





said. Men spose to wear the pants. So I said, You
ought to tell that to the mens in Africa. Say what?
rhe ast. First time he ever thought bout what
Africans do. People in Africa try to wear what feel
comfortable in the heat, I say...And men sew in
Africa too, I say. They do? he ast. Yeah, I say.
They not so backward as mens here. (230)

Not only is Celie educating Mister on gender roles in
Africa, but she is telling him that it is not African
Americans‘’ blackness that makes them backward, it is that
their willingness to adopt white culture over African culture
is a backward step for them in some ways. She reminds him
that women are strong creatures who have great “style” if
they are able to be free. She explains to Mister what she
loves the most about Shug and listens to his own reasons “He
say he love her style. He say to tell the truth, Shug [and
Sophia] act more manly than most men. I mean she upright,
honest. Speak her mind and the devil take the hindmost...She
bound to live her life and be herself no matter what” (228).
Celie corrects Mister’s belief that Shug’s qualities and
Sophia‘’s are masculine, explaining that they are actually
womanly, “Specially since she and Sophia the ones got it.
Sophia and Shug not like men, he say, but they not like women
either.” To this Celie replies, “You mean they not like you

or me” (228). But what Celie doesn’t quite seem to realize is
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that she now fits into this same realm of strong femininity
that Sophié and Shug are members of. And it is not women who
are backward, but the culture that tries to enslave them.
Through Nettie’s letters, Celie realizes that many
African customs are backward as well. Nettie tells her that
Tashi’s parents were not happy about her being educated. As a
subplot to Walker'’s novel, we learn about Tashi’s confusion
between western and Olinka culture that is all symbolized in
the adornment of her skin. Out of frustration with what was
happening to her own people as a result of the white man’s
war, she goes through the female initiation rights of
scarification and circumcision. Celie’s son Adam, who is in
love with Tashi, is at first disgusted that she allowed these
forms of body adornment to be performed on her. When Tashi
realizes that even black people in America will look down on
her because of her “savage” markings, she tells Adam that she
will not marry him and go to America. In Nettie’s letter to
Celie she tells of Tashi’s refusal to be married,
‘Adam announced his desire to marry Tashi. Tashi
announced her refusal to get married. and then, in
that honest, forthright way of hers, she gave her
reasons. Paramount among them that, because of the
scarification on her cheeks Americans would look
down on her as a savage and shun her, and whatever

children she and Adam might have. That she had seen
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the magazines we receive from home that it was very
clear to her that‘black people did not truly admire
black skinned people like herself, and especially
black skinned black women. They bleach their faces,
she said. They fry their hair. They try to look
naked [meaning white]. (234-235)

Through Nettie, Walker brings up the issue about
colorist prejudices and an abhorrence of anything “primitive”
or African in the black community. This topic is often
addressed in twentieth-century African American fiction when
there is a discussion about skin color. The adoption of the
popular white belief that white blood “purifies” black and
that this mixture is an improvement for the black race is an
issue of great concern for black identity. Mulatto or mulatta
consciousness (the idea that there is a separate
psychological identity associated with belonging to two or
more different races or cultures) is a prevalent issue in the
black community as reflected by twentieth-- century African
Amefican literature. Even Jacobs addresses the dangers
surrounding a light-skinned slave girl, as well as how others
perceive her. Tashi, as a voice of African pride in the
novel, reminds African American readers that black-skinned
women came directly from Africa and represent their mothers.
To disrespect Tashi’s skin color and her skin markings, is to

disrespect their own histories.
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Tashi’s skin becomes a visible history of black people
and adornment, but also of traditional African politics. As
Zillah Eisenstein writes in her book on acts of racial and
sexual hatred practiced all over the world, “The body is a
visual site, which makes it crucial for marking difference,
and it is a felt site: one feels one’s body. This utter
intimacy makes the bbdy unique as a location for politics”
(Eisenstein 34). Tashi’s circumcision and even her
scarification is a violent reminder of the separation between
African and American customs. For Africans, this process is
symbolic of her acceptance into the community, and a visible
presentation of her female Olinka identity. For many
Americans, white and black, these acts symbolize primitive
misogyny.

