How is Black Culture Represented in Toni Morrison’s Beloved?
Toni Morrison’s 1987 novel Beloved attempts to explore a number of key issues prevalent in post-colonial literature. Firstly, the novel is concerned about the fragmentary nature of memory, and breaks with the logic of traditional narrative development. Because the novel’s main concern is about the historical persistence of slavery in black history, the linguistic and structural form of the work is of especial importance. The book is heavily reliant upon memories and, while the actual narrative is concerned about the movement of black communities from the status of enslavement to that of freedom, Morrison is fully aware that the political and social environment at the time was considerably more complex. The character Beloved is referred to in order to represent this and, while in more traditional novels the character would have been lost as soon as she died, in Beloved, the style comes to represent the burden of the past. There are many references by characters to the permanence of history: “All of it is now… it is always now. There will never be a time when I am not crouching and watching others who are crouching too. I am always crouching" [1] , "The future was sunset; the past something to leave behind. And if it didn't stay behind, well, you might have to stomp it out. Slave life; freed life-every day was a test and a trial. Nothing could be counted on in a world where even when you were a solution you were a problem" [2] and, about Sethe, “Loaded with the past and hungry for more, it left her no room to imagine, let alone plan for, the next day"” [3] . As such, history is not consigned as it traditionally is to the past. Because of this, simply because black characters are emancipated does not mean that they truly are, because they have to live with the echoes of their own troubled pasts as though they are now. Linguistically, this is echoed by the style of the novel, in which Beloved speaks in present tense as she haunts the characters within the book. Kubitschek comments that “Beloved sees only the past when she looks at the present. She cannot comprehend Sethe's attack on Mr. Bodwin as protective of her and Denver” [4] . This interconnection between the past and the present is precisely what Toni Morrison appears to be primarily concerned about. Indeed, this is echoed by the style in which the novel is constructed, and the series of memories which haunt Sethe proves to be a perfect encapsulation of the inability to move beyond a “haunted” past without dealing with and embracing its horror. Indeed, Beloved’s haunting, especially when Sethe is welcomed back into the community by Ella, Beloved leaves the house and no longer attacks and influences her present in such a dangerous manner.

The fragmentary nature of Morrison’s book is also concerned about the relationship between black slavery and the black heritage which was obliterated by it. This is seen by Morrison as being ostracised from the mother. Beloved eventually comes to represent this mother for Sethe. This erasure is commented upon a number of times. Firstly, when Sethe’s mother is lynched and burned, the ritual scars of her heritage are also removed; as such, symbolically, her heritage before slavery has been usurped and destroyed by the cultural injustices of slavery. Secondly, Sethe recounts the “Words Sethe understood then but could neither recall nor repeat now. She believed that must be why she remembered so little before Sweet Home. . . . What Nan told her she had forgotten, along with the language she told it in. The same language her ma'am spoke, and which would never come back" [5] . As such, language and symbolism becomes very important to the text. In addition, the “experimental” style in which the book is composed becomes a way to redress that balance; in essence, Morrison attempts to locate what has been erased by writing in ways which are foreign to the dominant tongue. Indeed, when describing and giving dialogue from Beloved, it is almost as though she is attempting to reformulate and recapture this “same language her ma’am spoke, and which would never come back”. The experimental style of the novel echoes this attempt to capture this ancient heritage and dignity that has been so irrevocably destroyed by slavery.

Beloved \also offers a critique of motherhood and the affinity with the traditional roles of motherhood. Instead, the book is suggestive of branching out from these constraints. Indeed, much of motherhood is perceived as a cruelty by Morrison: Baby Suggs loses all of her children, and Sethe is haunted by Beloved. However, Morrison also argues that motherhood will eventually save black culture from slavery, but not in the traditional sense of the work mother. Instead, the heritage of motherhood passed down from generation to generation will provide redemption as it does in the book with Sethe, but should not define women. To be truly emancipated, Sethe has to embrace Baby Sugg’s religion and become, as Paul D suggests in the novel, her own “best thing” [6] . As such, Morrison eschews the traditional dichotomy of motherhood, either that it represents the truest state for emancipation, or that it should be avoided on grounds that it is constrictive and oppressive to the mother. Instead, she allows for motherhood to be just as liberating as an absence of motherhood and, at the same time, challenges the prevalent and racist view at the time that African-American mothers were lazy and misguided.

Overall, Beloved is a challenging book in many ways. Linguistically and structurally, it challenges the mechanisms of traditional language by incorporating a series of fragmentary, flashbacks. This serves the purpose in the book to subjectivise history: instead of history being a simple story of the emancipation of black culture, the book’s primary concern is the various impacts that this has had upon the psyche. Additionally, this subjective view of history also allows for a critique of slavery’s symbolic and literary erasure of black culture via its subjugation of black culture. Its themes on motherhood manage to tread the thin line between an appreciation of motherhood’s healing effects, while avoiding the moralist and traditionalist view that women should be defined by their motherhood.
