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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

Literature is the artistic expression of thought, which is replete with feelings and imagination. It is expressed in an untechnical form to make it intelligible and give aesthetic pleasure and relief to the mind of man. W.R. Goodman quotes the words of Lord Morley to define the function of literature: “Literature consists of all the books where moral, truth and human passion are touched with a certain largeness, sanity and attraction of form” (1). In other words, literature interprets with charm of language, the experiences and spiritual intuitions of man.

Literature is the study and representation of man’s social life. Life provides the material by which literature interfuses an artistic pleasure, pattern and form. It is the communication of the writer’s novel and the unique experiences of life. Thus, there is a vital intimate and inseparable connection between literature and life.

The quality of literature is intimately connected with the quality of life that it reflects. It is always a reflection of life that presupposes a social background. Literature expresses the thoughts and sentiments of human mind which are closely connected with and conditioned by the age. The influence of the age on the human mind is due to the fact that the latter is                                                                                                      

constantly influenced by the spirit of the age and reacts to it vividly and vigorously.

Every country has its own literature, which mirrors its life. Every literature is also an expression of emotions, of ideas and ideals, which have a permanent value, and which are of interest for men in every age and country. This accounts for the permanence and universality of great works of art left behind by people in remote ages and countries.

The two major literatures in English are indisputably those of England and America, but there are many countries like Africa, Australia, India and Pakistan whose authors choose to write in the alien language of English, verbalizing their creative urge and lending it to an exploration of immense possibilities.

The African American Literature corresponds to the paradoxical existence of black Americans in a society where they form one tenth of the population. They encompass people who are spread over diverse regions, speaking different dialects and divided by a wide range of backgrounds and points of view. African American writings are an instrument that can be traced back to an African heritage or otherwise an ‘instrument of survival.’ Ashraf H.A Rushdy says “it’s true what Africans say: ‘The ancestor lives as long as there are those who remember’” (576).

African American writers employed the genre of novels as an important vehicle to represent the social context, to expose inequality, racism and social injustice. African American writers are often the products of diverse cultural experiences and frequently draw from both African and European heritage.                                                                                                              

The variety of moral concerns in African American literature corresponds to the variety and the vitality of their sources. The origins of the African American writer’s moral values are both religious and secular; in the religion the slaves adopted the values of their masters and helped to transform them through music and song in the American constitution, and in the many other documents and demonstrations of American idealism.

Many black writers have focussed on the irrationality of the colour line that prevents blacks from a free and full participation in American life. William Wells Browne’s Clotel (1853) is the first African American novel. Amrit Jit Singh has observed that Browne’s novel helps to arouse sympathy for his mulatto characters “less because they are colored than because they are nearly white” (117). Thus the novel’s humanity fails to encompass the black masses.

Major twentieth century African American novels have been written predominantly by writers who are alienated from the bourgeois values of their backgrounds and expressed their sense of solidarity with the black masses through subjective portrayals of the problems facing their individual characters. They have also projected the black American’s obsession with white middle class values as a source of their unhappiness and corruption. In the process, the novelists have offered critiques of American life that have relevance beyond their concern with black life alone. These works thus become part of the American tradition that has fought against inhibitions originating in Puritanism and the money-making, kill-joy morality that is associated with the protestant work-ethic. 

Wallace Thurman’s The Blacker the Berry (1929), Claude Mc Kay’s Banjo (1929) and John Oliver Killen’s The Cotillion (1971) are examples of this kind of novel. It is in some of these works that the question of life styles gets linked with the issues of form and style in literature. The African American novel in the twentieth century demonstrates a remarkable variety and virtuosity in grappling with a fundamental issue of modern life – identity. This problem has acquired special significance in African American literature because of the very nature of black American existence.

Many African American novels have also presented the development of a poor boy or girl as he or she moves slowly towards the goal of becoming middle class. This has sometimes involved making distinctions among various ways of becoming middle-class and in attempting new definitions of black experience. One example of such a novel is Langston Hughes’

Not without Laughter (1930).

African American novelists have portrayed middle-class blacks as if they are made in the same mould as white-class Americans. This focus was of particular use to writers such as Jessie Fauset, Walker White and Nella Larsen in asserting the claims of the black American’s shared Americanness.

The African American male writers have been machoistic in their treatment of black women as fully debased creatures, evil castrators and immoral beings. They also projected black women as sex-objects or merely as an extension of the male ego with no individual self. In other words, black male writers have been no different from their counterparts in their treatment of black women.

Traditionally, the world of black literature in the United States has been a world of black men’s literature. The ‘fathers’ and purveyors of black writing have been men. There have been no recognized ‘mothers’ of black literature. The male authors have portrayed male protagonists almost exclusively and the complexity and vitality of black female experiences have been fundamentally ignored. 

It is this hegemony of the masculine perspective, along with its male – centred aesthetic, that is being challenged through the writings of black American women. The poor black women in America are victimized by racism, sexism and capitalism not only by the white world but also by the men of the black world.

Black women have been involved in the development of American literature since its inception, but no pre-twentieth century black women writers are treated as major contributors to the history of black literature. Despite the legacy of this double standard – lack of equal reward for equal work – black women, continued to write.

African American literature in the twentieth century is concerned with the plight of the black woman, her position within the family, in society and the world at large. As her position within the family is the focal point of this unending spiral of relationships, this has become their primary concern. At the same time, the black women wrested for recognition and had to fight against stiff opposition from their own male counterparts, and this led to a constant criticism of male characters created by these writers.

Black women literary tradition can be traced back to Phillis Weatley in the eighteenth century down to the boom period in the seventies and the eighties with its remarkable talented writers like Paule Marshall, Alice Walker, encompassing the pioneering work of Gloria Naylor, Toni Cade Bambara and Toni Morrison.

The African American women’s literary tradition took a qualitative leap into the world of ontological transmutation of black women’s existential conditions in America with Paule Marshall’s first novel,                        Brown Girl, Brownstones (1981). The novel centres around Selina, a girl child of first generation – Barbadian immigrant, who passes from a traumatic childhood to womanhood. With a psyche damaged by the racist and sexist ideology, she initially judges her self-worth by the white standards of feminine beauty. However, she at last decides to go back to Barbados, the centre of her life.

Marshall gave a new meaning to black womanhood by transforming abused creatures into self-conscious rebels who meet the challenges of the world and seek to define their identity within the context of their own culture. K. Sumana has clearly expressed that the novel’s major concern is to demonstrate black women’s determination to revise history, to carve out a place for themselves and to announce to the whole world their existence as “a person and as a presence, as someone autonomous and as someone responsible to a community” (19). Unlike her predecessors, who spoke to others, Marshall’s women speak to their own self and try to articulate that self with a great force.

Paule Marshall meaningfully engaged herself to the task of reconstructing black womanhood. She is the first black woman novelist who sculpts black female characters in relation to their culture and community. She stands out as a pioneer of the black women’s renaissance. Until her arrival on the literary scene, most writers approached the major themes like history, colonialism, slavery, racism from a male perspective. Marshall is the first black woman who treated these ideas from a black feminist point of view.

During the sixties there was a perceptible change in the attitude of writers on account of the cultural renaissance. For a long time, many blacks deliberately attempted to forget their painful past or leave it to the deliberations of the white writers. But, after the cultural upheaval, African-American literary traditions took a new direction. Writers started making conscious attempts to go to the roots and re-link the present with the past. This radical change in the attitude of the writers is manifested especially in the works of Alice Walker. 

K. Sumana observes that as an African American woman writer Alice Walker is more “committed to exploring the oppressions, the insanities, the loyalties, and the triumphs of black women” (20). As a womanist she is certainly concerned with the liberation of all womankind from the psychology of oppression. She intends her works to effect some change in the world. Alice Walker appreciates “women’s culture, women’s emotional flexibility…and women’s strength” (20). Walker admires the struggle of black women throughout history to maintain an essential spirituality and creativity in their lives, and their achievements serve as an inspiration to others.

 Alice Walker’s Meridian (1976) is about a woman protagonist who gradually awakens from her subordinate status as a black female, daughter, wife, and mother to her own self and tries to become the maternal provider of the larger black community. She finally rejects the status of a biological mother, but tries to become the community’s mother.

Meridian’s quest for black womanhood finally turns into a concern for the survival and wholeness of the entire black community. She finds the real meaning of her life in her very attempt to change the present social system for the benefit of all blacks, male and female. The transformation she insists on is possible not through violence but through a spiritual awakening. Meridian thus emerges as a liberated black woman with a hard-won insight into the riddles of life. Evidently, the novel creates an image of the African American woman with her complexity, diversity and depth.

Toni Cade Bambara’s writing is consistent in reflecting her intentional participation in the empowerment of her own community and it is consistent in giving the indisputable message that she received her own empowerment and education within her own community. Barbara’s writing never neglects the wisdom she gained from her lifelong development and experiences in her community. Lauded for her insightful depictions of African American life, she focussed on representing contemporary political, racial, and feminist issues in her writing. She garnered critical acclaim for essays and other works, but she is best known for her poignant, insightful short stories.

Toni Cade Bambara’s important multilayered novel The Salt Eaters (1980) is set in the community of Claybourne, Georgia, during the late 1970s. The novel centres on the attempted suicide and healing of the main character, Velma Henry, as she comes to grip with the fragmentation, rage, and self-will that have driven her in the past.

The novel The Salt Eaters deals with the gender oppression that African American woman experienced before, during and after Civil Rights Movement. Illness, however, becomes a matter of community as well as individual healing. The Salt Eaters integrates African and Afro-Caribbean spiritual and healing traditions with those of the Western religion and other spiritual practices. 

Toni Morrison is the most formally sophisticated novelist in the history of African American literature. Morrison was born on 18th February 1931 in Lorain, Ohio, a small mid western steel-mill town located five miles west of Cleveland. Morrison’s early years in Lorain during the Depression years created within her a sensitivity toward the struggling masses in general and the African people in particular. As a child, she experienced enough poverty, hatred and racism to last a lifetime. Toni Morrison’s personal landscape – the environment in which she was born and brought up has been colourful and complex like that of many of her fictional characters.

Morrison’s novels are viewed as historical and cultural texts, which interweave various strands of oppressive ideologies. The whites rarely intrude as individuals in her universe, except in so far as the stereotypical prepetrators of racial oppression, which is the very condition of black being-ness. 

She astutely describes aspects of the black lives and especially of the blacks as they are. Morrison uses an Afro-American expression to explore the depths, tensions, and polarities of the black writing, a vital part of contemporary literature in the United States. She demonstrates that black women’s writing has a separate place, alternative to the traditional canonical literature of the United States of America. She is not concerned with the social conditions but with the consequences of those conditions on the hearts and minds of men and women.