The act of performing female circumcision, also called
clitoridectomy, originated to control female sexual activity.
According to Rubinstein, it was (is) thought that women were
completely unable to control their own lust, and therefore,
could not be reliable and faithful wives. Ironically,
scarification is not only used to mark one’s identity as a
member of a group. It is also used to

enhance sexual attraction...after menstruation,
girls receive incisions on their faces and
stomachs, and reportedly...the scars produced by

scarification are tender for some years after and f
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form new erogenous zones...it is believed that the
scars make women more desirous for sex and
therefore more likely to bear children. (Rubinstein
250)
Strange as these practices seem to the Euro American mind
set, this contradictory view of female sexuality and how to
control it is similar to American ideas about how a woman
(especially a black woman) is controlled by her husband--a
common theme in Celie’s letters. The idea of physically
controlling and altering a woman’s sexuality is not alien to
Western cultures. In fact, this idea was (is) taught as truth
in Christianity. Christian men are often taught to beware of
womanly sexual corruption, and women are advised to remain
pure for their future husbands at the risk of never being
married once purity is lost. A sexually promiscuous woman is
often shunned in Christian communities. Celie is working out
an identity of her own, and both rejecting and selecting
traditional beliefs about race, religion, and gender in order
to form her African American identity --all in relation to
skin.

Not only does Tashi notice that American women do not
have or appreciate scars, but she also notices that they
detest dark skinned women. This is an important issue for
Walker, who discusses the American rejection of the black

black woman in her essay, “If the Present Looks Like the
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Past, What Does the Future Look Like?” Walker interviews many
people who were treated poorly because their skin was dark,
with little suggestion of any “white improvement.” She uses a
question asked by Tallie Jeffers to argue against the
rejection of the black black woman. Jeffers asks,
What is a people that props itself up on the color
of its skin? And what is a people that excludes the
womb-source of its own genetic heritage? For
certainly every Afro-American is descended from a
black black woman. What can be the future of a
class of descendants of slaves that implicitly
gives slave holders greater honor than the African
women they enslaved? What can be the end of a class
that pretends to honor blackness while secretly
despising working class black skinned women whose
faces reveal no trace of white blood? (Walker 295)
For Tashi to be accepted in Celie’s home, Celie has to come
to terms with all of these issues of combined ethnicities and
traditions that are illustrated on Tashi’s skin. To accept
her, she must first be able to accept herself. Celie has
illustrated self-love and love for her community through
bodily adornment; she is able to recognize the preciousness
of skin, no matter what shade of African Mother black or
American mulatto “high yellow” it is. This is an important

change in later twentieth-- century fiction, because
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traditionally, “thinking, articulate, reasoning black women
were represented only as those who looked white: mulattos,
quadroons, or octoroons” (Carby 33). But Celie is an
intellectual dark-skinned woman who is now in control of
those who detest her skin color, and is stronger than them.
She feels comfortable in the skin that she has fought to own
and adorn.

Celie won’t have to fear her son as she feared other
men in her life, either. In an initiation of the skin, to
prove his affection and loyalty, Adam goes through
scarification to win the trust of Tashi, but also to show
that he is able to blend cultures and even gender
roles...just as Mister is doing on Celie’s porch. Celie is
the matriarch who has her own established family and personal
identity. And, like Janie, Celie assumes the role of
storyteller who teaches other porchsitters.

All of Celie’s loved ones come home to the house that
Celie owns. It is decorated in red, purple and yellow. She
has slowly fought to decorate and adore her own body and to
own a space that will allow her to be creative and free. She
has gone from»owning nothing, not even her own body or a way
to cover it up, to having enough strength to clothe an entire
community of free bodies. She, who once denied herself the
right to feel after having been told that she was an ugly

animal unworthy of freedom and love.
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When she first receives fabric from Mister, those
clothes symbolize a lie--dresses made from this cloth were
traditionally female, but she works like a man with none of
his freedoms. She longed for Shug'’s sexual beauty and
affection, the process of their relationship is reflected in
Celie’s relationship to clothing. Finally, when Celie is
ready to love herself and to truly accept Shug’'s affection,
and she is also able to creatively adorn her own body. She
dresses herself honestly in accordance to her own comfort,
passions and lifestyle. Then, she designs clothes that free
other people as she was able to free herself. She teaches
Mister about the art of sewing, all the while teaching him
about the truth of men and women and black and white. She
reclaims her past by finding her history and confronting it,
all the while establishing her own power. Finally, she
inherited her own house from her mother and decorates it as
she has always dreamed of doing with Shug. She goes from
decorating her own body, to decorating an entire house that
was both her Promised Land of freedom and a shelter for all

those she loves.
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CHAPTER 5
CONCLUSION

EARRINGS: TONI MORRISON'S BELOVED

This discussion on Toni Morrison’s Beloved ties together
all of the major themes discussed in previous chapters.
Morrison’s Sethe goes through the same processes of a black
woman defining herself as the previously discussed characters
do. Though the theme of bodily adornment is not as overt in
Morrison’s Beloved as it is in those books I have previously
discussed, the gentle, almost whispered background to the
highly dramatic narrative action does contain subtle
references to the important role that adornment plays in
Sethe’s process of claiming self-ownership. Like Linda Brent
in Jacobs’s Incidents, Sethe must deal with the reality of
slavery that she experienced. Unlike Helga, Janie, and Celie,
Morrison’'s Sethe is directly affected by the institution of
slavery. All of these women contain psychological scars left
by the history of slavery, but Sethe bears the physical scars
on her back as well. Thouéh Sethe can psychologically deny
slavery’s influence by forgetting her history, she is
reminded by the return of major characters from her past.
Sethe confronts her past and weaves it into her present by
dwelling with these memories represented by Paul D. and
Beloved. Dress and adornment are gentle, yet physical
reminders of her past, and are symbolic of just how that past
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fits ihto her future as a woman living during the
Reconstruction.

