
Toni Morrison’s Beloved: Ideas for the Second Day 

 

Part II of Beloved is much shorter than Part I, and has relatively little plot development compared to both 

parts I and III. Yet, as Jared Stark suggests, it may be the most complex and difficult part of the book – especially 

after the prose breaks down and punctuation eventually disappears between pages 236-256. After spending 

Wednesday (Day 1) on historical background and the kinds of close-reading exercises suggested by Laura, I will 

probably use our Friday (Day 2) class primarily to continue drawing out themes from Parts I and II, and perhaps 

have students link these themes to other texts we have read. There is certainly enough in the first 250 pages to cover 

in two days. I do, however, also intend to have students try to tackle the “stream of consciousness” sections so we 

can discuss both the importance of these passages and the reasons why Morrison may have presented them in this 

way. 

 

Topics for Discussion: 

 

I.) Imagining Suffering 

 Before Spring Break, Prof. Brunello started his lecture on Freedom with John Lennon asking us to imagine 

a world of peace, harmony, and sharing (it’s easy if you try!). But Toni Morrison is asking us to imagine a very 

different world. Unfortunately, like the world described by Elie Wiesel, it is one that actually existed for millions of 

people in the not too distant past. How do both of these authors help us imagine? How effectively? Can we ever feel 

what it must have been like to walk in their (or their characters’) shoes?  

 

II.) The Constraints of Language 

 In Beloved, the suffering of characters sometimes seems to be relieved through confession or recounting of 

traumatic experiences in words, but at other times talking seems to be much less helpful: either experiences are far 

too painful for words – or words are too inadequate to describe them. After page 236, the language of the book itself 

begins to break down. Why would Toni Morrison present significant sections of the text without any punctuation, 

attribution, or description of the characters’ movements or expressions?  

 

 a.) In these sections there is no longer an omniscient narrator making rational sense of their thoughts – now  

we are inside their heads and see their sufferings directly! 

b.) Have the class read some of the text out loud; without punctuation it sounds manic and desperate. This  

stream-of-consciousness language exhibits the depths of the characters’ obsessions – they seem to 

have very little rational control. 

 c.) This section resembles “automatic writing” – Surrealist writers, such as Andre Breton, developed a  

technique called “automatic writing” in the 1920s. The main idea: by clearing your mind and 

suspending all rational censorship, you can gain some access to your unconscious and your true, 

unfettered creative spirit. Breton was strongly influenced by Freud, and he viewed the unconscious 

‘Id’ as being repressed by the rational ‘Ego’. Unlike Freud, however, Breton’s goal was not to use 

therapy to strengthen the rational Ego against the demands of the Id, but instead to help us train 

ourselves to let these unconscious thoughts and desires escape in a creative way.  

 

  If you are interested in exploring this connection, you might have your students try the following  

experiment: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

You can either have students read excerpts of their work, or just have them talk about the character 

of what they wrote. Some students will not be able to suspend their conscious censorship. Others 

will produce texts that seem to confirm Breton’s expectations: writing that is illogical, but also 

surprising and often insightful. 

 

 

Take out a blank piece of paper. Start writing now. Write quickly. Do not stop moving your 

pencil or pen until you are finished. If you do stop by accident, begin again with the first 

random word that comes to mind. Do not worry about punctuation or grammar, or even about 

making sense. I will tell you when to stop. 



 

Regardless of whether you experiment with automatic writing, it may be useful to get the class thinking about how 

these “unspoken, unspeakable thoughts” reflect the deep desires of the main characters at that moment in time. You 

might divide up the class and have them look at the different sections in the voice of Sethe, Denver, and Beloved, or 

the last of the sections (which seems to be a mixture of the voices). In the depths of their souls (unconscious), what 

does each of the main characters really want – especially from each other? What are their core fears and desires? 

 

III.) Freedom, Emancipation, and Choice 

a.) Paul D. arrives in Cincinnati in 1873 – eight years after the “freeing” of the slaves. How free are Paul  

and Sethe? What forces still oppress them? 

