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She is set free. She escapes. She comes back. Such is the story of three different women bound by
slavery in Toni Morrison’s novel, Beloved. The trio-Baby Suggs, Sethe, and Beloved is separate in expe-
rience but one in their growing struggle. For the first spent virtually her entire life in physical bondage;
the second, only half; the third, none at all. Ironically, however, it is Beloved, the last, that is most
enchained, and Sethe more so than Baby Suggs. For with more physical freedom inevitably came greater
responsibility and eventually, greater ignorance. Consequently each proceeding generation of women,
while being further distanced from slavery, is increasingly bound by it.

One

Baby Suggs, the first generation, is the freest of all while knowing best the institution of human
bondage. As a slave well into her years, her life has been “intolerable.” “In all of Baby’s life...anybody
Baby Suggs knew, let alone loved, who hadn’t run off or been hanged, got rented out, loaned out, bought
up, brought back, stored up, mortgaged, won, stolen or seized.” Unlike Sethe, who “had the amazing luck
of six whole years of marriage to that ‘somebody’ son who had fathered every one of children...Baby's
eight children had six fathers. What she called the nastiness of life was the shock she received upon
learning that nobody stopped playing checkers just because the pieces included her children.” Of them all,
she only kept one: Halle. Despite the tribulations and separations that defined her existence. though, she
is unbound. In response to everything, she simply states “God take what He would.” She exhibits an
amazing faith even in the face of her worst obstacles, accepting both herself and her situations as part of
the Almighty’s creation and plan. Such a reliance on divine, rather than earthly, things liberates her from
her troubles. “Lay it all down.” she tells Sethe. That she herself did, as she preached in the clearing. There
Baby Suggs, “holy,” spoke the Word and told people to “love their hands,” even their “dark, dark liver.”
Her words evince her sense of conviction and self, showing that she is able to be mentally, emotionally,

and spiritually free from the inferiority complex that seems to be an inevitable part of slavery.

Such a sense of freedom persists in Baby Suggs even to the end, after Sethe kills her baby. She
resigns out of confusion, as she cannot decide on the morality of her daughter in law’s deed. So she
retreats to bed and ponders color. In doing so she regresses into simple-minded oblivion, which proves to
give a certain, though different, freedom in it of itself. Her ambivalence (on one hand, her conscience is
shaken and horrified by the bloody tragedy; on the other hand, she understands the maternal love and
desire for protection from the horrors of slavery) does not hamper her freedom. Rather, it leads her to
dwell on the pleasant, harmless colors that free her from having to face her real issue. As long as she
thinks only about pink, or blue, or yellow, she feels exempt from thinking about everything that has
happened. To her death Baby Suggs shows that she still retains her sense of liberation from all chains. For
Denver, “remembering ...her grandmother’s last and final words,” recalls,

* But you said there was no defense.
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‘There ain’t.’
Then what do I do?
‘Know it, and go on out the yard. Go on.””

Essentially, Baby Suggs says, know the fear, danger, injustice, and vulnerability, but walk
freely anyway break out of the house and go into the world unashamed, unafraid, and most of all,
unchained. Through it all she proves that she, despite the litany of losses that compose her story
and even the final Incident that made her give everything but color up, remains free.

Fwo

On the other hand, the second generation Sethe spends much less time in slavery but much
more time and energy in chains. Contrary to Baby Suggs. she is still a young woman when she runs
away from Sweet Home. After the long and trying journey, she manages to obtain the freedom that
came too late for Baby Suggs. For as the latter left her life of bondage, she herself wondered,
“What for? What does a sixty-odd-year old slavewoman who walks like a three-legged dog need
freedom for?” By then she had already lost virtually everything except for one son, who now sold
the rest of his life for hers. Sethe, on the other hand, obtains liberation when the lives of her hus-
band and children are still intact. For 28 days she dwells in it, and when that liberty for both herself
and her children is threatened the following day, she goes to the utmost extreme murder to defend
her and her babies’ freedom. The plan works, and her distance away from slavery is secured. Though
physically free, however, Sethe spends the next 18 years bound to her subconscious guilt and haunting
rememories. Though she staunchly refuses to admit it, her actions and thoughts reveal her true
inner turmoil. Her freedom enables her to kill her beloved, and that same freedom plagues her
afterward. For the dead baby does not simply leave for a better place in death; it remains in 124 as
a spiteful, venomous ghost. Sethe, in response, only puts up with it because she thinks its ven-
geance is justified. If she felt no unsettled conscience, she would have faced the spirit rather than
comply with its antics. Eventually she, along with Denver, decide to “end the persecution by call-
ing forth the ghost that tried them so™ because she cannot handle the tacit punishment anymore. She
wants to free herself from the ubiquitous reminder by justifying herself face to face with her dead
child. She herself said to Paul D, “I took one journey and I paid for the ticket, but...it cost too
much! Do you hear me? It cost too much.” Such words further show that Sethe continues to pay in
her suffering for the price of slavery or rather, the freedom from it.