Harriet Jacobs is the only writer actually writing out
of the personal experience of slavery, but her influence has
inspired these twentieth-century novelists to try to document
their histories so that they can assert their human
identities. Jacobs’s influence, as well as the influence of
all these writers who came after her, is so great, that
Morrison is able to construct a seemingly-accurate portrayal
of what it is like to have to remember the “unthinkable,” and
to document the process of constructing an African American
female identity. Once again, those four themes that make up
the process of reclaiming or establishing an African American
female identity are: coming to terms with issues of
motherhood, family, and community; acceptance and adoration
of one’s skin color; defining God for oneself; and securing a
place to celebrate all of these female freedoms that take a
lifetime to achieve.

The memory of slavery and its relationship to the
present is the predominant theme running through Beloved.
While Sethe is a direct survivor of slavery, the reader
learns about her experiences through her memory of it rather
than her actual, present experience of it. She lives at 124
Bluestone Rd. just outside of Cincinnati, Ohio and the year

is 1873--18 years after the abolition of slavery. Morrison’s
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use of memory as opposed to a more direct narrative of
Sethe’s experience in slavery is a comment on the fact that
experiences too painful to remember are likewise too painful
to describe. So, these memories must be described from a
distance. Stories about slavery come to us in fleeting images
as they drift or flash in and out of Sethe’s mind. When she
closes down her memory bank so that it won’t break her
present control, the reader ceases to learn more until Sethe
is ready to think about her enslavement again. But just as
Sethe dislikes “rememory-ing” slavery, we are also wary about
reading more of her rememories. In her fascinating article,
“'Tell me your diamonds’: Time and the Marvelous in Toni
Morrison’s Beloved,” Sharon Jesse writes, “Through Beloved’s
narrative process, Morrison prolongs our desire for both the
end, for illumination, and for the delay of the end, just as
Sethe seems to want to know and yet not know who the young
woman, Beloved, is” (Jesse 204).

When Sethe decides that she wants to stop reliving a
memory, we lose out on the rest of the story. The reader is
completely at the mercy of Sethe’s willingness to feel. There
is not a gratifying external narrator that “saves the day” by
filling in the cracks of Sethe's.narrative. The reader is
left wanting to know more just as Denver and Beloved are. We
are those surviving listeners, generations removed, that are

left without a clear picture of the torturous atrocities
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committed against enslaved African Americans.
Twentieth-century writers and their female protagonists
are the removed listeners as well, but Morrison, through her
twentieth-century writing perspective, attempts to reclaim “a
previously unwritten portion of black history.” In her
interview with Christina Davis, Morrison explains that this
is a task that is
paramount in its importance: you have to stake it
‘out and identify those who have preceded you--
resummoning them, acknowledging them is just one
step in that process of reclamation--so that they
are always there as the confirmation and the
affirmation of the life that I personally have not
lived but is the life of the organism to which I
belong which is black people in this country.
(Mathieson 230)
Perhaps this is why it is best to end this discussion with a
novel that addresses issues of identification processes or
those four steps that represent the four major themes
discussed throughout this thesis. While Morrison’s narrative
is not a traditional story of process and progressive or
linear movement from point to point in the direction of a
conclusion like Hurston’s, Larsen’s, or even Walker’s, it is
the most comprehensive narrative that deals with the history

that motivates the processes of building an identity that I
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discuss in all of these preceding novels. The memory of
slavery richly influences Beloved’'s narrative, and the legacy
of this memory influences the three novels previously
discussed. By reclaiming this history, these authors are
reclaiming their own humanity because they elevate their
status of living in enforced ignorance. As Ashraf Rushdy
notes: “Chattel does not know its history, and part of the
strateqgy of making chattel of humans is to make them ignorant
of their histories, both collective and personal” (Patton
130). When the character’s (representative of the author’s)
collective and personal histories are understood and
acknowledged, each of these women is able to move toward
constructing a strong African American feminine identity.
Baby Suggs is perhaps the most important character to
the development of Sethe’s identity as a free woman. She
embodies that mother-figure that Sethe, (and each of the
women in these preceding novels as well) has been searching
for. But he; presence is unreliable or unstable because by
the time we meet her, Baby Suggs is just about ready to die:
Suspended between the nastiness of life and the
meanness of the dead, she couldn’t get interested
in leaving life or living it...Her past had been
like her present--intolerable--and since she knew
death was anything but forgetfulness, she used the

