
Beloved 

Discussion starters: 

 

What is Beloved?  Is it about freedom?  If so, what kind?  Is it about reconciling with the 

past?  Is it about infanticide?  Is it about showing humanity?  Is it about struggle?  Is it 

about dreams?  Is it a ghost story?  

 

Over 143 years have passed since the end of slavery in America.  Is slavery still an issue 

in today’s society?  If so, what are the lasting effects from slavery?  How have 

Americans, white, black, and everywhere in between, dealt with the scars?  Why does 

this topic evoke such emotional and deep-seeded responses from African Americans? 

from whites?  Do you think these visceral feelings are founded?  Is there ever a time 

when history becomes history -- what happens to us as whites, African Americans, 

Americans, or just plain humans, if, and when, that happens?    

 

Contemporary issues with regard to race (I tried to get as local as possible, using the 

St. Petersburg Times) 

 

Florida and its role in the slavery apology debate 

Florida apologizes for slavery, 3/26/08 

http://www.tampabay.com/news/politics/state/article432823.ece 

 

Editorial, 3/28/08 

http://www.tampabay.com/opinion/editorials/article435306.ece 

 

Letters to the Editor, 3/28/08 

http://www.tampabay.com/opinion/letters/article435318.ece 

 

Changing State Song, 4/4/08 

http://www.tampabay.com/news/politics/state/article443217.ece 

 

 

Other articles relating to apologies for slavery 

Virginia apologizes, 2/25/07 

http://www.sptimes.com/2007/02/25/Worldandnation/Va_Assembly_apologize.shtml 

 

General discussion on apologies, 3/9/07 

http://www.sptimes.com/2007/03/09/Worldandnation/Trying_to_atone__Poli.shtml 

 

Episcopal Church to apologize, 6/3/06 

http://www.sptimes.com/2006/06/03/Northpinellas/Church_to_consider_re.shtml 

 

JP Morgan apologizes for slaves, 1/21/05 

http://www.sptimes.com/2005/01/21/Business/Business_Today.shtml 

 

 



 

 

Race in America today 

There are quite a few opportunities to bring the discussion of race in America today into 

your classroom.  Barack Obama’s speech in Philadelphia on March 18 that is sure to be 

dissected and discussed for many years with regard to facing the racial divide in our 

country.  The entire speech can be accessed at: 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pWe7wTVbLUU 

Here it is in text form: 

http://www.sfgate.com/cgi-bin/blogs/sfgate/detail?blogid=14&entry_id=25009 

 

I think it is worth noting that this speech, which runs at just under 40 minutes, has been 

watched on youtube.com over 4 million times. 

You probably don’t want to use the whole speech – there just isn’t time – however, there 

is a good breaking point at 9 minutes, 11 seconds. 

 

Some noteworthy responses to his speech: 

San Francisco Chronicle:  

http://www.sfgate.com/cgi-

bin/article.cgi?f=/c/a/2008/03/30/MNIBVQS0Q.DTL&hw=obama+speech+response&sn

=012&sc=163 

 

Washington Post: 

http://blog.washingtonpost.com/the-

trail/2008/03/28/rice_responds_to_obamas_race_s_1.html 

 

US News and World Report: 

http://www.usnews.com/articles/news/campaign-2008/2008/03/18/obamas-race-speech-

heralded-as-historic.html 

 

 

Also, this year marks the 40
th

 anniversary of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.’s death.  Some 

noteworthy articles that tie current racial issues to his legacy include: 

 

http://www.tampabay.com/opinion/columns/article442401.ece 

 

http://www.tampabay.com/features/media/article443845.ece 

 

 

So What? 

So, what to do with all of this?  What does it all mean?  And how does this fit with Toni 

Morrison’s work, Beloved? 

 

 

 

 



Background: 

Just to get started, I am sure all of you know in 2006, Beloved was voted “the single best 

work of American fiction published in the last twenty five years”  by scholars in a survey 

by the New York Times.  

This is the initial review of Beloved from the New York Times on September 13, 1987 

(this is a pretty insightful review): 

http://query.nytimes.com/gst/fullpage.html?res=940DE4DD1038F930A2575AC0A96194

8260&n=Top%2fFeatures%2fBooks%2fBook%20Reviews 

 

 

Contemporary connections: 

Much as historians and other scholars try to grapple with the effects of slavery on today’s 

American racial landscape, Beloved also adds to the discussion. I believe this idea 

pertains to our study of Beloved – taking pieces of the past to create an understanding...  

of life immediately after slavery, a generation after slavery and even of life 143 years 

removed from slavery.  Of course everyone’s understanding will be different as everyone 

is affected by experiences in different ways – but the search for the pieces is just as 

important as the end result.  Does Beloved work to not only heal (forgive? free?) Sethe, 

but to also help contemporary readers work through and heal (forgive? free?) our racial 

wounds?  Does it at least open the door to a dialog about reconciliation?   

 

One way to think about Beloved is as a “hybrid’ of history.  It is not a primary source 

document, but deals with the fictionality of history while working through the past and 

the present.  Is it really working to keep the past alive for the future?  Or is it somehow 

part of a cultural memory – one that haunts (much like Beloved does) African 

Americans? White Americans?  All Americans in a postmodern world? 

(This is an interesting article by Kimberly Davis in Twentieth Century Literature 

(Summer 1998) where she explores how, more like if, Beloved is a postmodern work: 

http://findarticles.com/p/articles/mi_m0403/is_2_44/ai_53260178 ) 

 

Just a bit of historical context: 

I know you all are aware that Morrison based Beloved on the life of Margaret Garner.  

There is plenty of information about this connection in the WHGC syllabus reading as 

well as online.  What might be worthwhile to mention when your students ask why Sethe 

would do such a thing to her child is that she was responding to the Fugitive Slave Law 

which went into effect as part of a five point plan within the Compromise of 1850.  Due 

to increased sectionalism and the divide between the South and North reaching its crisis 

point at that time, many historians view the Compromise of 1850 as the nail in the coffin 

on the path to the Civil War.   

In short, the Fugitive Slave Law forced everyone – no matter where he or she stood on 

the slavery issue -- to return slaves to their masters.  After Congress passed this law, no 

one in the country could say slavery had not come into his or her life…  

 

Full text of the Fugitive Slave Law (which was part of the Compromise of 1850): 

http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-

bin/ampage?collId=llsl&fileName=009/llsl009.db&recNum=489 



Other odds and ends: 

There is an interview with Toni Morrison by Charlie Rose, available at 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mR82iy0oD7U .  These are the salient points I 

thought would be appropriate and beneficial to our discussion of Beloved:  

-- At minute 23:00 Rose asks Morrison is she has an “agenda” when writing.  She 

answers that literature is a place where she can work out her problems.  She also touches 

on her belief that there is no such thing as one black narrator – no one writer has a hold 

on the black experience… 

-- At minute 25:00 she muses about whether she will write about anything “other than 

race” which leads to 

-- Minute 28:50 where she discusses the centrality of race, referencing Achebe… 

-- At minute 32:00 she talks about her freedom to write, a little about her background and 

why she started writing (out of loneliness)… 

-- At minute 35:49 she works through the power of language as Rose asks her if she 

thinks the reader should work just as hard to read her works as she does to write them… 

-- At minute 46:26 Morrison discusses her “mission” to and for the African American 

community… (she mentions one of my Civil Rights heroes – Fannie Lou Hamer). 

 

I wanted to share this information with you as I work through my section of Beloved. 

Feel free to use as much or as little – or none – of it. I hope it helps… 

 

 

 

    

 


