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Sethe, Satan and the Political/Creative Goals of Toni Morrison
Pride before the fall…
“Where does she get it all, Baby Suggs, holy?  Why is she and hers always the center of things?  How come she always knows exactly what to do and when?” (Morrison 137)
Snake-like in the bushes…
“I’m laughing now, but it’s true.  I wasn’t just set to do it.  I was hungry to do it.  Like a snake.  All jaws and hungry.” (Morrison 31)
Introduction:
One can certainly imagine Toni Morrison in the 70s, 80s and 90s writing fiction, considering her political and creative purposes, researching history and newspaper clippings, but also, drawing from her own experiences.  From 3/5 Human to Jim Crow to busing and attempts at desegregation, the last 100 years had been turbulent.  Is fiction the best vehicle for creating political change?  Maybe not, but if you’re a writer, it’s certainly one of the battlefields.
As a public intellectual, how would Morrison intervene in this discussion, in this culture that had been steeped in anti-woman tales (showing women in traditional/servitude roles), anti-black stories (giving animal qualities to indigenous people)?  In literature, women had been portrayed as the bearers of life; a positive thing until you start to unpack it.  Women had been seen as peaceweavers in medieval tales of the Middle Ages, showpieces, wet and fluid and always seemingly escaping themselves.  None of this was an accurate portrayal for Morrison.
She would recast her characters and subject and environment in a way in which she saw the world.  It might be a “fallen utopia” as some have suggested.  It could be a separate black female community; communes and experiments in living were occurring in the 60s and 70s.  She would show the effects of internalized slavery on the African American.  She would decenter man from the tale and give heroic (and anti-heroic) qualities to women.  Regardless, they would be powerful.  (In Sula, Nell realizes that she’s mourning the loss of her friend Sula, not her husband.)
In doing this, she would borrow from the great epic writers of the past.  They had borrowed from their predecessors so all was fair!  Milton’s Paradise Lost, after all, is fan-fiction (of the Bible/Genesis) to put it into contemporary terms.  Borrowing is not an issue.  But creating an entire allegory would be quite different.  Using your characters as symbols bridges us into a kind of intellectualism, elevating the work.  Morrison was taking great care to use a believable vernacular for slaves of the mid-1800s; lofty poesy and symbolism might earn her points with intellectuals, but she could lose realism.  So how would she balance this?
The answer is complex and one that critics and scholars have been trying to untangle for decades.  In jumping into this, we must use care, as Morrison has often said that most critics didn’t understand her work [paraphrased quote].  A note on premise and format: In this paper, I will progress from things we know for sure to conjecture and theory.  My premise is that parts of Beloved are modeled on Paradise Lost, but that Sethe corelates to Satan, not Eve; she also has likenesses to the goddess figure, Artemis.
Discussion:
If we’re looking to connect Morrison’s work to epics from literature, her book directly titled Paradise is the place to look.  In Paradise, we have direct corollaries with a character named Seneca, for instance, instead of Sin, and a town named Paradise.  Morrison also wrote a foreword in 2014 discussing the relationship.  Paradise was written in the late 90s; Beloved was written in the mid-80s.  Milton’s Paradise Lost was already on her mind when writing Beloved although the influence was more subtle.
What was Morrison’s infatuation with Paradise Lost?  Milton’s depiction of Eve?  The “paradises” that we create at the exclusion of others?  Certainly Paradise Lost exemplified a core epic text.  Although when you consider the many traditions she could’ve focused on: French, Spanish, Portuguese, Italian, etc. to focus on one from the British Isles is a bit odd.  Morrison was a scholar and an intellectual; certainly she was versed in the others.  She did draw from Greek epics and probably Latin as well.
There’s just no question that having Beloved emerge fully formed from the lake was an allusion to Venus, who rose out of sea foam.  But often, when she pulls in something like this, the similarities stop abruptly.  It is true that Beloved was a temptress, luring Paul D. into sex when he didn’t want it.  And, yes, Venus symbolizes desire, so it works to an extent.  Or maybe Morrison is playing with the medieval medical view associating women’s bodies with fluids and water and coldness.