little energy left her for pondering color. (1-2)
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She asks for lavender, or pink, anything that will alleviate
the stark reality of her past and present as represented by
the whiteness of Ohio. It is winter at this time, but it is
not just the color of the snow that is oppressive, it is that
the snow represents the heavy and domineering presence of
white people in her life. Sethe, out of gratitude, love, and
respect, honors Baby Suggs’ “plea[s] for color,” and “would
oblige her with anything from fabric to her own tongue” (2).
Her death marks an important event in Sethe’s process of
becoming a truly free woman because she is Sethe’s mother-
figure who has shown her how to be spiritually and physically
free through adornment and ritual. Sethe’s success hangs in
the balance because she has no one but herself to rely on
after Baby Suggs is gone. Also, Baby Suggs has been her only
form of female and familial support. As soon as she decides
to leave Sweet Home, Sethe makes her way to the Ohio river.
Her children are just on the other side, and her urgency to
get to them is marked by the continuous stream of mother’s
milk wetting the front of her dress. This is not the only
reminder of her own motherhood; she is also nine months
pregnant, and on the shores of the Ohio River on the Rentucky
side, she gives birth to her daughter Denver. The rest of her
journey is made with Denver strapped to her front. Sethe’s
journey is fueled by her desire to get to her children, but

she is also running to the security that Baby Suggs, her
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mother-in-law, provides. She is an important and necessary
replacement because Sethe’s own mother was lynched and
burned--a horror that Sethe witnessed as a small child. Sethe
repeatedly makes comments to Denver, Beloved, and Paul D that
she never “had no woman to ask.” She was not permitted to
know and seek refuge in her own mother, and this has left an
emotional scar that is as deep and broad as the cluster of
scars on her back.

Motherhood is linked with bodily adornment in this
novel, so it is not surprising that Beloved’s question “Your
woman she never fix up your hair?” launches Sethe into
remembering her only real memory of her mother as she debates
with Denver whether or not they should unbraid and comb out
her hair. She replies, “My woman? You mean my mother? If she
did, I don’t remember” (60). Sethe doesn’t remember having a
mother-daughter relationship with her own mother--the kind
that involves the loving adornment of hair. Instead, she
remembers the brand of the cross inside a circle on her
mother’s rib. This memory of her mother’s bodily adornment is
not a peaceful, loving memory. Her mother did not choose this
brand to signify her adoration for her own skin. It was
forcefully burned into her skin to mark her as “property,”
not as a “beautiful woman” who adores her own skin.

But Sethe sees this brand as her mother’s personal

identification because her mother tells her to do so. She
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tells Sethe as she poihts not to her eyes, or face, but to
her brand perhaps because she anticipates her own lynching
and wants her body to be identified, “This is your ma’am.
This, I am.the only one got this mark now...If something
happens to me and you can’‘t tell me by my face, you can know
me by this mark” (6l1). In a way, her mother reclaims her body
after it has been branded by allowing her daughter to use it
to identify her. But it must not be left unsaid that this
brand represents the fact that her body was not her own, and
though Sethe’s only memory of her is of her brand and her
voice, it is also a memory dominated by the realization that
her mother’s body was marked as the property of someone else.
Her mother’s body was not her own, and definitely did not
belong to her daughter. This mark was not something “to be
cherished, but a symbol of her enslavement: it was the mark
of ownership by the master who had as much as written
‘property’ under her breast” (Patton 131).

After her mother stops talking and desperately pleas for
a place in her daughter’s memory, Sethe decides that she
wants a mark that will identify her as well. She wants her
mother to know her. “’Mark that mark on me too’” Sethe
pleads, but instead, her mother slaps her face (61). Sethe
explains that she didn’t understand her mother’s reaction
until she had a mark of her own. This is in reference to

Sethe’s own mark of slavery. Scarring her body is the most
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dramatic way Schoolteacher could assert his ownership of her,
for as Eisenstein suggests,
The physicality of her body becomes a horribly
powerful resource for those who wish to conquer,
violate humiliate, and shame. The body’s power--its
intimacy, its creativity against systems of power,
its physical dignity and integrity--is also its
vulnerability. We can feel our body as we can feel
nothing else. Its pain, its illness, its thirst,
its hunger demand strength in our attempt to meet
their needs, and make us despairingly vulnerable in
the process. (Eisenstein 34)
Sethe’s “back skin” is made up of a cluster of scars from
whip lashings. Her body is permanently marked, and it is a
badge of slavery that will always be a reminder that she was
once owned by another person. She received this mark after
violently struggling against the boys who were instructed by
schoolteacher to steal her milk. It was a punishment for
asserting her own claims to motherhood and the ownership of
.her own body.

