rvlary Washington caUs her book Invented Lives: Narratives of 

Black Women 1860-1960 a "task of reconstruction" that is both 

informative and politica1.236 

As we continue the work of reconstructing a literary history that 
insists on black women as central to that history, as we reject the old 
male-dominated accounts of history, refusing to be cramped into the 
little space men have ?.llotted women, we should be aware that this is 
an aet of enlightenment, not simply repudiation.237 

Washington's Invented Lives and the anthology she ~dited, B lack-Eyed 

Susans i along with Toni Cade's anthology The Black Woman played pivatol 

roles in introducing black women's work not only to the general reading 

public, but also ta university course lists.238 

235 PatricIa 1. Williams, "On Being the Object of Property," Signs, vol. 14, no. 1, (1988), 
p. l. 

236 Mary Helen Washington, Invented Lives: Narratives of Black Women l8W-1960 
(New York: Anchor Press/Doubleday & Co., Inc., 1987), p. xxv. 

"37 Ib'd .. - 1 ., p.XXVll. 

238 See Mary Helen Washington Black-Eyed Susans, op. Clt. and Tom Cade, ]Jl~..lUil~.k 
Woman (New York: New American Llbrary, 1970). Other Important works on 
African Amencan women writers and black feminist literary theory include: Hazel V. 
Carby, Reconstructing Womanhood: The Emer2ence of the Afro-AmenÇill! Woman 
Novelist (New York: Oxford U. P., 1987); Barbara Chnstian, Black Femmi.,t Cnuclsm 
(New York: Pergamon Press, 1985) and Black Women Wnters; The Development of a 
Tradition op. Clt. ; Roseann Bell, Benye Parker, and Beverly Guy-Sheftall, cds. ~ 
Black Brid~es: Visions of Black Women in Literature (New York: Anchor Pre ... ~, 
1979). Henry Louis Gates, Jr. ed., Readin~ Black. Readin~ Femml')t: A Cnncal 
Antholo~y (New York: Meridian/Pengum Books, 1990). Cherrfe Moraga and Glona 
Anzaldua, eds. This Bndge Called My Back: Wntmgs by Radical Women of Color 
(Watertown, MA: Persephone Press, 1981); Man Evans, cd. Black Women Wrners. 
1950-1980: A COncal Evalyation (New York: Anchor Pres'), 1984); Glona Hull. 
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The increased visibility of contemporary African American women 

writers corr.bined with the history of black women writing in the United 

States raises the question of what, indeed, makes literature by black women 

unique. First, black women's literature has been primarily about black 

people, especially black women. And second, their work cornes from the 

standpoint of being an African American woman. Hortense Spillers notes 

that 

black women writers are likely to agree on one point: whatever the 
portrayal of a female character yields, it will be rendered from the 
point of view of one who se eyes are not alien to the humanity in 
front of them. What we can safely assume, then, is that black women 
write as partisans to a particular historical order -- their own, the 
black and female one, with its hideous strictures against literarcy and 
its subtle activities of censorship even now against words and deedf, 
that would deny or defy the black woman myth. What we can 
assume with less confidence is that their partisanship ... will yield a 
synonymity of conclusions.239 

Spillers connects the particular standpoint of a black American woman to 

her particular vision as a writer. She avoids making any sweeping 

generalizations about aIl black women writers. Claudia Tate locates the 

black women writer's standpoint as one whkh offers "an angle of vision .. 

. to see what white people. especially males, seldom see. With one 

penetrating glance they eut through layers of institutionalized racism and 

sexism and uncover a core of social contradictions and intimate dilemmas 

which plague aIl of us, regardless of our race or gender. Through their art 

Patricia Bell Scott, and Barbara Smith, eds., But Sorne of Us Are Brave op. cit.; Barbara 
Smith, ed. Home Girls: A Black Fernmist Antholol:ï op. cit.; Cheryl A. Wall, ed. 
Çhao~n~ Our Qwn WQrds; Essa,ys on Cnticsm. Therny and Writine by Black Women 
(New BrunswIck and London: Rutgers U.P., 1989); Alice Walker, In Search Qf....Qm: 
MQthers' Gardems (San Diego: Harcourt, Brace, Jovanovich, 1983). 

239 Hortense Spillers, "A Hateful PaSSIOn, A Lost Love," ln Feminist Issues in Literary 
SchQlarship Shen Benstock, ed. (Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University 
Press, 1987), p. 185. 
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they share their vision of possible resolution with those who cannot 

see."240 Tate suggests that African AmerÏran women's fiction may œ one 

space in which ta "reinvent onself as other," or to "expand [ane'sj 

constricted eye" as did Pratt. It is one place to begin ta comprehend the 

implications of racial and sexual difference in a racist and sexist ~ocicty, 

and ta envision ways to end oppression. In The Bluest Eye and 13flovcd, 

Morrison clearly offers a world view that sees what dominant perspectives 

fail ta include. The homes in the novels emerge from marginalized 

experiences and must be understood within that specifie context. This 

vision makes demands on the reader who does not share this understanding. 

Cora Kaplan has argued for an increased responsibility of the reader. 

She contends that a literary text must be understood within the history, 

politics and culture in which it was produced. As an expatriate teaching in 

London, she confronts the specifie problem of teaching texts by black 

American ~lJthors ta students removed geographically, historically, 

culturally, from the historical context of race relations in the United States. 