   - racism, public opinion/shame, memories/guilt/trauma, economic circumstances 

   - p. 63 & 78 (second par.) – Black men are harassed on the run even after the war 

 

 b.) Is Professor Brunello’s description of ‘internal’ vs. ‘external’ freedom useful here? How much  

internal and external freedom do the main characters possess at Sweet Home? What about later in 

Cincinnati? 

 

c.) In our own discussions of power, we have occasionally referred to French and Raven’s five forms of  

interpersonal power: 

• Reward power – Power based on an agent’s ability to control rewards that a target wants.  

• Coercive power – Power that is based on an agent’s ability to cause an unpleasant experience for  

a target.  

• Legitimate power – Power that is based on position and mutual agreement; agent and target agree  

that the agent has the right to influence the target.  

• Referent power – An elusive power that is based on interpersonal attraction.  

• Expert power – The power that exists when an agent has information or knowledge that the target  

needs.  

 

  - What forms of power result in the oppression or stifling of the freedom of the main characters in  

Beloved? Cite specific examples! Are there any examples of people using their power 

ethically – i.e.: to help “empower” others?  

 

 d.) According to Aung San Suu Kyi, “It is not power that corrupts, but fear. Fear of losing power corrupts  

those who wield it and fear of the scourge of power corrupts those who are subject to it.” To what 

degree is this true for the main characters in Beloved? Can a person deprived of power still lead a 

humane, moral, and dignified life? 

 

Read and discuss quote on page 234:  “Whitepeople believed that whatever the manners, under 

every dark skin was a jungle. Swift unnavigable waters, swinging screaming baboons, sleeping 

snakes, red gums ready for their sweet white blood… But it wasn’t the jungle blacks brought with 

them to this place from the other (livable) place. It was the jungle whitefolks planted in them. And 

it drew. It spread. In, through and after life, it spread, until it invaded the whites who had made it. 

Touched them every one. Changed and altered them. Made them bloody, silly, worse than even 

they wanted to be, so scared were they of the jungle they had made. The screaming baboon lived 

under their own white skin; the red gums were their own.” 

 

  - But what about Halle working to save his mother? 

 

 

 e.) In his recent lecture at Eckerd College, the Holocaust scholar Lawrence Langer discussed the  

“choiceless choices” faced by many concentration camp inmates who had to make decisions not 

between better and worse options, but between options that were all unspeakably horrible. In 

looking back on such circumstances, Langer argues, it is grossly unfair to judge these “non-

choices” by our own standards of right and wrong. Does the notion of “choiceless choice” give 

insight into the actions of characters such as Sethe and Paul D.? 

 



IV.) Love and Freedom 

 - Is love generally a freeing or confining force for the main characters of Beloved? 

  - p. 215 – Sethe: “Whatever is going on outside my door ain’t for me. The world is in this room.  

This here’s all there is and all there needs to be.” 

  - p. 218 – Stamp Paid, after his wife was taken by his master: “With that gift he decided that he  

didn’t owe anybody anything. Whatever his obligations were, that act paid them off. He 

thought it would make him rambunctious, renegade – a drunkard even, the debtlessness, 

and in a way it did. But there was nothing to do with it. Work well; work poorly. Work a 

little; work not at all. Make sense; make none. Sleep, wake up; like somebody, dislike 

others. It didn’t seem much of a way to live and it brought him no satisfaction.”    

  - p. 261 – Paul D.: “Passing by that woman’s life, getting in it and letting it get in him had set him  

up for this fall. Wanting t live out his life with a whole woman was new, and losing the 

feeling of it made him want to cry and think deep thoughts that struck nothing solid. 

When he was drifting, thinking only about the next meal and night’s sleep, when 

everything was packed tight in his chest, he had no sense of failure, of things not working 

out. Anything that worked at all worked out…” 

  - p. 236 Sethe: “Beloved, she my daughter. She mine.” 