It’s hard to know, which is the beauty of reading.  We each have our own interpretations.  Why try to put authors in a box?  Coetzee was often very cagey about the meanings of his works when asked by interviewers.  Critics and interviewers abounded as Morrison grew in popularity ultimately winning various awards and selling millions of copies, not to mention becoming part of the English canon.
In some ways, I wonder if Paul D. and Amy Denver were created for the critics, perhaps not consciously, but I wonder if these critical voices got in Morrison’s head.  You could just hear the questions: Why aren’t there any white women of redeeming value in your novels?  Why aren’t there any black men who are honorable, hardworking in your books?  Morrison wanted to write about black women.  This was an untold story in her view.
When Sethe is writhing in the bushes, pregnant with Denver, hoping for a miracle, she is serpent-like.  She imagines the white man is coming, that she will have to spring on him—devil versus devil.  Instead, we get Amy Denver, a white woman, a past indentured servant (here, Morrison signals the reader that forms of servitude existed for whites).  Amy has frivolous concerns.  She seeks carmine velvet in Boston.  Amy helps deliver Sethe’s baby; Sethe names the child Denver after Amy Denver.
Aside from the snake-like characterization of Sethe, we see “pride before the fall” in Beloved and Paradise Lost.  In the core scene of the book, Sethe kills Beloved for fear that she will be enslaved.  Preceding this, they had a big barbecue at 124 where everyone was prideful and gorged themselves on food, but privately, Suggs thinks she feels the community turning on them.  In actuality, the negative presence she feels is the slavers coming.  Satan is mad at God for elevating his Son; perhaps Satan was next in line and so he is prideful; God has his Son chase Satan down.  The hierarachy in both stories has spoken; authority must be answered to.  Sethe becomes a true “abandoned woman” of the epic (first abandoned by Halle, then by the community).  And Satan, is abandoned to Hell.
There is fate and passivity in Milton’s God.  He knows humankind will fall, but lets them.  He knows Satan is in the Garden, but decides to spare him (God’s Mercy).  God seemingly wants the fall, perhaps so that his Son can fulfill his role.  This kind of fate can be found in Greek mythology.  The idea of family members killing each other, as in Morrison’s works, is drawn from Greek tragedy as well.  The various rapes in Morrison’s books could also have roots in Greek mythology.
The regression that Sethe undergoes (under Beloved’s spell) feels like the changes we also see in Satan as he becomes a cherub or child.  Satan is then a cormorant flying over the wall into Eden.  And Satan is a toad when he whispers in Eve’s ear during the dream scene, showing his decline into the slime.  Whereas before, he was a triumphant angel in Heaven.  (Only God possesses the all-powerful thunderbolts.)  In God’s Heaven, the entire cosmos spins around them in vastness and beauty and wonder.  The angels surround God.  Sethe and Satan feel their abandonment.  Satan experiences self-hatred.  Sethe knows that her boys ran away from the house full of voices from the past; Halle, Sethe’s husband, is nowhere to be found; Denver is stuck in 124: secluded, scared, unable to leave.  There is a kind of internalized slavery where Denver feels trapped although she is free.
While we can make this leap to Sethe as Satan, I don’t see how Sweet Home is Eden, as some have suggested.  In this analysis, maybe the Garners are God?  They gave Adam and Eve (Halle and Sethe) limited freedom.  Work in the Garden; toil in the fields.  But don’t gain knowledge, perhaps because this is the ticket out of slavery/servitude.  Here, Schoolteacher is Satan.  I don’t find this explanation very compelling.  Schoolteacher lacks the complexity of Satan.  But also, Satan uses coercion.  Schoolteacher just uses force.  I can see why Morrison said critics didn’t get what she was doing.
Eve is nothing like Sethe.  If I were to compare and contrast Eve and Sethe it would be all contrast, which is Morrison’s point.  For critics to try and point out likenesses is to miss the point.  Milton was writing to reinforce a Protestant version of the world.  Men were on top.  Women were weak and given to temptation—too curious for their own good.  But curiosity and knowledge are exactly the vehicles of upward mobility for women and African Americans.  Morrison is reframing curiosity in a good light.