She argues that 

We need ta integrate these texts [texts by Black American authors j into 
current debntes on race and culture but our appropriative reading 
must be a political one, cOImecting rather than blurring distinctions 
between cultures. In arder for it ta be more lhan another ideological 
bleaching of the text into an all-purpose human gannent, it must come 
out of a specifie understanding of the other cultural moment and 
histories in which it was written, published and read.241 

240 Claudia Tate, "Introducnon" to Black Women Writerc; at Work Claudia Tate, ed. 
(New York: Continuum, 1983), p. x.vi. 

241 Cora Kaplan, "Keeping the Color in The Color Purple," ln Sea Chan!.!es; ES5lJYS on 
ÇLllture and Feminism (London: Verso, 1986), p. 178. 



• 

94 

Kaplan illuminates the connection, emphasized by standpoint theorists, 

between the way we think and the "economic, political and ideological 

levels" which enforce that thinking. In order to emphasize the necessity of 

understanding the contexts out of whkh texts emerge, Kaplan cites the 

recent work by such black women American writers as Toni Morrison, 

Ntsozak~ Shange, Sonia Sanchez, Carolyn Rodgers, Toni Cade Bambara, 

Audre Lorde, Faule Marshall, Nikki Giovanni, Lucille Clifton and Alice 

Walker. The work of these women 

speaks into and out of contemporary debates with complex and 
contradictory histories. Moreover many, even most, of the se novelists 
have not chosen updated versions of c1assical realist fonns for their 
writing, so that even if one was lazy enough ta rely on the fictionat 
text to provide its own historical context. these new fictions refuse that 
project. TIlese novelists dialogize the languages, Black and white, in 
which race, class and genJer have been discussed in America. but they 
demand ta he read intertextually with other discourses, other fictions 
as part of a wider debate.242 

Kaplan caUs for a "three dimensional, diachronic and dialectical manner" 

of reading243 to avoid "teaching and thinking about these texts in an 

unintentionally imperialist lens, conflating their progressive poli tics with 

our own agendas, interpreting their versions of humanism through the 

historical evolution of our own. "244 Dnly by pulling apart the multi­

layered network of social relations and struggling to see and leam from the 

numerous positionalities inherent within will reading become an active and 

political project. 

S tandpoint theorists such as Sandra Harding and Linda Alcoff, 

literary scholars such as Cora Kaplan, Hortense Spillers and Mary 

:!-+2 Ibid .• pp. 181-82. 
2-+3 Ibid., p. 187. 
2-+4 Ibid., p. 177 . 
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W1shington, and African Amp.rican women writers such as Toni Morrison, 

each, from their particular area of focus (the social sciences. litcrary 

criticism and theory, and fiction), beate knowledge within human 

experienees and human lives. J fiction is understood, in many instances, to 

reereate a specifie sociai and historical experience in relation to a fictional 

character, then perhaps fieiton may be understood to be a form of 

knowledge. It is here where fiction may play a particulary vital role in the 

projects of fe'llinist standpoint theorists because, to access the knowledgc 

within a fictional text or upon which a work of fiction is based, a reader 

must actively employ the imagination. In a study of differences among 

women and exclusion within feminist thought, Elizabeth Spellman isolates 

the powerful roie of the imagination: 

Imagination isn't enough, but it is necessary. Indeed, it is a crucial 
starting point: because 1 have not experienced what the other has, so 
unless 1 can imagine her having pain or her having pleasure 1 can't be 
moved to try to help put an end to her pain or to understand Just what 
her pleasures are. Against the odd~ 1 must try to think and feel my 
way into her world, a world that 1 do not know now, and surely 
cannot come ta know ovemight; and so, given what l do know, 1 try 
ta imagine what her world is Hke. Imagination in this context thus 
marks at one and the same moment my similarity to another woman 
and my difference from her: it is because we bath are human, maybe 
even because we both are women, that 1 dare to imagine, am required 
to image, that we share something in common - e.g., that it is 
horrible to be subject to physical and psychological violence. 
Precisely because as far as 1 know we are quite different from ~ach 
other, 1 must use my imagination to try to enter her world, try to see 
the world the way she sees it.245 

Spellman suggests that knowledge without imagination is insufficient. 

Trying to "think and feel [one's] way" into the world of .mother woman or 

245 Elizabeth Spellman, Tnessential Woman: Problems of Exclusion 10 F~mJn15t 
Thou~ht (Boston: Beacon Press, 1988), p. 179. 
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into a work of fiction is a conscious choice which is activated initially by 

the use of the imagination. Envisioned as a space to "reinvent oneself as 

other," to use Sandra Harding's phrase, fiction carries tremendous political 

potential. Fiction by African American women writers exposes oppressive 

systems from the point r f view of those harm('d by such systems and 

explores the psychological complexity of a character in relation to a larger 

oppressive system. The fictional element and the the:oretical underpinnings 

of a work emerge out of a specific history and expeO\~nce. 

3.0 The Novel as Home 

Finally, it would be interesting to consider the fictional text as a 

possible home. 1 have used the home as a category of analysis within a 

text. How does the text itself, however, function as ,1\ home -- either 

rejecting differences as did Pratt's childhood home, or acti,r~g as a positive 

site of resistance to systems of oppression as did Smith and hooks' homes? 

Depending upon the reader, the text may play both these raies at different 

times. Is the process of reading a search for a comfortable environment or 

does it demand a radical re-evaluation of one's assumptions about social 

relations? Questions such as these may infonn a process of reading based 

in the concept of the standpoint. 
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