The denouements of many of Morrison’s novels favour community, the moral responsibility of individuals to each other, the reclamation of traditional black values and the importance of the ancestor. But as a writer she inverts familiar myths and stereotypes of black woman. Morrison’s novels artistically document the author’s awareness of and concern for the historical conditions of oppression of African people in America, thereby revealing her heightened consciousness of the interrelationship of race, gender, and class. 

Morrison in her writings, warns against the dangers of losing touch with racial and ancestral memories, and shows how a modern woman refuses to acknowledge the values of their tradition. The writer rejects the norms of white culture and is linked to the history of resistance to slavery. 

In her writings Morrison asserts the double perspective of a black woman writer remembering and forgetting, accusing and embracing, burying and reviving, joy and oppression and of criticising the past and caring for the future. Ashraf H.A. Rushdy acknowledges the words of Morrison who says that “one who look[s] at things in an unforgiving/loving way . . . , writing to repossess, re-name, re-own” (575).

Toni Morrison is a writer whose work reflects the accidents of her birth – born a woman and a black. It is uniformly believed that motherhood and wifehood are the dual crowns of womanhood. Traditionally, women’s lives have been organized and manipulated by patriarchy in all ages, all cultures, all countries by establishing values, norms, roles, gender perceptions, and idealism that prescribes unequal means, methods and routes to achieve the so called wholeness for women. 

The woman characters are rebellious and sensitive finding themselves early in life burdened by family, children and responsibilities. The experiences that these women characters face are that of passivity, dominance, effacement, enslavement and imposition.

Morrison’s educational background and early professional life has helped her a good deal in moulding herself into a creative writer with social and political consciousness. In the meantime, she married a Jamaican architect by whom she had two sons, Harold and Slade. Morrison has been very successful as a writer and as a University teacher.

Morrison wrote nine novels – The Bluest Eye (1970), Sula (1973), Song of Solomon (1977), Tar Baby (1981), Beloved (1987), Jazz (1992), Paradise (1998), Love (2003), and A Mercy (2008). She has     also published a volume of critical work entitled                                           Playing in the Dark: Whiteness and the Literary Imagination (1992) and     has authored Dreaming Emmett, a play produced in 1986. Apart from    writing essays, she also co-authored the children’s book                                    Remember, the Who’s Got Game? She has also presented Series, The Book of Mean People and The Big Box.


The numerous awards she has received, culminating in the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1993 for Beloved, bear testimony to her genius as a writer. She has also won the 1988 Pulitzer Prize for fiction for Beloved and the 1978 National Book Critics Circle Award for fiction and the American Academy and Institute of Arts and Letters Award for Song of Solomon. After the publication of Tar Baby, which remained on the New York Times’ bestseller list for four months, she became the first African American woman to appear on the cover of News Week. She has achieved professional status with the Schweitzer Chair at the State University of New York, Albany, and latter, the Robert F. Goheen Chair, Council of the Humanities, Princeton University.   

Toni Morrison made her debut as a novelist in 1970 with The Bluest Eye. The novel deals with the story of Pecola Breedlove, who hating her black self yearns for blue eyes which she believes, will make her white, extinguish her position as a pariah, and give her the love and security that are desperately missing from her life.

The novel presents a simple theme of a black girl who wants blue eyes as a symbol of beauty and therefore of goodness and happiness. This simple theme is a real and symbolic statement about the conflict between the good and the beautiful of two cultures and how it affects the psyche of the people within those two cultures. The theme is at the base of the conflict of artistic and societal values between the Anglo-American cultures and Afro-American cultures, complicated by the psycho-political dominance of one culture over another. By exploring the devasting effects that the western ideas of beauty and romantic love have on vulnerable black girl, this novel also demonstrates how these ideas can invert the natural order of an entire culture.  

Morrison’s career as a novelist soared as the publication of Sula, her second novel in 1973 clearly marked her as a significant literary voice in America. This seminal work reflected the shift in the mood of society at large where the emphasis had veered from the mass struggle for self -realization and affirmation.

Sula apparently deals with the friendship of two black girls. One is Nel Wright, who follows the pattern of life society laid out for her and the other Sula Peace, who tries to create her own pattern, to achieve her own self. This search for self is continually thwarted by the society from which Sula comes. So the novel is not only about Sula and Nel, but also about the culture that spawns them. In exploring this community’s system of beliefs, Morrison weaves a fable about the relationship between conformity and experiment, survival and creativity. While the structural elements of death, time and nature unify the novel, the story of the Wright women and the Peace women specify the community’s perception of itself, for its view of women is inexorably connected to the concept of survival.

Morrison’s third novel Song of Solomon (1977) is a complex narrative involving the legend of her great-grand father Solomon, who had escaped from slavery a century ago. The protagonist, the Milkman Dead, explores his family history, his quest for a place as an individual within a heritage of slavery and violence.

The novel does not primarily focus on the concept of woman, for its protagonists are men. Morrison subordinates sexism to both racism and capitalism, realizing that the exploitation of the African man is the result of his national and class oppression. Though Milkman’s quest for his identity is the dormant thread in this novel, the major obstacle he has to overcome is the deadening effect of capitalism. Milkman is accidentally propelled on his search for himself as a result of his desire for gold. The long journey leads him back through his personal past to a racial history that had been vehemently opposed to materialism and greed. His knowledge liberates him and he begins to respect the poor blacks around him. The novel, thus, makes a qualitative leap in Morrison’s consciousness as an African American woman writer.

Tar Baby (1981) deals with the story of Jadine who is a highly successful black woman of twenty-five, established herself in the fashionable world of Paris deliberately choosing between whether she should accept the marriage proposal of a white suitor. Her confidence over beauty and charm makes her feel lonely and inauthentic. She tries to affirm her identity and so is left emotionally and spiritually uncertain. 

Morrison’s fifth novel, Beloved (1987) has expanded her place in American literature. Beloved artistically dramatizes a haunting amalgam of the past and present experiences of an escaped female slave, tracing the heroine’s quest for meaning and wholeness in slavery and in freedom. Morrison not only highlights the characters’ journey to wholeness but also demystifies the longings of a baby ghost that has been searching for a face, interpreting Sethe’s destructive act in the light of her tragic and ghastly experience. 

Morrison launched her sixth novel, Jazz in 1992. Jazz, resonates with the sights and sounds of the 1920s, the Harlem Renaissance, a period relatively distant from the days of slavery, a period when African-American classical music jazz, transformed American culture. 

Morrison has used the mode of Jazz to depict the experience of black community in the city of New York during the 1920s, a decade known as Jazz Age. Through a meticulous use of the Jazz idiom, Morrison relates the story of Joe Trace and his wife Violet, both of whom had moved to the city leaving behind all the traumas of her childhood. This novel is also about a marriage and extramarital affair which has gone bad as it is about the ways in which black people coped with the infectious hope and deferred dreams that accompanied the Great Migration from the South to the North.
Paradise (2001) exemplifies and contributes to new discourses on race and otherness by narrating the complementary histories of an all-black town in rural Oklahoma and the nearby convent that became a refuge for young women. It describes the African American town of Ruby, which had been established by ex-slaves who were rejected by both white and black communities before being led to their promised land following signs from God. While the community's narrative of its formation establishes it as a blessed community, the reality of everyday life undercuts this imagined unity and superiority. There is disunity between the young and the patriarchs of the community and the myth of the family is fragmented by abortions, unwanted births, infertility and disabled children.

The novel culminates in the massacre of a nearby group of unconventional women by the town's patriarchs revealing the violence that underlies the moralism of this paradisiacal community. By situating the novel in the late 1960s and early 1970s, Morrison captures the shift from the Civil Rights Movement to the post-civil rights era, in which the realities of racial integration and gender equality as putative paradises are examined.

Love (2003) revolves around William Bill Cosey, an African American entrepreneur, who though dead, still dominates the lives of women who had been emotionally dependent on him while alive and are haunted by the memories of the powerful presence while quarrelling over his heritage. 

Morrison’s Love is an ever-moving tribute to the past, making evident the realities of the present. She uncovers the complexities of human behaviour by her characters like Bill, who are full of life and emotions.

Toni Morrison’s ninth novel A Mercy (2008) deals with the story of Jacob Vaark, an Anglo-Dutch trader in United States, when in 1680s the slave trade was in its infancy. Reluctantly the protagonist takes a fourteen year old slave girl Florens from a plantation owner for a bad debt. Feeling rejected by her slave mother, the girl, Florens looks for love, first from Lina, an old servant woman at her master’s house, and later from the handsome blacksmith, an African, who is never enslaved. 

The novelist examines a ‘pre-racial’ America during the formative years at the end of the seventeenth century bearing witness to the genesis of a powerful institution of both physical and psychological oppression. The novel reveals what lies beneath the surface of slavery.

In addition to novels, Morrison published an important scholarly work Playing in the Dark: Whiteness and Literary Imagination (1992) based on a lecture series she delivered at Harvard University. It reveals Morrison’s deeper analytical talents as she diagrams the presence of the Africanist personae in the works of white writers. She probes into the problem of living in a rationalised society with its democratic egalitarianism on one hand, and its ideological dependence on racialism on the other. Morrison argues that the African presence in America, which shaped the entire nation, has had no significant place in the country’s literature. She feels that a contemplation of the black presence is essential to any understanding of the nation’s literature. Morrison writes with a clarity and simplicity, to attract the general audience.

Morrison has also published a play, Dreaming Emmett (1986). Her play is based on the life of the young boy Emmett Till, who was killed by a lynch mob in Mississippi in 1954. The play was written in honour of the first national observance of the birthday of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. The Capital Repertory Theatre of Albany, New York first performed it on January 4, 1986. The play reveals Morrison’s instinct for story-telling, her free-standing characters and her astute ear for language and observation of human gesture.

Morrison has also written several essays, which have a bearing on her fictional art. They include “What the Black Woman Thinks about Women’s Lib” (1971), “Behind the Making of the Black Book” (1974), “City Limits,” “Village Values: Concepts of Neighbourhood in Black Fiction” (1981), “Recitalif” (1983), “Rootedness: The Ancestors as Foundation”(1984), “Memory, Creation and Writing” (1984), “A Knowing so Deep” 91985), “The Site of Memory” (1987). “Unspeakable Things Unspoken” (1989). Morrison has also edited “Rac-ing Justice,” “En-gendering Power: Essays on Anita Hill, Clarence Thomas and The Construction of Social Reality” (1993). 

