Beloved
Discussion Questions for Paideia

1. Reminders

a. Listen; You Don’t Need To Speak

b. Use People’s Names

c. Respect the Conversation

d. You Don’t Need To Raise Your Hands

e. Refer to the Text

f. I’ll Keep Track of Comments / Rubric

g. Be prepared. This means reading the "text" closely, taking notes, and forming questions. Outline each section and have the outline in front of you.

h. Be courteous. There will be no put-downs and no sarcasm.

i. Allow the speaker enough time to begin and finish his/her thoughts. (Do not be afraid of silence---this usually means thinking is occurring.)

j. Bring others into the discussion and ask others to elaborate on their responses.

2. Everyone has a copy of the text – Beloved and Toni Morrison Interview
3. Set a Personal Goal for the Seminar

4. Read the Following Text Closely and Annotate

"Rememory" is something that possesses (or haunts) one rather than something that one possesses. It is, in fact, that which makes the past part of one’s present. Yet despite her best efforts to "[beat] back the past," Sethe remains, in her words, "full of it." "Every mention of her past life hurt. Everything in it was painful or lost" (58). . . .

Unable to contrive a meaningful or appropriate configuration for her memories, Sethe finds herself tyrannized by unconfigured and literally disfiguring images. As a consequence of an attempted escape, she receives a savage beating, which leaves her back "a clump of scars." The scars function as signs of ownership inscribing her as property, while the mutilation signifies her diminishment to a less-than-human status. Traces of the past that Sethe represses (but can neither remember nor forget) have been gouged into her back by the master’s whip and bear the potential burden of both history and herstory. Like the inscription of Beloved and the pictorial images of, the scars function as an archaeological site or memory trace.

If the master has inscribed the master('s) code on Sethe’s back, a white woman and a black man offer her alternative readings of it. Although initially "struck dumb" at the sight of Sethe’s wounds, Amy, a runaway white girls who saves the fugitive’s life and midwifes the delivery of her second daughter, sees Sethe’s back as a "chokecherry tree":

See, here’s the trunk—it’s red and split wide open, full of sap, and this here’s the parting for the branches. . . . Leaves too, look like, and dern if these ain’t blossoms. Tiny little cherry blossoms, just as white. Your back a whole tree on it. In bloom. (79)

Amy describes an image that prompts her to wonder "what God have in mind." In her reverie, Sethe’s back remains the trace of an event whose meaning, motivation and consequence are largely unreadable. Alternative readings are provided by Baby Suggs (Sethe’s mother-in-law) and by Paul D., the "last of the Sweet Home men." Baby Suggs perceives her daughter-in-law’s back as a pattern of "roses of blood," stenciled onto the bedsheet and blanket. Paul D, who arrives after the open wounds have healed, remarks on "the sculpture [Sethe’s] back had become, like the decorative work of an ironsmith too passionate for display." The distance between these suggestively gendered readings—the chokecherry tree and blood roses, on the one hand, and the wrought-iron maze, on the other—signifies the distance between so-called natural and culturally inscribed meanings attributed to the sign.

It is the white man who inscribes; the white woman, the black man, and the black woman may variously read but not write. Because it is here back (symbolizing the presence of her past) that is marked, Sethe has only been able to read herself through the gaze of others. Her challenge is to learn to read herself—that is, to configure the history of her body’s text. If, as Paul Recoeur contends, "the past survives by leaving its trace," then Sethe must learn how to link these traces (marks of her passage through slavery), to the construction of a personal and historical discourse. Her dilemma is that, as an illiterate female slave, she finds herself the written object of a white male discourse. Significantly, Baby Suggs does not speak of the wounds on Sethe’s back ("Baby Suggs hid her mouth with her hand" [93]). Instead, she concentrates on the ritual of healing: "Wordlessly, the older woman greased the flowering back and pinned double thickness of cloth to the inside of the newly stitched dress" (93, emphasis added).

5. Read Out Loud Twice in Group

6. Opening Questions
a. Do Sethe’s beliefs and experiences with Rememory contradict her final words in the novel, “It was not a story to pass on.”  What part does Rememory play in the novel, and is it always important?
7. Core Questions
a. If you are a plot-driven reader you will be frustrated with this book, especially at first. You may want to keep notes as the story lets out its little slivers of Sethe's and the other characters' memories. This will help you piece the action together into a more logical flow. But is that the point? You can't help but notice how the characters circle and circle around what happened. Why do they do this, and how does it affect the telling of the story?

b. How would you describe the community that Sethe and her family enter, and what is Baby Suggs' role in it? Stamp Paid's role?

c. In order to accept the character of Beloved we must suspend our disbelief in ghosts. Ghosts simply ARE in this novel (Morrison might have us say that ghosts simply are in any world where innocent people are violently murdered). Who, then, is Beloved? Who is she for each of the main characters: Sethe, Denver, and Paul D? What role does she play in the community you've considered in the last question?

d. Why does Sethe do what she does? How does the story lead you to this action, from what perspectives do you learn about it, and is it, finally, "justified" by the novel?

e. Why does Denver act the way she does to Paul D? Talk about the kind of power Paul D has in the household.

f. Explore the relationship among Denver, Beloved, and Sethe. In what ways do they sustain, and how do they destroy one another?

g. Why does the story of Denver's birth get told so many times? Who is Denver, really, and what makes her such a survivor?

h. Read closely (I have probably read them two dozen times and am still learning how to read them) the chapters of "unspeakable thoughts"--"Beloved, she my daughter," "Beloved is my sister," "I am Beloved and she is mine"--until you can sort out what the women are saying about each other, and about themselves. The hardest, of course, is Beloved's chapter, which is interwoven with the voice of someone on a slave ship, perhaps Sethe's mother. Morrison has taken on the impossible task here of giving "ghosts" a voice. Work together as a group, line by line, to try to understand what is being said in the chapter, and by whom. The project is incredibly difficult, but worth the effort.

i. You have undoubtedly read a lot about slavery. Here it is again. In what ways does Beloved reinforce your knowledge of slavery, and in what ways does it shake up your preconceptions and make you look at it in all new ways?

j. Why does the novel end the way it does? How are you asked to think about "rememory" and why does Morrison close with the repeated and varied line, "It was not a story to pass on"?

8. Closing Questions

a. Has this only been a book about slavery?  What universal appeal does it hold?
9. Debriefing

a. Did you meet your personal goal during the seminar? / What will you work on next time?

b. Was there anything about the seminar that bothered you?

c. What could we do to improve the seminar?

d. What will you remember about the seminar?