When Sethe arrives at 124, Baby Suggs helps her to
reclaim her right to motherhood and to her own body. The very
first act that Baby Suggs does to begin this process of self-
identification and self-ownership is to wash her body clean

from all marks of dirt and blood that slavery has left on
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Sethe. Lovingly, she leads Sethe to the ”keeping room” and:
by the light of the spirit lamp, bathed her in
sections, starting with her face. Then, while she
waited for another pan of heated water, she sat
next to her and stitched gray cotton. Sethe dozed
and woke to the washing of her hands and arms.
After each bathing, Baby covered her with a quilt
and put another pan on in the kitchen...[When Sethe
was bent over nursing her baby, Baby Suggs noticed]
Roses of blood blossomed in the blanket covering
Sethe’s shoulders... wordlessly the older woman
greased the flowering back and pinned a double
thickness of cloth to the inside of the newly
stitched dress. (93)

Baby Suggs washes away any debris of slavery on Sethe’s body,

though the evidence is still there. She then burns her old

slave dress and sews her a soft, clean dress of her very own.

This dress is symbolic of freedom, and once Sethe’s body is

lovingly bathed and cleared from the ugliness of slavery, she

is free to put that new dress on. Her skin is newly

“baptized” and Baby Suggs begins the long process of teaching

Sethe how to love her own skin.

These lessons are problematic because the ugliness of
slavery is not that easily removed as all of these novels

demonstrate. Each'painful gash in her back is a symbol of the
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permanence of the memory of slavery, and how it affects
future generations. As Venetria Patton reminds us, “The
legacy of slavery survives across time and genres. The legacy
that these texts [Patton refers to different texts, but this
applies here as well] share is that they all in some way
respond to the same assumption[s] developed during slavery”
(Patton 124). The themes of forgetting the past and denying
slavery’s influence manifest themselves as fiqurative (or in
Beloved’s case, literal) ghosts that haunt them throughout
the female protagonist’s journey to the promised land of
self-identification and self-ownership. Sethe’s experience
with denial is symbolic of what has been going on for all
generations since the beginning of American slavery.

Though Sethe will eventually try to forget her past, the
spots of blood that appear on the back of her new dress are
froﬁ the permanent mark of Sethe’s former identity. Silently,
Baby Suggs tends to Sethe’s back, and alters her freedom
dress so that it can handle the blood that is still flowing
from Sethe’s enslavement. Baby Suggs is taking over Sethe’s
mother’s job by tending to her wounds. She lovingly adorns
Sethe’s body so that Sethe can learn what it is like to dress
the body she now owns. She teaches Sethe to reclaim her body
after it has been so grossly violated by previous “owners.”
She weeps for her daughter-in-law while still being strong

for her--all of these motherly acts are represented by this
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process of bodily adornment.

After Baby Suggs finishes this process of adorning Sethe
and showing her that her body is worthy of this kind of love,
she gathers Sethe’s o0ld slave clothes together and pronounces
that there is “Nothing worth saving here” (95). But before
Baby Suggs goes to throw away the thevdress and head rag that
once marked her as an escaped slave, Sethe tells her to
search for the crystal earrings that Mrs. Garner gave her as
a wedding present. Baby Suggs promises to pierce Sethe’s ears
so that she can wear them. The earrings and the new gray
dress become emblems of her newly acquired freedom because
she had not wanted to wear such lovely things while she was
still at Sweet Home. Self-loving (accentuated by bodily
adornment) as well as loving her children were not possible
while still living in slavery. She left Kentucky because she
“couldn’t love em [her children and her own body]
proper...because they wasn’t mine to love” (198). Not only do
these earrings function as a symbol of the freedom to love
her own body and “every bit of life she had made, all the
parts of her that were precious and fine and beautiful”
(Jesse 200), but they also serve as windows into past
memories.

Once Beloved starts asking Sethe questions, it becomes
clear that she is (at least in part) Sethe’s baby. One

evening, when Beloved is massaging Sethe’s neck and
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shoulders, she asks Sethe. “Where your diamonds?” (58). Sethe
tries to understand what she means, and tells her that while
she never had diamonds, she did have “some crystal once. A
present from a lady I worked for” (58). Beloved then delivers
one of her most haunting lines to Sethe, “Tell me,” she says.
“Tell me your diamonds” (58). Beloved is desperate to hear
about the mother that she was taken from so prematurely.
Sethe soon realizes how much Beloved needs these stories;
storytelling “became a way to feed her” (58). Telling Beloved
about her past is a healing process for Sethe. The memories
were quiet inside Sethe before Beloved’s arrival, and
speaking about them is painful, “because every mention of her
past life hurt. Everything in it was painful or lost” (58).
Both Sethe and Baby Suggs had decided that the pasf was too
“unspeakable” so whenever Denver asks about the details of
Sweet Home and Sethe’s life before living at 124, she gives
short, uninvolved answers. But with Beloved, storytelling
becomes a healing release, much like Janie’s storytelling
with Phoeby is at the end of her journey.