The dissertation is on the select novels of Toni Morrison Tar Baby and Beloved. In Tar Baby and Beloved, Toni Morrison points out the affirmation of black women who make choices of their own life on their own terms. Morrison suggests the dangers that can happen to the totally self-reliant black woman if there is no historical connection.
Tar Baby depicts the extent to which Jadine is conflicted by her identity as a Europhiliac and as an artist educated by Western institutionalization and her identity as an African American whose own ancestral art history has been devalued by Western intellectuals. Morrison shows her concern for the relationship which develops between Jadine and Son. Jadine is an African American woman raised in the Caribbean by her aunt Ondine, and her husband Sydney, the servants of a retired white factory owner, Valerians. Son is a fugitive on the run for murdering his wife. Brought up and educated at the University of the Sorbonne on the money of her aunt’s employer, Jadine leads a life which revolves round New York and Paris where she has become an art historian and a model. The two protagonists, Son and Jadine struggle together to resolve their opposing class interests in order to unite. 


In the second novel, Beloved the common awareness of the tragic experience of slavery is a burden that the black community needs to relieve itself of as for communal identity formation. The action takes place in 1873 Cincinnati, Ohio after the escape of the female protagonist, Sethe from Kentucky plantation. She attempts to kill her children to prevent them from being re-enslaved. She succeeds in killing only one of her four children, “the crawling-already girl” (T   ).  This event, in all its brutality, condemns Sethe to being rejected by the society. She then seeks refuge within the walls of her house at 124 Bluestone Road, where she separates herself as well as her daughter, Denver, from the black community. 

Chapter I “Introduction” of the dissertation deals with the study of African American literature focusing on the writers and the characteristics of their writings. The study in the select novels of Toni Morrison’s Beloved and Tar Baby reveal that the central characters seek to escape their folk-culture and post-slave culture origins, and the principal black characters in this novel appear to have succeeded in doing this. The study is also on the communal struggle for self-redefinition as the whole community has to perform its role in shaping its members’ self-dignity and their freedom.
Chapter II entitled “Battle for Identity” with reference to the novel Tar Baby illustrates the consequences of rejecting one’s cultural heritage in one’s quest for wholeness and self-actualization. Jadine, the protagonist struggles to free herself from the bonds of her heritage, and her quest for self-actualization is examined in this novel. Morrison portrays Jadine’s affirmation to find her identity outside her familial and historical connections. Jadine loses her identity as a black woman and internalises white values. She is a tar baby – a creation of capitalist America. 

Chapter III entitled “Fusion of Voices Defying Slavery” with reference to the novel Beloved brings in the constraints of a woman who is basically a mother and happens to be a black slave in the society. Morrison has striven to show the rebirth of black identity in her novel Beloved by portraying Sethe’s struggle for self-affirmation. Beloved is a remedial force that reconstructs the motherhood and daughterhood in the novel. The individual searches for new self-recognition, an impulse traced back to the trauma of past experience. 
Chapter IV “Conclusion” concludes with Morrison’s emphasis on the need for a black person to delve into her own culture and understand its ‘ancient properties.’ She also stresses on the need for one black woman to relate to another in order to seek her true self. Morrison looks at the concept of women bonding as a means of coming to an understanding of the self. Her novels are replete with such communal bonding. K. Sumana in The Novels of Toni Morrison: A Study in Race, Gender and Class states “black culture survives everywhere pretty much the same, and that, Black people take their culture wherever they go” (97).

Morrison suggests that the development of a sense of unity within the community is important to attain wholeness. Morrison invites the contemporary black society to go back to its roots because the black identity is formed in close connection to the historical experience of their predecessors. 

The personal goal of self-realization that is embraced by Jadine impairs her vision of seeing her communal role in the pariah community. She fails to attain wholeness because of the lack of communal solidarity. Tar Baby also suggests, through the character Son Green, that an African Americans must neither isolate themselves, nor reject their culture in their battle for identity. On the other hand in Beloved the community comes to Sethe’s aid. The compassion on the part of the society helps Sethe to gain the feeling of wholeness. It is also evidenced by the fact that it is the community which achieves the final regeneration, both by helping Denver break the enchanted circle of 124 and grow into a real person, and by exorcising Beloved and saving Sethe from death. 
Toni Morrison portrays in her novels that African Americans must seek out source of consolation and personal affirmation within the community. Morrison depicts a community that can embrace its members and be an empowerment in the struggle against white masters. In the select novels, Morrison portrays how communal solidarity is the force for the Afro-Americans to survive hardship. This solidarity helps to transgress public orders, and provides enlightening perspectives helpful to redefine the value system of black womanhood. 

Morrison asserts that for better or worse, these characters are to be the inheritors of the African American race’s future. The experience of being a slave and the ancestral contribution toward collective identity formation is the element that Toni Morrison wishes to keep alive not only in her novel but also in real life.
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BATTLE FOR IDENTITY 

 Morrison explores through her representation of the paradoxical tar baby identity, the ways in which the black subject grapples with the allurement of capitalist values, the seduction of white culture, and the legacy of an African heritage. The novel Tar Baby focuses on the African Americans who shun their black identities in favour of the values and norms of whites. The female black character, Jadine identifies herself more with her white employer than with her own people and their culture. 

Morrison explores Jadine’s participation in two cultures and illustrates the extent to which she is torn between them. Morrison examines Jadine as a young ambitious character and as an educated black woman who takes an effort to free herself from the strangle hold of her culture’s conventions and restrictions.

In the world of matrilinearity the father’s remote presence, implies the rejection of an apotheosis of marriage, motherhood and domestic servitude. Their experiences display a stubborn acceptance of a lack of relatedness with family or society. Jadine’s rejection of feminine roles is only a resistance to being sexually exploited. 

Jadine is seen as the clearest manifestation of a potential culture-bearer, but she chooses to evade the historical burden of racial trauma. The dilemma facing the dream-driven, trauma-ridden Jadine Childs, demonstrates the pariah status of black people and their struggle for a self-identity and authenticity. 
The novel Tar Baby suggests the problems of alienation and identification that will haunt and entrap tar babies when they are in search of their identities. Morrison refers to the importance of tar in the African world through Jadine. Morrison examines in her novel Tar Baby, the myth of tar baby to reveal black women’s cohesive power in relation to family and community in history. The symbolic meaning of the myth extends beyond itself to the truth regarding the sacredness of black life and culture, and black women’s power to preserve life and culture. 

Morrison employs the myth to reveal the sacred power of tar in history and to prophesy the significance of Afro-centric understandings of the sacredness of community for the present. Yogita Goyal recalls the words of Toni Morrison who redefines the term ‘tar baby’ as “the black woman who can hold things together” (406). African womanhood has sustained links with nature and culture to maintain the ‘sacred properties’ which ensure human and cultural continuity.  For these black women tar is not only a metaphor for their bonding, but also for their ‘value,’ and their ‘exceptional femaleness’.
 
Tar Baby is the story of the struggle of a modern black woman to come to terms with her modern materialistic aspirations. In spite of her occasional awareness of her blackness, Jadine is characterized as a black girl who ironically possesses a white self. She is challenged by a black woman in a yellow dress who stood for African heritage. Jadine is attracted to this black woman who carries herself with dignity and is in love with her ethnicity. Jadine wants to be accepted by this ethnic woman but remembering the past with the ‘night women’ she wanted to forget the responsibility towards community and continue to be a model. This attitude widens the gap and she is not able to form a positive relationship with other black women; but Jadine’s encounter with these women helps her realize and understand what she is. These black women drive Jadine to confront reality, a reality she fears and therefore rejects. Jadine’s identification with these women as the ‘other’ leads to a discovery of ‘the self’; by rejecting the other black women she not only rejects her culture but also her true self, for a self she believes as her own. 

Jadine realizes that her self-fulfillment lays in going to Paris, and accepting the white man who had proposed to her, and therefore, succumbing to the white culture. She explains her choice of life in Paris precisely as a search for more broad options. She feels that she had three choices in the United States: “marry a dope king or a doctor, model, or teach art at Jackson High. In Europe she thought there might be a fourth choice” (225). 


In her struggle for fulfillment, she ultimately loses her roots from the white as well as the African American world, and becomes a double orphan, a pariah figure. Jadine has been almost constructed by the western thing and is grateful for it.

  Morrison through Jadine highlights the problems of contemporary black woman. She has lost her father and mother at a very young age and has been adopted by her uncle Sydney and Ondine Child. As Sydney and Ondine work for a white family, the Streets, she is under the protection and care of Valerian and Margaret Streets. Jadine’s narcotic dependence on Valerian, the white creates an obsessive need to defend him. She values his opinion more than her uncle’s and aunt’s. “They were family…Nandaine and Sydney mattered a lot to her but what they thought did not” (49). To her Valerians are her patrons. She repeatedly expresses a deep sense of indebtedness to Valerians telling that “he put me through school” (263).  She further adds that “They educated me. Paid for my travel, my lodgings, my clothes, my schools” (118).

  Valerian decided to take her under his wing and finance a Paris education for her that ultimately enables her to establish a successful modelling career. As a result, she loses her touch with the worlds of both the Streets and the Childs. Jadine is torn between the world of her patrons, the Streets, whose patronage has enabled her to become financially self-sufficient and her ancestry which includes the very people who were enslaved by imperialism and brought to the Caribbean islands from West Africa.
Tar Baby offers a conception of independent womanhood, proposing the proper role of women as daughters, mothers and as nurturers. The powers to nurture and hold things together are the sacred properties of black women, not just of biological mothers. A mother is a means to nurture the individual who inturn would help in the development of the community. Such a view further requires woman to be authentic markers of stable cultural identity and embodiments of a maternal or reproductive identity.  


Morrison conveys that Jadine is very clear about what her womanhood is. Jadine’s denial of her black womanhood is by the fact that she wants for herself roles other than those held traditionally by black women. Jadine makes it clear that she finds imposed identities unbearable. To her there are other better ways to be a woman. To Jadine the woman becomes a powerful maternal figure representing a female past and this is what she is struggling against in her efforts at self-confirmation. In the argument for her version of identity quest, she asserts that “there is nothing any of us can do about the past but make our own lives better . . . . That’s the only revenge, for us to get over” (271). Jadine believed that blackness does not exclude upward mobility and individual liberation. Jadine can neither be the daughter Ondine wants her to be; nor the wife that Son wants her to be. Jadine rejects both her lover Son and her uncle Sydney and her aunt Ondine who epitomize what is most valuable in African heritage.  