Even after her calling is answered, however, Sethe continues to be bound by the past of slavery.
Her memories and rememories invade her as she is powerless to forget or even tame them. Visions
of Sweet Home’s beauty plague her as she feels guilty for not remembering the men, but rather the
trees. She cannot forget the images she does not want to recall. “They stole my milk,” she tells
Paul D, as she feels the burden of her breasts still weighing her down. The lashes that carved the
cherry tree on her back, the dehumanization of having animal “characteristics,” and the slitting of
the crawling already? Baby’s throat are all relived, ripping old wounds afresh. All of her energy as
a “free” woman is spent in an endless, futile battle to forget her life as a slave. It is only when
Beloved returns that Sethe feels she can finally forget. “I don’t have to remember nothing. I don’t
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even have to explain.” she says. In actuality, however, the exact opposite happens, as everything
floods back stronger than before. Furthermore, she finds herself constantly attempting to justify
her love and actions, while being attacked by her insatiable daughter. “Beloved accused her of
leaving her behind...Sethe cried, saying she never did, or meant to... Beloved wasn’t interested.
" Her defensiveness proves her guilt. Eventually it robs her of her very livelihood. Still, though,
she explains, speaking of what slavery has and continues to do to her. “Anybody white could
take your whole self... dirty you...so bad you couldn’t like yourself anymore...you forget who
you were and couldn’t think it up,” she says, having “undreamable dreams about whether the
headless, feetless torso hanging in the tree ...was her husband or Paul D; whether the bubbling
hot girls in the colored school fire...included your daughter; whether a gang of whites invaded
her...private parts.” Such words, in contrast to Baby Sugg’s preaching of self-love, show just
how deeply Sethe is enchained still by slavery. She may have chose to escape on her own, chose
to save her children, chose her self-inflicted fate, and chose to deny all guilt, but unquestionably,
even with all such freedom, she is by far more bound to slavery than the generation before.

G%wee

Even more confined than Sethe is Beloved, the baby who never knows slavery and the 60
million and more who only know it at a relative minimum. Either way she has far less experi-
ence with the institution than both Sethe and Baby Suggs. As the former’s child, she is unaware
and innocent. When she asks “Where are the men without skin?”(whites) she is answered that
they’re “out there,” where “They won’t ever come back™ and “can’t hurt us no more.” Having
received death over bondage, she is exempted from all its horrors. On the other hand, as the
masses who die on the Middle Passage, she only feels her chains for a limited time. On the ship
she is a slave and lives in torture, but soon death, again, physically liberates her from having it
for a lifetime. *No iron chain around my neck,” “no men without skin” around me, she says of
her spiritual realm. Despite her great distance from slavery, though, Beloved is perpetually
enchained. She, more so than anyone else, is bound by her neediness and ignorance as a baby
along with her unfinished business and lack of closure as a Middle Passage victim. As the child,
she does not know slavery, and therefore cannot understand her mother’s act of love. “You hurt
me...You left me,” she repeats. She thinks Sethe left her on purpose, and feels unfulfilled. So
she returns in search for an affection that will never be enough for her needy heart and an expla-
nation that can never make sense to her ignorant ears.

At first she pursues the former, constantly following Sethe. She “was licked, tasted, eaten
by Beloved’s eyes.” She never gets enough of her mother, as she wants to keep her all for herself.
Any attention diverted otherwise, such as to Paul D, is treated with anger as she feels threatened.
Her entire existence is based on others, and so she is controlled by everyone but herself. When
Sethe makes love to Paul D, she begins to fall apart and loses her tooth. Being supernatural then,
she rapes Paul D because of both a personal need to be loved and as a way to separate him from
Sethe. “I want you to touch me on the inside part...Call me my name,"she pleads, while com-
plaining that Sethe “Don’t love me like I love her.” In doing so, she shows her unfulfilled love
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and power over others. At the same time, however, she has no dominion
over herself. By the end, she is addicted, both physically and emotionally,
to something she cannot control, as she is never satisfied. She constantly
hungers for more food, especially sweets, as she grows in size. At the same
time she lashes out at Sethe, accusing endlessly while unable to listen. “Why
did you leave me?” she asks, as she continues “getting bigger,...lapping
devotion like cream.” All her rage and thirst are also an attempt to compen-
sate for the lost lives of the 60 million and more. For they, like the baby,
die before living out their life. Therefore they want to make it up through
Beloved. Screaming for rain— the water that is never given to them on the
ship, and demanding food- to satiate the hunger that plagued them as well,
they too constantly try to fill what can never be fulfilled. Therefore both
they and the baby are bound by everything that slavery has deprived them
of. “Beloved ate up her life, took it, swelled up with it,” as a substitute, or
compensation, for her own lost life. Both the baby and the 60 million are
ignorant, needy, restless for closure and worst of all, completely powerless
over themselves. At least Sethe and Baby have some control in their lives.
Beloved never has that power. Consequently she is the most bound of all.

C-gmac

She lives in physical bondage. She lives in emotional enslavement. She
lives in spiritual chains. With each proceeding generation of women, sla-
very proves itself to be inevitable. Like the old rememory that never goes
away, it persists through the passages of time and adds greater pain in each
succession. Despite the freedom paid with sweat and blood, the iron chains
remain unbroken. Oppression only grows with distance, as each woman
becomes increasingly enslaved by a past that would not let go. Ultimately
Beloved paints the story of freedom without liberation. Such is the devas-
tating consequence of the ingrained institution, a plague that not only robs
mothers of their children but also freed women of their right to live with
unbound feet and hearts. ¥
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