The earrings, one of the brightest pieces of pleasurable
adornment that Sethe owns, light her way as she travels back
into the depths of her own memories of slavery and Sweet
Home. She begins her story by telling Beloved that the
earrings were a wedding present because Mrs. Garner saw

Sethe’s disappointment when she was told that there would be
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no wedding ceremony or huge Canaan-like feast to mark her
union with Halle. Sethe really wanted a dress that would
serve as a symbol of her joy and rite of passage like Mrs.
Garner’s dress (and entire ceremony) was for her. Sethe tells
Beloved,
Well, I made up my mind to have at the least a
dress that wasn’t the sacking I worked in. So I
took to stealing fabric, and wound up with a dress
you wouldn’t believe. The top was from two pillow
cases in her mending basket. The front of the skirt
was a dresser scarf a candle fell on and burnt
a hole in, and one of her o0ld sashes we used to
test the flatiron on. (59)
She tells Beloved that she could not find anything for the
back, so Halle agreed to wait for her to finish the dress.
She finally finds some old mosquito netting to make up the
back of the dress. Though her dress was a disaster, the
effort is what is important. Even though she understands that
the white people do not see any reason to mark her new
_ marriage, because according to them, their “coupling” is just
a livestock mating ritual, Sethe recognizes her own
importance and the need to adorn herself accordingly. When
Mrs. Garner gives her the earrings, she tells Beloved that:
I thanked her but I never did put them on till I

got away from there. One day after I walked into
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this here house Baby Suggs unknotted my underskirt
and took em out. I sat right here by the stove with
Denver in my arms and let her punch holes in my
ears for to wear them. (60)
Mrs. Garner did not perform this ritual of piercing on Sethe.
Instead, she tells her to punch holes in her own ears. Baby
Suggs, Sethe’s mother-figure, makes the piercing a ritual
that marks Sethe’s rebirth into freedom.

Sethe’s story about the earrings is fascinating to
Beloved because this story symbolizes the lost conversations
held by mother and daughter as a result of Beloved’s untimely
death. But Beloved is also interested because she, according
to Sharon Jesse, is a conglomeration of those ancestors who
were forgotten as a result of the painful repression of
memories. Beloved’s concern about what Sethe remembers about
her own mother implies that it is her own mother who is
asking these questions to inquire why Sethe has forgotten her
even after she told her not to. Just as all of the women in
the other novels must deal with their own past ghosts, so,
too, must Sethe.

Sharon Jesse discusses the cultural significance of this
conglomeration of past spirits and memories present in
Beloved’s body, “Reconnecting and affirming the ancestral
past in order to have meaningful relationship to the present”

is one of the most important themes running through Beloved.
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Beloved is the return of the repressed, the
forgotten ancestor who comes to possess her mother,
the ex-slave woman who was so possessive and full
of pride--she actually escaped from slavery with
all her children by her husband Halle--that she
killed her baby daughter rather than see her taken
back into slavery at Sweet Home. (Jesse 200)
Sethe, unlike Linda Brent has the will and determination to
kill her children rather than send them back to slavery. Her
claim to her children is actualized in this event. But Sethe
denies the existence of the dead, her child and her mother,
because her memories are too painful to recall. This is why
Beloved comes back--to remind Sethe that she will not be
forgotten. She quizzes Sethe on her memories, “Where you
diamonds?” because she is hungry for the lost mother-daughter
relationship, but more importantly, because she must not
forget. Slavery will not be forgotten.

Beloved represents all those who had to be remembered.
Sethe’s mother showed her the brand of the cross so that
Sethe could identify her and would remember her after she was
gone. Sethe’s dead “crawling already?” baby is also present
in Beloved’s body. Many would argue that the ghost is only
the embodiment of the baby’s spirit, but it seems much more
convincing that this ghost should be a conglomeration of