Jadine is accused of thinking and acting like a white girl. Her behavioural patterns, dress, language, associations and ideology are all those of the whites and demonstrate her disapproval of African ways of living and all that is associated with it. Morrison projects the view that Jadine’s mother, aunt, sister and their sisters knew their true and ancient properties but Jadine is not one among them as she has sold out for a degree and a career.

Jadine quintessentially a city girl, is self-reliant and unfettered, insensitive and selfish; she is ‘orphaned,’ ‘estranged,’ and dislocated from her racial and cultural identity. Jadine experiences the feminine presence of the African women as a threat; they haunt her. As a Europhiliac, Jadine feels threatened by African women who are not only unashamed of their identity, culture, and beauty but also proud of their dignity and heritage. Jadine has forgotten her ancient properties because she has made the white world’s values her own, and there is no turning back.
      Morrison, through Jadine illustrates the consequences of rejecting one’s quest for wholeness and self-actualization. Amina Amin quotes Marilyn S. Mobley who says that “Jadine’s quest for wholeness is unsuccessful because she accepts values and mores of white-middle-class culture without question and she rejects the very cultural constructions of race and mothering that could heal and transform her consciousness” (138).

Ondine and Sydney, childless have long thought of their orphaned niece Jadine as their crown. Ondine wants Jadine to be the child, the daughter she never had. Hence like hundreds of black women who depended on their female children for emotional support, Ondine depends on Jadine in the hour of need.
Ondine feels confident and secure in Jadine’s presence. However, this confidence is shattered when Ondine realizes that she has brought up Jadine the wrong way. She had believed that education would ‘civilize’ Jadine, and give her a good life but it is to her late realization that Jadine’s education teaches her to shun her blackness. She does not anticipate Jadine’s rejection of her own culture and of being a daughter. Yamini K. Murthi quotes the words of Alladi Uma to express Ondine’s realization that she hasn’t been a black mother, one who “helps the daughter to define herself . . . [and] passes on the values of the community she considers worthwhile”(82). 


Morrison projects an encounter between Jadine and Ondine before Jadine flees to Paris which embitters them. Hateful words are exchanged when they conclude that their niece will not return to bury them when the time comes. Jadine forsakes the ancient sacred properties and declares that she’s not their daughter. Accused by her aunt of neglecting communal responsibilities, she openly opposes Ondine: “There are other ways to be a woman . . . . I don’t want to be . . . . like you” (284). Jadine chooses to be an uncompromising adventurer, failing to negotiate the expectations of the community.

What Ondine fails to do is to teach Jadine community values, teach her to be a daughter, and so tells her that a daughter is “ . . . a woman that cares about where she come from and takes care of them that took care of her,” the very woman Jadine rejects (281). Ondine helps Jadine to develop the self. Jadine rejects her aunt’s values. The collective identity as one of the many professional women in the modelling world is more important to her than listening to her aunt or recovering ancestral roots.

Jadine is not able to form a positive relationship with other black women. It is her encounter with all these black women that helps her realize her self, leads her to an understanding of what she is. 

Ondine persuades Jadine to reconsider her decision to go to Paris for she feels it is fraught with danger for Jadine. Jadine suspects that aunt Ondine feels that it is her duty to support her uncle and aunt who ‘parent’ her. Jadine is a little too harsh with an unfeeling attitude to her uncle and aunt when she says, “you want me to pay you back. You worked for me and put up with me. Now it’s my turn to do it for you, that’s all you’re saying” (281).  
Jadine completely distorts the truth of the years of sacrifice her aunt and uncle made on her behalf. The truth emerges, however, from Ondine’s confession that “We don’t have a place of our own. And the little bit savings went to Jadine. Not that I regret a penny of it. I don’t  . . . . I would have stood on my feet all day all night to put her through that school. And when my feet were gone, I would have cooked on my knees” (193).

Ondine insists in her parting conversation with Jadine that

 . . . a girl has got to be a daughter first . . . . And if she never learns how to be a daughter, she can’t never learn how to be a woman . . . good enough even for the respect of other women . . . . You don’t need your own natural mother to be a daughter. All you need is to feel a certain way, a certain careful way about people older than you are. (281)

Ondine’s explanation emphasizes the nature of daughter and mother roles, and the symbiotic relationship between any generation and its elders. But Jadine resists Ondine’s expectation that she should parent her elders. 

Amina Amin approves Peter Erikson who rightly says that Jadine’s “…success in articulating and holding to a new definition of black female identity is made to depend heavily on an unfeeling attitude toward the ‘parents’ who raised her” (138). Morrison suggests that Jadine is trying to affirm her identity outside her familial and historical connections. 

Jadine is supremely confident of her abilities. She explains her choice of a life in Paris precisely as a search for broader options. She wishes to “get out of [her] skin and be only the person inside – not American – not Black – just me” (48). She manages to establish herself in the fashionable world of Paris to the extent of being chosen for the cover of ‘Elle.’ She stands as an emancipated woman, measured by the standards of white society whose value she has accepted.

Morrison illustratively brings out how Jadine experiences the strangle hold of the maternal figures in a powerful manner. She is entrapped in the slime of the swamp while on a picnic with her lover Son. “The young tree sighed and swayed. The women looked down from the rafters of the trees and stopped murmuring. They were delighted when first they saw her, thinking a runaway child had been restored to them. But upon looking closer, they saw differently.  This girl was fighting to get away from them” (183). The women become “arrogant” when they see Jadine trying to get away from them. They know of their 

. . . exceptional femaleness; . . . that the first world of the world had been built with their sacred properties; that they alone could hold together the stones of pyramids and the rushes of Moses’s crib . . . they wondered at the girl’s desperate struggle down below to be free, to be something other than they were. (183)
The tree to which Jadine clutches to extricate herself is of no help because the other side of the swamp does not allow her to do so. The tree becomes symbolic of women of exceptional femaleness from whom the female protagonist must escape. Jadine feels that these women who showed arrogance must be something other than they were. 

Having sold herself to the white values and attitudes, Jadine experiences the traditional mothers as a threat, as presences that will annihilate her very self, either by choking her or drowning her in the swamp. Jadine in her rejection of ancient properties is clearly pressing against what she perceives are narrow constraints of race and nationality, and looks forward to be called a different kind of woman. 
Morrison shows through Jadine’s character that if a female individual seeks freedom, she must choose between ‘fertility’ and ‘originality,’ between ‘nurturing’ and ‘building.’ All women appear as a collective presence – assume community and the need for its continuity. Their vision relies on a seamless suturing of the past, the present and the future. These are directly at odds with her forward looking futuristic self.

Jadine wants freedom. Jadine feels that, as an educated African-American woman, she has access to many of the material luxuries that, in the Caribbean, have traditionally been marked as privileges representative of white culture: wealth, estate ownership and high-fashion. This fantasy of pursuing personal freedom and material gain fills the void within Jadine and constitutes a new identity for her to hold onto. Immersing herself in the world of capitalist fantasy, Jadine feels she can best fulfill herself in a world founded on the prospect of success, freedom and happiness.


Her quality of independence and her insistence on freedom and individualism are most clearly seen in her love of the urban mobility of New York and her confrontation with the traditional black community in Eloe. Hence for Jadine, New York feels like home, a place where she can be free and happy: “New York made her feel like giggling, she was so happy to be back in the arms of that barfly with the busted teeth and armpit breath. New York oiled her joints and she moved as though they were oiled . . . if ever there was a black woman’s town, New York was it” (221-222).


It is only when Jadine and Son come into contact with one another’s world and life style, differences surface and reach a breaking point. Jadine thinks of herself as an ‘authentic’ individual – self-sufficient, self-confident, self-satisfied–until she meets Son. The conflict felt by two characters, Jadine Childs and Son Green, is complicated because of the tensions between different conceptions of their identity. 

 Son and Jadine do not approve of each other. Jadine is self-reliant, unfettered but a narcissist, insensitive and selfish. She follows a broadly cosmopolitan approach, where rootedness and tradition signify backwardness, and she feels comfortable only in a city in contrast to Son who functions in opposite to the white western world.
Son stands against hybridity of all kinds. Son’s criticism of Jadine hinges on rigid and proper conceptions of the identities of men and women. He argues that “ [Y]ou turn little black babies into little white ones . . .  you turn your men into white men, and when a black woman treats me like what I am, what I really am, you say she’s spoiling me” (270). 

Jadine finds Son’s community in Eloe provincial and conservative; and that his friends are uneducated inferiors; he can neither adjust to life nor its work ethic. Jadine’s desire to achieve different roles for herself is reinforced by her recognition that Eloe offers few challenges or opportunities for fulfillment and intellectual for black woman: “Eloe was rotten and more boring than ever. A burnt-out place. There was no life there. Maybe a past but definitely no future and finally there was no interest. All that Southern small-town country romanticism was a lie, a joke, keep secret by people who could not function elsewhere” (259).  

Jadine tries her level best to settle him in New York and encourage him to take an education, which will equip him for a job. He functions in opposition to the White Western world. Son comes to an understanding that black man cannot live in New York without giving up some of his culture’s cherished values. Jadine tries to argue that poverty is a prison and convinces Son to change his life style for a better future and not to continue as a ‘yardman’ all his life. The trouble with Jadine is bound up with her education. 
Son considers Jadine as an ‘educated nitwit’ since according to him education which did not include him is useless. Son views that Jadine’s formal education has provided her with no knowledge of her own culture and history. However, he is aware of and conscious of his own history which is  shown by his words directed at Jadine:

The truth is that whatever you learned in those colleges that didn’t include me . . . . Did they teach you what was in my heart? If they didn’t teach you that, then they didn’t teach you nothing, because until you know about me. You don’t know nothing about yourself. And you don’t know anything, anything at all about your children and anything at all about your mama and your papa. (264-265)

At a point Son is infuriated to what Jadine utters – while she is being educated, he is leading the life of a fugitive.

I was being educated, I was working. I was making something out of my life. I was learning how to make it in this world. The one we live in, not the one in your head. Not that dump Eloe; this world. And the truth is I could not have done that without the help and care of some poor old white dude who thought I had brains enough to learn something! Stop loving your ignorance- it isn’t loveable. (264)

  Son argues that formal education corrupts and destroys black people; he is adamant saying that he does not need money. He rejects the materialistic world, and becomes part of an 

. . . international legion of day laborers  and musclemen, gamblers, sidewalk merchants, migrants, unlicensed crewmen on ship with volatile cargo, part- them . . . was their refusal to equate work with life and an inability time mercenaries, full-time gigolos, or curbside musicians. What distinguished to stay anywhere for long . . . . anarchic, wandering, they read about their hometowns in the pages of out-of-town newspapers.  (166)

 Jadine tries her best to convince Son, but fails. Son rejects the suggestion of Jadine because work has always signified oppression. He shows no interest, as he is the young black man who rejects the white man’s values. Son calls Eloe as his home because of the community, the antithesis to the selfish, individualism of capitalism; the antithesis to the petty African bourgeois that Jadine epitomizes. 