  

 - Is love generally freeing or confining in our own lives? Is being in a committed, monogamous  

relationship as “freeing” as being able to choose or reject sexual/love partners on a whim? Are  

we really freed by an indissoluble bond of holy matrimony that no man may put asunder? 

 

- Is the possessiveness of Sethe, Denver, and Beloved all that different from that of slave masters? 

 

- Play or read Sting’s “If You Love Somebody, Set Them Free”? Does this idea make sense? Do we really  

want to be “set free” by our significant others, or do we want them to be a shelter or safe harbor  

for us from the world? 

 

Other Themes: 

1.) Good Slavemasters/Bad Slavemasters (or Good Whites/Bad Whites): Is there a real difference between the  

Garners and schoolteacher (or even the Bodwins)? Or Amy Denver? How are African-Americans 

objectified even by the “best” white characters? 

 - p. 12 – Garner brags about his “Sweet Home Men” to show off his own superiority to other slaveowners 

- p. 222 – Sethe claims that it’s not worth discriminating between good or bad whitepeople 

 - p. 300 – The Bodwin’s and their statue: “At Yo’ Service!” 

 - Why does Morrison use “whitepeople” as one word? 

 

2.) Masculinity: In a book primarily about the relationship between Sethe, Denver, and Beloved, men and their own  

battles against their past (and themselves) nonetheless play a key role. 

 - Men and lust: Are men rational creatures or slaves to their biological urges? 

  - p. 12 – Sweet Home Men so lust after Sethe that they had taken to calves 

  - p. 151 – after not being able to resist Beloved, Paul D. comes to tell Sethe “I am not a man.” 

 

 - Men and power (or lack of it): 

 - p. 81 – Paul D. explains Halle’s breakdown after watching Sethe be abused: “A man ain’t a  

goddamn ax. Chopping, hacking, busting every goddamn minute of the day. Things get to 

him. Things he can’t chop down because they’re inside.”  

 - p.85-6 – Paul D. remembering his impotence as bound up slave compared to the rooster 

 

- Sethe’s view of men: 

  - p. 26 – A man was nothing but a man – first treated you well, then studied your scars, then tore  

up your house 

  - p. 30 – Halle was more like a brother than a husband. His care suggested a family relationship  

rather than a man’s laying claim 



Name: _______________________ 
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Quiz on Beloved 

 

1.) Do Sethe and Amy Denver have anything in common about their situation? In what ways are they different?   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2.) How does Baby Suggs become important to the Black community in Cincinnati, and why does this importance 

fade after a short time? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3.) What seems to have prevented Halle from meeting Sethe and escaping from Sweet Home alongside her? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4.) What happens to “the ghost” after Paul D. arrives at 124? Why? In what form will it eventually return? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5.) Who is “schoolteacher” and how does he affect the main characters for better or worse?



Selected Character List for Beloved 

 

 

Sweet Home: 
 

 

The Masters:  Mr. Garner = Mrs. Garner   schoolteacher (Mrs. Garner’s brother-in-law) 

 

 

 

Baby Suggs (Jenny Whitlow) 

 

The Slaves:   
Halle Suggs  =  Sethe  Paul D.  Paul F.  Paul A.  Sixo 

 

    

    

  

The Children:          Howard   Buglar  Denver  (Beloved) 

 

 

 

 

Other major characters: 

 

• Amy Denver – Young while girl who escapes from a brutal indentured servitude to start a quest to get velvet in Boston. She meets a pregnant, dying,  

and on-the-run Sethe by the Ohio river and helps her to give birth. 

 

• Stamp Paid (Joshua) – Former slave who began helping escaped slaves cross into “free” Ohio. He tells Paul D. about Sethe’s past, but regrets it  

very soon afterward. 

 

• The Bodwins – Brother and sister Quaker abolitionists who help Sethe find a home and then defend herself in court. 

 

• Ella – A former slave who helps Sethe to get settled in Cincinnati. She decides at the end to help Sethe by trying to exorcise Beloved from 124. 

 