Sethe’s lost history and ancestors. Beloved tells of being on
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a ship and being abandoned by her mother as she jumps
overboard. She tells Denver that she was “always crouching”
in a dark space while lying on top of someone who had already
died (211). While this could be interpreted as Beloved’s
grave, it can also be read as a slave survivor'’s story about
érouching in the dark holds of a slave ship. Perhaps this is
all in reference to Sethe’s mother who still spoke an African
language, and recalls being taken from a garden by white
people. Beloved recalls her earliest memories which may also
be the memories of a young girl seeing her mother forced into
slavery:
In the beginning I could see her I could not help
her because the clouds were in the way in the
beginning I could see her the shining in her ears
she does not like the circle around her neck I
know this I look hard at her so that she will
know that the clouds are in the way I am sure she
saw me I am looking at her see me she empties out:
her eyes I am there in the place where her face is
and telling her the noisy clouds were in my way
she wants her earrings she wants her round basket
I want her face a hot thing...They are not
crouching now we are they are floating on the
water they break up the little hill and push it

through I cannot find my pretty teeth I see the

187



dark face that is going to smile at me it is my
dark face that is going to smile at me the iron
circle is around our neck she does not have sharp
earrings in her ears or a round basket she goes in

the water with my face (211-212)

Jesse comments on the similar details of different women’s
memories of slavery. This points to the possibility that
Beloved’s ghost is made up of many people’s spirits and
memories. The mother figure can be Sethe, but it could also
be any mother who has been forced into slavery, and forced

onto a slave ship. Jesse writes:

Uncannily, the important details of the young
woman’s narrative of her initial capture and the
subsequent horror of the slave ship resemble
earlier memories that Sethe and Baby Suggs have of
where and when Sethe killed her baby. As a slave-
ship survivor, Beloved describes watching her
mother tend vegetables on land in Africa, watching
the clouds and flowers, and then watching as the
‘men with no skin’ (white men) come to take her and

her mother away. (Jesse 207)

This is “uncanny” because the details are so similar to the
event surrounding Schoolteacher’s attempt to reclaim his
property, and Sethe’s eventual killing of her child to

prevent him from doing just that.
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The cultural and religious significance of Beloved’s
ghost being a culmination of many spirits is best determined
when compared to West African religious beliefs about the
dead. According to Mbiti, a scholar of African religions,
*The dead, in African religion, want to be remembered. For
several generations, they are part of the sasa continuum, the
present, and are “familiar” to their descendants until they
pass away from sasa time altbgether" (Mbiti 22). If those
ancestors are forgotten, then they are permitted to come back
and remind you by whatever drastic measures they see fit.
Sethe is being punished for forgetting those who have died,
but are still living in sasa time which is five generations
long. After five generations have passed, then these souls go
into the “final storehouse” of time, and do not make
appearances to their earthly descendants (Mbiti 23).
According to Jesse,

In the process of moving toward freedom, which
Cincinnati, Ohio, both literally and symbolically
was, Sethe, Paul D., and Baby Suggs had to try to
forget the nightmare that was being a slave. But
that means forgetting your ancestors--possibly
something that in their African religion was
problematic, and furthermore dangerous: the
forgotten relatives could turn on you in spite.

(Jesse 200)
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Those haunting memories of people forgotten also plague
Stamp Paid. He walks 'in constant remembrance of the dead
because he carries a red ribbon taken from a dead child’s
braid in his pocket. While tying up his boat, he spotted the
ribbon floating in the water; thinking it was a fly or some
sort of tackle, he fished it out. The object turned out to be
a red ribbon tied around a “wet woolly curl” and he could
still see a piece of the girl’s scalp attached to the hair.
He keeps the ribbon to remind him of those who have died and
who don’t want to be forgotten. When he makes his way to 124,
he walks into other people’s rememories, and hears “all of
the ‘voices’ that clamor for recognition [that] are the
sounds of ‘people of broken necks, fire-cooked blood and
black girls who had lost their ribbons” (172)(Jesse 206).

The red ribbon was at one time a mark of adornment for a
young girl. Her “woman” probably tied it in her hair to
proclaim ownership over her own daughter to defy her white
owner’s claims to the girl‘’s body. Or, the ribbon could have
been an emblem of the girl’s freedom, and the mother’s
ability to love and adorn her child in the same way that
Sethe’s earrings were emblematic of freedom. Because Stamp
finds this ribbon attached to hair floating in the Ohio
river, it is hard to know whether the child who wore it was
free and living in Ohio or a slave still living in Kentucky.

The river is a sort of purgatorial in-between place, but the
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child’s end is the same regardless of where she died. This
deepens Stamp’s depression because it doesn’t matter whether
black people are on “free” or slave soil, they are still not
free to enjoy life--a fact Sethe’s “crawling already?” baby
must deal with as well. Stamp will not allow himself to
forget the dead, for he knows that they want to be
remembered. He finds strength in this remembrance, for he
often “[clutches] the red ribbon in his pocket for strength”
(184). Sethe, on the other hand, learns what happens when the
dead are forgotten. When Beloved comes back to her, she does
so out of anger and resentment as well as desire. As soon as
Sethe begins to forget her baby, Beloved can “fly apart,”
lose teeth and other body parts representing that
“disremembering” really means dismembering the past.
Christianity is an important but incomplete religion for
this community of ex-slaves and their children. It is not a
religion that helps them remember their dead. Nor does
Christianity fully help this community of people live with
their memories of slavery and the present reality of racist
hatred against their skin color. When Denver asks Sethe what
she prays for, while the ghostly white dress kneels with her,
Sethe replies, “I don’t pray anymore. I just talk” (35).
Presumably she talks to her dead ancestors, as an act of
remembrance, though this is obviously not enough for Beloved.