Son is the symbol of community and naturalism. He is extremely critical of capitalism and its effects upon Africans. Morrison reveals Son’s awareness of the importance of the community; he is a man who is not bound to anything, not even a name. To Son if Africans are exploited, then he too is exploited and that if African people are not free then he too is not free. He comes to an understanding that it is not the race that results in exploitation but it is African’s land and labour. To substantiate this view Morrison writes: 

Son’s mouth went dry as he watched Valerian chewing a piece of ham, his head-of-a coin profile content, approving even the flavour in his mouth although he had been able to dismiss with a flutter of his fingers the people whose sugar and cocoa had allowed him to grow old in regal comfort; . . . he turned it into candy, . . . and sold it to other children and made a fortune. . . an buil[t] a palace with more of their labour and then hire[d] them to do more of the work he was not capable of and pay them again according to some scale of value that would out. (202-203)

Though it is assumed that women are the carriers of culture, Son symbolizes home and is repository of all that is authentic and precious about black culture. Son’s black nationalistic approach to tradition suggests that rootedness is far more important than mobility. Son’s dreams are fixed in Eloe, as his itinerancy never translates into mobility for its own sake; Jadine symbolizes mobility who does not see any one place as home. Jadine parts with Son stating that she has been helping him to live a life and wants him to realize the fact there is nothing any of them could do about the past. So he may stay in the medieval slave basket as he wishes. 


Son views Jadine’s independence as a threat to community and her mobility as a sign of alienation. Son expects Jadine to live in the black town of Eloe, as he fears that Jadine might alienate herself from other black women who are known to hold things together. She follows a cosmopolitan approach, where rootedness and tradition signify backwardness and an easy elite status enables a smooth ability to uproot and retrench. Son wants Jadine to understand that what she is trying to shed or discard as the ancient properties of the blacks, would survive in this world. 

Son is a defender of tradition and Jadine is his opposite. Son’s experience in the black community had not made him strong while Jadine’s experience in the white community has weakened her. Hope lies with Son as Morrison identifies him to have come to rescue Jadine. Son attempts to kill Jadine’s old capitalist ideology and helps her to become more conscious of herself as an African. 


Son is also projected as one who is the true son of a traditional mother – he is authentic, primitive and non-materialistic. Son’s awareness and affinity towards the community separates him from individualism of capitalism. In the eyes of both Morrison and Son, Africans must resist the oppression of capitalism by being conscious of African history and remaining loyal to the African masses. Son, conscious of the plight of the African masses and the overwhelming oppressiveness of their existence brings him close to fainting. 


There are incidents which show Son’s sincere love for African people. The first occasion is when he hears the story of slaves struck blind when they saw Dominique. The second occurs when he realizes the magnitude of the African’s self hatred caused by race and class oppression. With a history of loneliness and pain, Son sheds tears with a thought that the whites’ ‘sole purpose was to light their way’. 
Son is a man who loved his people with a special sense of fraternity. In the words of Morrison “he saw the things he imagined to be his, including his own reflection, mocked. Appropriated, marketed and trivialized into décor. He could not give up the last thing left to him – fraternity” (168).


Through Son’s attachment to the black community and his reclaiming of the island’s colonial history, Morrison articulates the idea that one has to become a part of one’s ancestral history, and also be absorbed within it, in order to construct communal identity.

 
Morrison in her Tar Baby highlights the fact that the root of the conflict between Jadine and Son is that one had a past and the other a future and each one bore the culture to save the race in their own way. Jadine is hard and self-indulgent, seeking only to live in the present, eschewing her obligations to others and turning her back on her ancestral line. Just as Son wishes for Jadine to embody what he feels is the ‘authentic’ black American woman, Jadine wishes Son to clean himself up literally, get educated, get a job and to share her dream of ‘beating the system at its own game.’ Jadine sees success entailing capitalism and institutionalized education. She is appalled at Son’s refusal to go to school or to try to find a job.


Jadine’s education and ambitions have alienated her from the world of black women. Jadine manages to break herself from the stereotype tar, understood both as the insulting denigratory term and as the myth-laden symbol of communal cohesion. Her truth is that she is “making something out of my life . . . in this world” (264). 

      
Jadine’s individualistic behaviour can be understood as self-affirmation which would also help her black sisters in future.  Morrison stresses on the importance of the African community to preserve links with nature and sustain their own social order to ensure continuity.


Jadine’s quest for wholeness becomes unsuccessful as she accepts values and mores of white middle-class culture without question. She proves her inability to resolve the obstacles in her life which prevent her from becoming whole. She does not fully embody the tar qualities. Her failure to embrace the maternal role detracts her integrity. She experiences a failed initiation or an aborted quest.  To gain the feeling of wholeness there is a need for compassion on the part of the society.

Morrison reasons that a black woman like Jadine who neglects any thought or remembrance of the ancient properties of the black womanhood is incapable of being anchored in the past and holding together that which would otherwise fall apart. Isolation is as restrictive as being bound within a class system. However, there is a problem in not paying attention to the ancient properties, as Morrison calls them that belong to the African American women. Jadine struggles to assert herself in the face of confusing contrary influences. Jadine suffers from bouts of identity crises, which are all related to her attempts to position herself as a woman against the patriarchal tradition. 
Morrison does not celebrate Jadine’s triumph in rejecting her familial and historical past. It is only an examination by Morrison as to how Jadine struggles to free herself from the bonds of her heritage and her quest for self-actualization. The author projects how difficult human choices can be for a black woman like Jadine who searches for her identity even if it leaves her ‘emotionally and spiritually uncertain.’ 


Morrison maintains that no black woman should apologize for being educated like Jadine but at the same time suggests that Jadine can attain her wholeness only by accepting the cultural constructions of race and mothering that could heal and transform her consciousness. Jadine Childs is both old and new; she is tired of rigid tradition and fresh for liberating opportunities.

Son is presented as a Saviour figure as he is a man who has wandered through the world and knows who the wounded are. He can heal as well as forgive. Son sees himself as a member of the exploited class although he himself is not directly exploited. Having discovered the importance of African’s history and his relationship to his people, Son commits himself to share the experienced knowledge with other Africans. Thus by struggling to politically educate the other members of the community, Son becomes a modern-day revolutionary. 

Morrison’s revelation in Tar Baby is that America’s system of capitalism has destroyed the African American individual and community, separating those who identify with the oppressor, those who are kept on the fringes of the ruling class; and those who identify with the African masses and who are kept in the gutters. Her conscious message is that African people must neither isolate themselves, nor reject their culture. 
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CHAPTER III

FUSION OF VOICES DEFYING SLAVERY
          Beloved is a contribution to a historical moment in which African American historiography is in a state of fervid revision. The novel consistently pits the status of humanity against the status of property, and no amount of money can justly compensate the dehumanization involved in slavery. However, the most daring acts of humanity are violations against the laws of property and the discourse of property in slavery embedded in a dialectal and self-negating discourse of humanity. 

          Morrison’s central concern in Beloved suggests the tortures both of slavery and of post-war violence against African Americans. Ashraf H.A. Rushdy comments that the novel is not about slavery as an institution, but “about those anonymous people called slaves” (569). The novel shows how the condition of enslavement in the external world has deep repercussions in the individual’s internal world. These internal resonances are so profound that one is supposed to do things, which are unnatural.

Morrison in her novel describes the role of cultural healing, the quest to rebury the dead and the programme of redeeming the black females. She brings in exploitation, dehumanization, degradation and rectification. She also demonstrates the victimization of the ex-slaves who are its protagonists and asserts the healing and wholeness that the protagonists carry with them in their communal lives. Morrison in Beloved explores and exploits the verbal wisdom of her characters, sprouting from the very roots of the African culture. Her work exhumes buried truths and redefines experiences that are never transparent and decodes silence.

Sethe, the central figure in the novel, internalizes the maternal discourse of a good mother to adopt a subject position against the discourse of slavery. Born of a slave mother and the mother who kills all the children fathered by the whites who raped her, Sethe is brought up by her grandmother, Nan. As Nan tells Sethe, “she threw them all away but you. The one from the crew she threw away on the island. The others from more whites she also threw away. Without names, she threw them” (74).  Sethe, the only survivor of her children is named after the black man she had the child from. Consequently she has forgotten “the same language her ma’am spoke” (74). Her loss of mother tongue is an oblique indication of her rootlessness and her precarious existence that amounts to nothing. 

Toni Morrison sketches the character of Sethe’s mother as a slave who had been branded, raped repeatedly and ultimately hanged. This shattering experience has a negative impact on Sethe. As a child and also as a grown up, Sethe often wonders about her own mother who was brought into a plantation from Africa and used as a milking cow by the slavers. Sethe is made familiar with her mother’s branding mark – the circle and cross that is burnt into her skin under her breast. This marking is the mark of the owner – for their little ones to know. Sethe as a young girl does not understand this, until she has a mark of her own. Her own marks have dehumanised her to the level of animals. Her bitter experience makes her more protective towards her children. By burying her painful past, she consciously makes her first effort to claim wholeness. Sethe consciously obliterates the most painful memory of her childhood of having no meaningful relationship with her mother that affirms her forlorn condition. 

Morrison contrasts between the mother’s role of Sethe’s mother and Sethe herself. The death of Sethe’s mother was caused by hatred and pride – hatred towards a race of exploiters and pride to perpetuate her own racial identity, while Sethe’s act has resulted from the compulsive love of a mother to safeguard her children’s future.  Sethe has the conviction, “I’ll protect her [her children in general] while I’m alive and I’ll protect her when I’ain’t” (54). Sethe’s mother never possessed this protective conviction. 

Motherhood has always universally been riddled with traditional interpretations and pre-conditioned views. The implication is that a woman is more than a maker of children; she values the child more than her own self. Her own value as an individual is relegated to the background; the child and its needs take precedence, particularly when the child as an infant is dependent on its mother for its security and life. The violation and destruction of this bond tears the familial fabric in all societies. 