There is a reckoning, a collision of past and present in Beloved.  This reckoning also takes place in Paradise Lost.  After the fall, Adam and Eve feel pain and shame; they will no longer live forever.  Importantly, God scolds Adam for following Eve and eating the fruit himself.  God explains that man is not a follower of woman.  Again, you can feel Morrison’s resistance here.  Eve sought to be closer to God, to understand, to fly as in her dream.  This is what Morrison wants to capture when considering women and African Americans—that it’s okay to desire more.
Is Sethe a goddess, a giver and taker of life, perhaps an Artemis type figure, in Beloved?  Maybe.  Morrison has certainly exchanged a negative portrayal (or absence completely, which is probably worse) of female main characters in her epics for a more positive, or at least powerful, version.  Is that a more accurate portrayal of womankind, not as showpiece or peaceweaver, but as intelligent—a warrior, a leader, a healer with complexity?  Yes, I think it is.




Conclusion:
Morrison had two distinct goals in writing Beloved: creative and political.  On the creative side, she wanted to portray in concrete terms, the history of African Americans from slavery to modern times.  In that way, I liken her epic mission to a kind of Alex Haley Roots endeavor.  She wanted to capture the snatching of African Americans from their homes; the transport on ships; the shackles; the pain; the endless work in the fields; the breaking of bodies.  All idyllic notions of picking cotton in open fields at sunset would be dispelled with this narrative.  She would show the erasing of their history, their families and a common past.  Even once freed, in the north, they would have to grapple with lost identity, the brokenness of their souls, poverty, discrimination, false promises.
On the political side (and I realize the creative also sounds political because it’s probably inseparable), we have a reimagining of the role of women in literature and epics.  What subtle and overt messages have we all -- as a society -- internalized as a result of being steeped in these epic stories of old?  What residue still lingers on the pages?  What dust has blown into our courts, into our homes, into our relationships, into our places of work and schools?  Is there a new story that could be told, which tells of women’s sacrifice, their work, of child-bearing and child caring, bringing families together, offering leadership, vision and skills to society?  
On the creative side, Beloved is told in a fragmented narrative structure where form embodies content.  It’s as if Morrison took her story and smashed it into a thousand bits then tried to reassemble it.  This is the feeling.  We get flashbacks.  We get the collision of supernatural forces into reality.  Though this is not a paper on craft, it’s important because it forces the reader to consider the reality of things, the retelling of stories (by who and for what purpose?) and truth itself.  The ghostly, supernatural aspect of Beloved hangs with an image of the past—distorted, perhaps like many of our views of history.  Some of this distortion is intentional, commissioned by the powers that be, other distortion is from being run through an ideological lens.  Some of the distortion is out of ignorance.  In all cases, the underclass is silent, explained in numbers if at all.  This many dead.  This many injured.  It was unavoidable.  It was for a higher ideal.
It still goes on today, in our oppressive language, when Texas A&M bans Women’s and Gender studies classes.  It still goes on in our misinterpretation of Morrison, likening Sethe to Eve, Sweet Home to Eden; in asking Morrison why she insists on talking about race and when will she start writing about good black men or white people, like good white women?  
If Morrison touches a nerve for you, that’s worth interrogating.  What is it that we’re so scared to admit; what is so unsettling?  That our history (and modern day) involves a struggle to put one type of person above another type?  That we have massive inequality and desperation in our “free” society?  That we commodified humans and still do (sex slaves, human trafficking, organ trade among the poor, etc.)?  That environmental racism continues?  That African Americans are incarcerated for crimes that white people pay their way out of with good lawyers, cover-up or get a slap on the wrist for?  That women are still directed to the helping professions instead of STEM even today?  That caste systems still exist in many forms across the world?  
Morrison ultimately is talking about inequality, what we’ve internalized and our perceptions/views formed through warped epic stories (as well as their moral, societal and religious agendas).  But the influence and culture game can be played both ways.  And Morrison is certainly swimming against the tide.
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