The overall necessity that each character feels to remember
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the dead (even Paul D who has to open that tin can rusted
shut inside), is a sign of their dedication to the African
traditions of ancestral remembrance that Mbiti describes.
Baby Suggs also proclaims the need for an alternative
religious practice geared specifically for ex-slaves and
their descendants. Her “parishioners” call her “Baby Suggs,
holy,” and she leads them to a clearing to show them how to
own and love their skin. This clearing is a place of solace
that the entire community claims as their communal property;
soon Sethe’s yard will replace this clearing once she expels
all the painful memories of the past. But the clearing is a
place where Baby Suggs is free to preach her message and the
community is free to listen to her: “She did not tell them to
clean up their lives or to go and sin nor more. She did not
tell them they were the blessed of the earth, its inheriting
meek or its glorybound pure” (88). Unlike these commands and
pronouncements often heard after a Christian service, Baby
Suggs, holy preaches a religion of self-love and self-
ownership. This “unchurched preacher” brings her message to
“AME’s and Baptists, Holinesses and Sanctified, the Church of
the Redeemer and the Redeemed. Uncalled, unrobed,
unannointed, she let her great heart beat in their presence”
(87). And when the weather warmed up, Baby Suggs, holy
brought her message outside. “Here,” Baby Suggs holy begins,

in this here place, we flesh; flesh that weeps,
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laughs flesh that dances on bare feet in grass.
Love it. Love it hard. Yonder they do not love your
flesh. They despise it...No more do they love the
skin on your back. Yonder they flay it...You got to
love it, you! This is flesh I'm talking about here.
Flesh that needs to be loved. (88)
Baby Suggs holy teaches the importance of loving and adorning
black skin. She teaches Sethe this lesson as she baptizes her
and invites her into a new life of freedom. She teaches the
black community how to love their skin and to build their
identities and strength on that self-love.

It is almost as if Baby Suggs, in the role of the “woman
to ask” who has been missing for Celie, Janie, Helga as well
as Sethe, is preaching these words to future generations of
female characters in African American novels. Morrison, who
in her consciousness of those who precede her could be
answering the needs of all those previously written
characters by creating Baby Suggs, “the woman to ask.” Each
woman, Linda, Celie, Janie, Helga, and Sethe yearn to own
themselves and to mark that ownership with the loving act of
dress and adornment. Baby Suggs reminds those women who have
lived through slavery and who are indirectly affected by it
to love their children because she was not able to so. She
reminds them of the importance of a community, and a

remembrance of the past. She reminds them that it is
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important to have a house, a garden, or a clearing where they
can individually rejoice in their own self-ownership. Also,
this place should be a place to remember those who have died,
and to build a community with those who are still alive. But
the most important thing to realize is that the body is to be
cherished and loved. She has to claim herself, for as Sethe
ponders, “freeing yourself was one thing; claiming ownership
of that freed self was another” (95). Paul D. reminds Sethe
of this when she is distraught about the pain she has been
through and about Beloved (Sethe’s history of enslavement)
leaving her. In response to Sethe’s statement, “She left
me...She was my best thing,” he says, “You your best thing,
Sethe. You are” (273). By understanding that her own free
self is her “best thing,” Sethe claims ownership of her freed
self. This is a lesson that each character: Helga, Janie,
Celie, and Sethe must learn by the end of their journeys if
they are to successfully claim ownership of themselves.
Sethe’s character shows how necessary it is to face the
past and present when looking toward a future identity. She
constantly links the past to the present so that she can
secure a future for herself and for her surviving daughters-—-
those characters found in African American women’s fiction.
The lessons that Sethe learns from her experiences with
motherhood, history, community, an alternative religion, and

love and adornment of her own skin bring her to her own

194



Promised Land where she is free to cherish her own identity.
Each woman in these five African American women novels, not
just Sethe, learns this same lesson through a similar process
of self-definition, self-ownership, self-adornment, and self-
identification. All of these female characters find a way to
own their own bodies and space, and this is all represented
in how they dress and adorn their bodies. Dress becomes a
ritual that marks self-ownership, peace, and the formation of

a true twentieth-century African American female identity.
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