Mothering and motherhood is denied, devalued and obliterated by slavery since black women are regarded as breeding stock. In the case of Sethe, the sexual violence that slavery wreaks on her body makes her sacrifice her body for the lives of her children and the violent possessive relation that she affirms with her kin. Sethe’s body is always marked as a site of mourning.

Fragmentation of Sethe’s personality begins when she leaves her husband Halle, considering him to be dead because he had failed to protect her from the school teacher and his nephews who decorate her back with a chokecherry tree and stole her milk meant for her baby daughters. 

There are two crucial moments in Sethe's life when she is submitted to the dehumanizing forces of the white oppressors. The first clearly distinguishable incident in Sethe's story that marks a turning point in her life and that which drastically changes her perception of the future, takes place early in her life, when she is put on the animal side of the list of features according to schoolteacher's education. Sethe overhears the man's lesson, during which he teaches his nephews about the natural features of a human, drawing a thick line between a human being and an animal. To supply his students with a more precise exemplification of the difference between the human and animal world, he classifies Sethe as a representative of the animal realm.
The second incident is the aspect of dehumanization which gains even more meaning much later in her life when Sethe is pregnant with Denver. Sethe’s milk is then taken from her to feed the schoolteacher’s nephews. As it is indicated, feeding white boys with Sethe’s own milk is superimposed over feeding her own children. Such bestial endeavour deprives Sethe of the role of being a mother, and degrades her to the position of a ‘breeder,’ as she is made use of like an animal in service of feeding a human. She begins to trust the words of Baby Suggs that “there is no bad luck in the world but whitefolks” (105).
Sethe tells Paul D, a close associate in Sweet Home plantation about how the whites stole her milk. Her account brings to the fore, uncompromisingly, the bond between mother and child which slavery destroyed. “All I knew was I had to get my milk to my baby girl. Nobody was going to get it to her like me. Nobody was going to get it to her fast enough, or take it away when she had enough and didn’t know it” (19). Her illusionary world fades into nothingness as her milk is stolen and she is given a ‘chokecherry tree’ that decorates her back. Paul D kisses the chokecherry tree symbolizing the support that he gives temporarily. 

Defying the slave system, Sethe wants to be a mother and wants to protect her children. She boldly says “nobody going to keep me from my children” (238). The determination to be with her children enables her to endure the birth pangs and have her first glimpses of freedom. As a slave she did not have either the right or the permission to enjoy any pleasure. Yet she concurs with Paul D when he says that “to get a place where you could love anything you chose – not to need permission for desire – well now, that was freedom” (191).   

Trying to imagine herself as the eternal nurturer of four children-Howard, Buglar, Denver and Beloved, culminates to the growing realization of being of value as “property that reproduced itself without cost” (269) decimates her hopes of being an individual and a true mother. As a slave mother she was always deprived of her righteous claim.

In the slave society, stable man-woman relationships are not possible. Of the two parents the mother is more likely to be available to the children; economic helplessness, lack of work and alcohol frustrated a man’s capacity for parenthood. A woman loved her children more than herself. She places all the values of her life in something outside herself. Yet a black woman is a victim of history.

Though a slave mother, Sethe too is a nurturer; the nurturing power of Sethe is emphasized as she reports to Paul D, “I was big, Paul D, and deep and wide and when I stretched out my arms, all my children could get in between. I was that wide” (190). It articulates the idea of motherhood that leads to fulfillment and the recognition of the self.

Sethe is determined to give freedom to her children as she has experienced the pangs of slavery. She decides that it is time to run out of the Sweet Home Plantation when she realizes that her children, the product of her body’s own labour, are considered property by the school teacher. To Sethe, slavery is an institution in which only death can give freedom.

A mother, who loves her children so deeply, is pushed to a corner where she sees no other way but to kill them in order to save them from the banalities of life, from the tree cages, collars, ankle ropes and wells. Sethe wanted to kill all her children, but did not succeed in killing all but one, her two-year old daughter, Beloved. She chose to kill her little daughter both for herself and for her most beloved rather than accept being forced to return to slavery and have her children suffer from institutionalized dehumanization.
Her reasoning is simple, “I couldn’t let all that [the brief freedom] go back and I couldn’t let her [Beloved] nor any of ‘em live under school teacher. I took and put my babies where they’d be safe” (192-193). Sethe kills Beloved so that no one else might kill her nor will the children be sullied; and also precisely to claim ownership of her by breaking the law of slavery only to assert ‘the law of the mother’. She experiences the trauma by breaking and re-making law, but her humanity and claim for her family precede the law.

Toni Morrison considers Sethe’s deed as a heroic act of resistance that reveals her act as a desperate act of love. Gurleen Grewal justifies Sethe’s position through the statement: “If the master could subject the slave children in bondage to a slow ‘social death,’ the mother could release them through physical death” (101).
Sethe’s experience makes her to take the drastic step to save her children from the physical and psychological degradation, and the ensuing tragic experience brings about her fragmentation. Her act is an example of resistance to slavery and thus is not a senseless crime but a necessity born out of serious contemplation. Sethe having analysed her experiences well, wanted her children to keep away from what she knows is terrible. She is convinced that death could provide a better existence to Beloved than a slave life could. 

Even after the death of Beloved, Sethe shows her love for her daughter by sacrificing her body to the engraver as an exchange for the seven letters to be engraved on the epitaph of her beloved. On the gravestone Sethe could only afford to have engraved the single word ‘beloved’ rather than the phrase ‘dearly beloved’ traditionally used by Christ for his disciples and Christian clergyman for his congregation, a phrase that emphasizes the close bond between the individual and society. 

Her action is incomprehensible to Paul D. His judgement that Sethe’s love is ‘too thick’ is a misunderstanding because though he is familiar with the evils of slavery, he “does not know what it is like to be both parent and slave, let alone both mother and slave” (T 193). He thinks as a slave not as a slave-mother who could never have any true safety in her life. To Sethe, love can never be ‘too thick’; it is nothing but an affirmation of her genuine love for Beloved. 

Sethe’s act is disapproved by her community as well and so is alienated and segregated from all. In the absence of the nourishing energy flowing from her community, she begins to dry up and even her daughter, Denver blames her for their isolation, “Nobody comes by . . . . It’s [because of] us. And it’s you” (T 17). Sethe had been ‘junkheaped’ twice – the first time by her mother and the second time by her community that had rejected her because she was “trying to do it all alone with her nose in the air” (299).
Morrison in her novel justifies Sethe’s actions. To her ideologues, slave infanticide emerges both as proof of slavery’s evils and of a mother’s love for her children in the face of an institution that disregards slave kinship. Teresa Heffernan acknowledges the words of Susan Willis who points out that the act of killing the child “. . . represents the individual’s direct confrontation with the oppressive social forces inherent in white domination” (564).

Sethe had to tolerate the onslaughts of racism, sexism and poverty but was determined that her children should never face it. She has been pushed to the limits of human tolerance and has reacted to it instinctively, trying all the while to protect her children. The system has put her in a situation where protecting her children means murdering them. Extraordinary situations call for extraordinary responses, which cannot and should not be judged from the viewpoint of ordinary behaviour. Her rough choice is motivated by an inner compassion, which is manifested in the only channel of action available to her. This cannot be condemned; rather her choice, the dilemma of her motherhood, compels the rest to condemn the system of slavery.  Rashmi Gaur interprets Morrison who sketches Sethe as 

a mother struggling to save her children from a predictable brutal future – a black woman who has faced the cruelty on her race at first hand, who has been cow-hided and emotionally deshaped before spending only 28 days of tentative freedom in the company of her children, mother-in-law and neighbours, trying desperately to protect her children from the repetitive fate of her race, a person hounded by generations of future – obliterating terror acting decisively to put her babies “where they’d be safe” (158) .  

The death of Beloved is expressed by Sethe’s mother-in-law, Baby Suggs who says that death was anything but “a sign of forgetfulness” (124).  Motherhood leads to fulfillment and the recognition of the self. Morrison feels that Sethe must learn to understand and claim herself as the best mother. 

Toni Morrison initiates the reconstructing process of Sethe’s personality by artistically and metaphorically describing Sethe’s attempt to rebuild her broken life. Sethe’s emotions had died while she doggedly fought the battle of life, all by herself. Morrison through Paul D symbolically indicates that he would take the responsibility of protecting her womanhood. She has always looked forward to ‘us three’ – Sethe, Denver and Paul D. 

Sethe expected Paul D to stay with her to fill up the vacuum of her life but he was like any other man. Her hopes of a fuller life is ruined again that she is left companionless. Sethe’s attempt to claim independence is misjudged when Paul D deserts her and she loses her strength due to the withdrawal of the temporary support offered by him. She isolates herself and turns herself into an island. Her loss is clearly worded: “Every eighteen or twenty years her unlivable life would be interrupted by a short lived glory” (204). Rebuffed by him and his incapacity to forgive her, the world of her happiness is destroyed. She gives up her job which signifies her further loss of identity that leads to isolation and self-destruction.

Sethe knows the conditions of freedom and love and feels that each should learn to claim that freedom, and that love and thereby to claim genuine community and begin the process of healing. Sethe too is ‘Beloved’ for she is herself redeemed by love and by her own inner strength. This redemption is an understanding that Sethe’s selfhood has nourished that she can do anything without the moral support of a man. 

Sethe has a powerful cultural mentor, Baby Suggs who awakens her desire to know her past and to love herself as a person. Baby Suggs enhances Sethe’s sense of womanhood, and their bonds to one another are made stronger. The act of healing both physically and psychologically is performed by Baby Suggs. Sethe remembers that though 124 stands as a haunted house that had once been “a cheerful, buzzing house where Baby Suggs, holy, loved, cautioned, fed, chastised and soothed” (102). Baby Suggs, the ancestor has been a beacon of light to the entire community; she serves as spiritual nourishment for the emotionally starved community wherein she transforms every individual’s life.

Baby Suggs through her experience of slave life wants to build a strong community of blacks. Her slave life has “busted her legs, back, head, eyes, hands, kidneys, womb and tongue, she had nothing left to make a living with but her heart – which she put to work at once” (102). She opened her heart to people like Sethe. The nurturing quality of Baby Suggs has made Sethe to regain herself. 

 Morrison constructs two daughterly presences in her novel who help Sethe remember and forget her personal history. Sethe tries to pick up the threads of her life by forming a fresh trio comprising of Beloved, Denver and herself. By turning towards her children, Sethe reconstructs her life with the participation of the other two.  One of her daughters Beloved brings about her deterioration, though the life of the murdered child is only to extend her life, while the other daughter, Denver becomes an instrument in her resurrection.

Morrison’s creation demands nothing less than resurrection, a willed rebirth as that of Beloved. Resurrection, a willed rebirth is not merely a passive resistance to victimization nor is it a withdrawal into a world of one’s inner experience but a fundamental challenge to racial and patriarchal values. 

Toni Morrison resurrects the unjustly killed Beloved and allows her to have renewed historical life by criticising the institution of slavery that has excluded the innocent. Beloved is the daughter demonstrating the determination in slave history. Beloved’s return releases the African American body from the anxieties about the dark side of freedom. The novelist brings back the dead to remember inorder to revive, survive, rename and reposes. 

Within the inborn wisdom of her race, Sethe knows that death is nothing but a continuation of life in different form. Her subconscious longing for clarification of the past and simultaneously for forgiveness, brings into being the ghost of her murdered child. Morrison conveys that Beloved’s death is turned into an act of victory, thus making Beloved the symbol of the feminine spirit, the phoenix that rises from the ashes.

Beloved plays a multitude of parts – she is the voice of the slaves; she is the daughter looking for her lost mother; she is the ghost of Sethe’s baby girl; she is among the freed slaves wandering on the roads.

When Sethe sees the reincarnated Beloved, her “bladder filled to capacity” (61). She basks in the glory of present love in order to blot out the memory of the bleeding child she had held in her arms. Beloved appears as a young woman, but behaves like a child. Consequently, her mentality is comparable to that of a child, and she is selfishly demanding. Initially, Beloved’s appearance suggests to Sethe that she came “to love and be loved” (209).

Morrison resurrects Beloved who comes back to haunt Sethe for murdering her. She has returned “to fix her” mother (300). She becomes the incarnated memory of Sethe’s guilt. Morrison goes further in giving the dead a voice in remembering the forgotten. 

Beloved is not only a ghost of Sethe's dead daughter, but also a symbol of the link between the present and the past. “Everybody knew what she was called, but nobody anywhere knew her name. Disremembered and unaccounted for, she cannot be lost because no one is looking for her”            (322). 

Beloved becomes demanding to get what she desired. What Beloved seeks is a compensation for being abandoned in the past. Beloved captures the moment when Sethe articulates her recognition of the reasons to her act of killing Beloved and that she had done the right thing out of true love. Beloved behaves uncomprehending everything except that “Sethe was the woman who took her face away, leaving her crouching in a dark, dark place, forgetting to smile” (296). Beloved tries to strangle Sethe; both fight and love each other, rationing all their strength for it. As a revenge Beloved is sucking back from Sethe the life she had snatched away from her so that “the flesh between her mother’s forefinger and thumb was thin like china silk.” She charges Sethe with accusations of leaving her behind, of not being nice to her: “Beloved ate up her life, took it, swelled up with it, and grew taller on it. And the older woman yielded it up without a murmur” (295). 

The more argumentative and demanding Beloved gets, the more Sethe explains, pleading “for forgiveness, counting, listing again and again her reasons: That Beloved was more important, meant more to her than her own life” (284).

Sethe tries to convince Beloved throughout the novel of her act “what she had done was right because it came from true love” (296). As a mother Sethe seeks to make her actions intelligible to Beloved and to the larger community. Ashraf H.A. Rushdy highlights how Morrison brings out the black woman writer’s way of looking at the world – “an unforgiving loving way” (583). 

Sethe decides to cling to Beloved to protect herself against loneliness. Sethe is afraid that Beloved may once again go away, before understanding that it is still better to die at loving motherly hands than to be ruined in white hands, “that anybody white could take your whole self for anything that came to mind” (295). 

There is a visible competition between Sethe and Denver over Beloved. Denver becomes jealous, because, like her mother, she also forms a possessive relationship to her sister. This competitive atmosphere is a result of the mother’s and the daughter’s nostalgia for lost companionship: it indicates Sethe’s desire to revive the broken tie with her daughter and Denver's hunger for a sisterhood. 

     Morrison while talking about the healing power of the daughterly presences, brings the daughter of history, Denver, who is the site of hope in the novel. She is the first to recognize that Beloved is the incarnation of the ghost that has haunted 124, and is also the first to develop an understanding of the affirmative return to life. Initially like Beloved, Denver is dependent on her mother but fears that she too might be killed along with her brothers just as Beloved. This fear makes her feel imprisoned at 124, Bluestone Road while her brothers Buglar and Howard run away from home with the same fear of being killed.

Denver tries to protect Beloved from Sethe because she is afraid that their mother might try to kill one or both of them again and she feels that the onus of protecting Beloved is bestowed upon her: 

It’s all on me, now, but she can count on me. I thought she was trying to kill her that day in the clearing. Kill her back. But then she kissed her neck and I have to warn her about that. Don’t love her too much. Don’t. May be it’s still in her the thing that makes it all right to kill all her children. I have to tell her. I have to protect her. (243)
Denver knows her mother’s loving care but finds it impossible to ask her about the moment when Sethe expressed her love murderously. “I love my mother but I know she killed one of her own daughters, and tender as she is with me, I’m scared of her because of it” (242). Denver is left all alone because her grandmother has died, her mother ostracized by the community; to add to the unfortunate incident this little girl Denver abandons language at a tender age of seven and turns deaf and mute. For a period of ten years she prefers to live in the ambivalence wrought of suspicion without desiring any explanation. When she regains speech and hearing, she lacks the words to deal with Beloved’s death and processes it unconsciously in monstrous dreams: “she cut my head off every night” (206).

Denver represents the embracing glance, the loving view and the need to remember. The first recognition Denver has of the danger Beloved represents to Sethe is the danger of the past taking over the present; Denver accuses the ghost Beloved of choking her mother. 
Denver at first acknowledges the nature of relationship between Sethe and Beloved. The ghost’s excessive demands put Sethe’s life under threat. In this situation Denver makes a desperate step towards the black community, who in her mentality personifies the unknown ‘outside-the-house.’ Through this act, the roles reverse: the mother becomes a fragile and dependent child, whereas the daughter is altered into the independent decisive woman ready to take risk in the name of love.
Witnessing her mother’s gradual collapse, Denver decides to prevent her from the destructive influence of Beloved; “Sethe was trying to make up for the handsaw; Beloved was making her pay for it. But there would never be an end to that, and seeing her mother diminished shamed and infuriated her” (295). 

The ghost’s arrival marks a turning point in the protagonists’ lives – Sethe is given a chance to revise her past and re-enact it whereas Denver, is challenged with responsibility for her family, which results in her subsequent transformation from being a girl to becoming a woman. 

Through this incident Morrison injects thoughts into Denver who begins to confront questions regarding the ways the past shapes the present. Morrison highlights the crucial moment in Denver’s life when she must understand her mother’s act; the understanding that the forces of slavery compelled her mother to do what she did. In the words of Morrison “…the job she started with protecting Beloved from Sethe changed to protecting her mother from Beloved” (286). Sethe’s identity and wholeness is regained by Denver, the one who helped her out of the abyss created by Beloved. She seeks the help of the community to liberate her mother. 

The healing power of Beloved is further demonstrated when Denver is forced to ‘go out the yard.’ It is the ghost's agency that provokes Denver's decision to seek help ‘outside’ the secure ‘four walls.’ The girl’s ‘stepping off the edge of the world’ under the pressure of the ghost, puts an end to the infantile stage in Denver’s life. It is a journey into community as well as a voyage into adulthood and self-recognition in the eyes of the community.

The moment she starts functioning as a member of the society, an adolescent girl transforms herself into a grown-up woman taking whole responsibility for her family’s future. Denver’s psychological development towards self-recognition begins with the mother-daughter relationship and Denver’s fear for Sethe as well as her fear of the community ‘outside.’ 

Denver, the signifying daughter attempts to prevent the past from intruding upon her life: “she had her own set of questions which had nothing to do with the past, the present alone interested Denver” (141). She is not able to avoid the past for long; the past becomes an immediate pain to her present life and an incipient danger to her future. 

It is Morrison’s advice that Denver must assume responsibility by stepping out of 124 and face the larger community. It is time she stopped dwelling on her mother’s history and recognized the larger community of slavery’s suffering. Denver recalls her grandmother’s final words “lay down your sword. This ain’t a battle; it’s a rout” (287). The inspiring word of ‘know it’ is the way to interpret it. It is the knowledge of the larger community – of her father, her mother, her grandmother, sweet home, and slavery. 

It is deducted from Denver’s endeavour, that she must learn Baby Suggs’ lesson, that despite the inability to defend oneself against the white folks, one must claim freedom through action. Taking this advice, Denver leaves the four walls of 124 Bluestone Road, enabling herself to know and thus breaks the domestic confinement, and transcends the biological bind that disabled her search for integrity within the whole community

       According to Morrison, two things occur as Denver follows Baby Suggs’ advice – one that leads to personal healing and the other that leads to a communal healing. Denver finds the ability to discover herself when she meets Nelson Lord. His words ‘opened her mind’ demonstrating her personal growth. 

Denver knows her shared history – her family’s, her community’s, her cultures. She is recognized by Lady Jones who inaugurates her life in the world as a woman; begins to glean the inner meaning of a larger reality, to comprehend the danger that the past holds. Denver receives Ella’s help to exorcise Beloved by not allowing the past to consume the present and offers Sethe the opportunity to reclaim herself. The community comes together under Ella’s leadership to expel the naked, pregnant and beautiful figure of Beloved. Hence the community comes to Sethe’s aid, releasing her from the clutches of Beloved. 
Sethe is a Christ-figure who reunites with her community and marks the resurrection of both herself and her people. Sethe tries to be her own self. Morrison sets such ideals for both men and traditional women. Their wholeness lies in sharing, giving, loving and not in isolation or selfishness or meanness to preserve oneself. The community provides the individual with meaning, purpose, a sense of belonging and a definition of freedom, which become a practical tool to eliminate the suffering caused by repression. 


Beloved stands as an example of how isolation from one’s community can threaten the well-being of particular individuals. When the novel’s two central protagonists, Sethe and Denver, lock themselves up at 124 Bluestone Road starting to live only ‘inside,’ they shed every contact with the ‘outside.’ But for infrequent negotiations with the community, the two women would successfully cease to exist within the four walls. Only by affirming personal individuality is one able to be reborn in the community. Sethe’s and Denver’s road to personal identity is grounded in mutual reliance between their own selves and the community. Thus, personal and psychological growth is closely related to the growth of the community.

 The novel marks the significance of revising and re-articulating the relationship between an individual and the community. Hence, learning to love one another is a basic step to self-valuation, be it individual or community. Beloved enables the community to overcome a world that has made them forget who they are and to break anything that continues to keep them hostages in the free world. 
             Chapter IV
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CHAPTER IV

CONCLUSION


Morrison believes that women’s quest for self-identity, self-awareness and self-empowerment is made possible only by the intense desire to construct organized lives of women free from all forms of oppression – physical, material, spiritual, emotional and social.

The two select novels Tar Baby and Beloved portray the process of individual and collective battle against the devastating effects of institutionalized slavery and the struggle for self-affirmation which also implies the striving to become ‘the definer’ instead of just being ‘the defined.’

The glorious motherhood is imposed on women and conditions her entire life. It is Madhumalati Adhikari view that 

the experience unique to woman is interpreted for them through male authorities and structures, through religions, myths, science, politics, economics. And when women begin to interpret and articulate their experience they are condemned as reactionaries out to destabilize society. This revolt of women never goes unpunished. (19)  


The two novels mark the significance of revising and re-articulating the relationship between an individual and the community. Morrison’s novels by clarifying the things of the past that are useful and those that are not give renewed and energetic life and thus intend to nourish and heal.



Toni Morrison proves that an individual’s existence within a greater unit – a community – is vital for the development of collective identity. Toni Morrison’s novels, Tar Baby and Beloved, stand as examples of how isolation from one’s community can threaten the well-being of particular individuals.



Morrison’s consciousness of the need to preserve the value both of the individual and the community, the past and the future, and the particularity of African American culture, is presented in the process of writing Tar Baby.
The novel takes up the problem of the price an individual pays in search for an identity and hence to formulate a collective identity. The novel as a revisioned myth reveals that a tar baby shaped by Eurocentric values cannot be a true culture-bearer for the African American community. At the same time, it uncovers a more profound truth regarding tar’s sacred properties in relation to black women’s ancestral heritage. Jadine has little knowledge of the colonial history of the island or the predicament of the present-day black community, and shows no interest in knowing about these cultural and historical burdens. 

Morrison depicts Jadine’s confusion about her cultural identity through her reaction to the African woman who kindles Jadine to evaluate herself by using the image of the African woman in the yellow dress as a symbol of authenticity that the jaded Jadine lacks. She knows that she can never be complete without the black women who haunt her for long. Though she leaves for Paris, she knows that she can never forget the black man, Son, and thereby her culture and her true self also. 


To imagine oneself according to western myths of black womanhood is to submit to a false, fragmented self-image. Jadine throughout the novel breaks away from a conventional idea of blackness, attempting to carve out a new definition of self as well as a new cultural identity. The notion of the American dream, for the pariah community, signifies a communal dream and a cultural task, rather than a personal goal of self-realization that is embraced by Jadine and this impairs her vision of seeing her communal role in the pariah community.

Jadine Childs fails to act as a tar baby because she refuses to cling together with home-building women; and Son Green eventually does not fall for ‘the white man’s bait.’ Jadine and Son search for their self-completion and for a way to feel unified with their surroundings or atleast feel that they have a distinct way of feeling themselves as individuals who are also part of a larger community and culture. It is a quest for finding a cohesive identity.
 Morrison made an attempt to reconstruct the complex psychological background that forced the woman to kill her own offspring. Beloved, is an unswerving hope that the battle for subjectivity; the struggle of Sethe and her black community to re-affirm their status of human beings, which will one day, turn fruitful. Morrison portrays the various paths that protagonists of Beloved take while searching for their true identity.


In Toni Morrison’s Beloved, Sethe frees herself from slavery by escaping the Sweet Home Plantation and joins the free community. She is welcomed by the members of the community and seeks shelter in the embrace of Baby Suggs, her mother-in-law. This happiness lasts only for a short period of twenty-eight days and then follows the ‘eighteen years of disapproval and a solitary life.’ The society that had accepted Sethe as its rightful member, later ostracizes her from its range. The people who could best understand her motives because of their common experiences, reject her after the unforgivable infanticide. After being rejected, Sethe finds a place of desolation within the walls of 124 Bluestone house and succeeds in isolating herself, and Denver, from the community.

Toni Morrison relates the idea of the house, through which women could work out their salvation and define their identities. Accordingly, Sethe’s seclusion points out the importance of the division between inside and outside, private and public of the house. Sethe spatially circumscribes life to the house, and is able to see a way to find her true identity.

Sethe’s daughter, Denver much too infantile at the beginning of the story, appears to be childish and self-centered, partly due to being left on her own within the house at 124 Bluestone Road. She is afraid of the surrounding world – the people outside her house, and of her mother who had already murdered her sister to prevent her from being re-enslaved. Under such circumstances, when Denver is devoid of a traditional home, she sets out on a journey to seek its substitute. Denver’s psychological development towards self-recognition begins with this journey. She goes through various stages in her development to affirm her personal identity. She is particularly eager to seek connection with others. And it is she who eventually reunites her family with the black community. It is the colossal role of female union in transforming the future of Denver and her mother, Sethe. As ‘community mothers,’ black women become the ultimate lifeline, the last chance for salvation.

Baby Suggs healing power restores Sethe back into her community. She is once again among ‘her people’ and enjoys the status of a ‘black sister.’ It is Baby Suggs, who provides the linkage between the present black society and its historical origins. She becomes an embodiment of ancestry, the catalyst of the cultural and the spiritual for the whole community, and a leading voice that brings the community to its recovery. 

Baby Suggs, ‘the ancestor’ serves as spiritual nourishment for the emotionally starved community where she introduces the transformative aspect into each individual’s life. The grandmother functions as the preserver of the past and the strength for the future. In Beloved, the group of women obtains an undeniably crucial function in the process of the individuals’ identity formation recovery. 


 Black women and men can transform present existence by actively remembering and practising the prophetic, generational wisdom of the past. Such transformative activity is communal. Toni Morrison’s choice to place women’s community at the centre of events highlights the females’ indisputable role in the formation of communal unity, and the individual self-realization within its borders in both her novels Tar Baby and Beloved. 
Toni Morrison attempts to strengthen and fossilize the distress of past experience, and also strives to bring consolation to ‘the broken heartstrings.’  In Morrison’s novels, the protagonists rise from the condition of nothingness to the position of self-empowerment. It is not a miraculous change coming suddenly but a gradual reorganisation of the broken threads. It brings out a meaningful and worthwhile pattern. The novels serve as a theoretical model for understanding the role of communities in shaping the individual.
Being outside the community leaves Jadine of Tar Baby open to assaults by the enforcers of the system of oppression that created the situation of being unblessed for the entire community. Morrison suggests that the community must work towards the maintenance of emancipation, to ensure an equality of oppression, an equality of suffering, and an equal portion of pain.
 Beloved is a fine illustration of the journey to self-reliance on a communal as well as individual level. Beloved presents an exposition of communal solidarity. Through communal interaction Sethe and Denver proceed from repressive isolation to a developed sense of self. Here, the black society is given a chance to play a crucial role in formulating individual identity of the main female protagonists, Sethe and Denver. In Morrison’s Beloved the personal suffering is worked out, and re-enacted through the intervention of the community.

The community succeeds in embracing its members, offering acceptance and safety. In so doing, the black society shapes the personal identity of the two main female protagonists in the novel. Toni Morrison has always placed an individual within the context of the society; the society too performs a crucial part in the formation of an individual. Community provides the individual with meaning and purpose, with a sense of belonging to something larger and more powerful than the self. Toni Morrison through her novels precisely says that a community provides its members with a strong foundation for resisting the oppressions of systemic and institutional prejudice. This is very true in the case of institutionalized slavery as it is presented in Beloved and in the revisioned myth of Tar Baby. 


As Morrison's novels Tar Baby and Beloved demonstrate, individual protest is potentially self-destructive, and only communal protest is capable of subverting symbolic structures. Morrison teaches at the end of both the novels that it is the collective action by the women of the community that brings change and makes healing possible. Therefore, it can be concluded that collective as well as individual healing is rooted in the community. 
The suggestion that Morrison makes is that black women must carry with them significant features that can inspire the cultural regeneration of the black community. For Morrison ancestry stands for timeless people whose relationships to the characters are benevolent, instructive and protective, and they provide a certain kind of wisdom. Ashraf H. A. Rushdy further elucidates that “‘If we don’t keep in touch with the ancestor . . . we are, in fact, lost’ . . . ” (567). To be a true culture-bearer and community-builder, black women must remember the moral wisdom of the ancestors.  Consequently, the return to ancestral ties and values is fundamental to the protagonists’ psychological well-being, because such return is capable of healing emotions. It also has the potential to transform because these ties allow an individual to grow in self-confidence. Morrison is especially susceptible to the danger of the lack of ‘conscious historical connection.’ A sense of communal identity becomes an anchor in history; the lack thereof signifies disconnection from the nourishing cultural heritage.

Usha Puri observes that Morrison’s works portray black women who “had nothing to fall back on; not maleness, not whiteness, not ladyhood, not anything,” (27) and she deals with their struggle to discover the authentic black female self. Morrison affirms that writing provides her an opportunity to find coherence in the world, helps her sort out the past – her own as well as the collective past of Afro-Americans. She believes that continuity between past and present is very crucial because it creates bonds, mutual obligations, and a shared communal history of struggle. Her works reveal how deeply she is concerned with celebrating the unique feminine cultural values and “qualities of resistance, excellence and integrity” (27) that were part of the black women’s past. 
To Morrison the black culture is authentic, confident and everlasting. Morrison shows that women are the carriers of culture through her works. Black intra-communal relationship, of a woman and a man, and a mother and a daughter, of two women etc., are her concerns. She highlights the agony of being a black oppressed by the whites, a poor exploited by the rich, a woman amongst overbearing men and a child amongst authoritarian adults.

Morrison believes that the identity formation and individual development bears an organic relationship to community. The communal voices also act as a therapy for the black subjects. Morrison suggests that the formation of an African American identity is grounded on the relationship between the memory of cultural trauma and the making of collective identity. For Morrison, a theory of self-identity necessitates recognition and that cultural and bodily identity are inseparable from notions of home and these elements together give insight into self-identity, self-direction and self-fulfillment. Women should reorganize their lives to develop and promote new systems, new attitudes towards the questions of women. 

The quest for self and its cultural identity, has been the main preoccupation of Morrison’s novels. Such a quest is largely manifested in the characters’ attempts to survive their victimization and seek for psychic wholeness by learning to survive in a world where everyone is in some measure a victim of something.
             BIBLIOGRAPHY
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