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ABSTRACT

A Rhetoric of Abandonment:

The Act of Representation and Toni Morrison's Beloved

This dissertation examines a rhetoric of abandonment as it operates in, and shapes
our experience of, Toni Morrison’s Beloved. My study argues that hegemonic
representations are both constituted by and are meant to constitute material, social bodies;
consequently, these representations are sites of symbolic action and, when they racialize
bodies, are potential perpetrators of symbolic and actual violence. Beloved is both a
narrative representation and also an act of representation: that is, it provides insight into
the ways social, cultural, and ethical assumptions about race are coded into contemporary
hegemonic practices, and it recuperates the losses caused by racial dividing practices.

To make these arguments, I introduce a three-fold concept of abandonment
(“Introduction: Representational Practices, Toni Morrison, and Beloved”) which defines
“abandonment” as: the relinquishing of hope, the abrogation of responsibility, and the
yielding to desire. The first two of these meanings cluster as consequences of hegemonic
representational practices; the last inheres in acts of representation that seek to reclaim
such losses.

Chapter II provides the theory and method that inform a rhetoric of abandonment;
that is, I assemble resources from discourse, narrative, rhetorical, and social theory in
order to set up a framework for engaging in the theoretically-informed, contextually-

sensitive, close readings of later chapters.
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For each of my three definitions of abandonment, and using the critical
methodologies developed earlier, I engage in readings of Beloved to argue (Chapter I1I:
“Abandonment as Representational Practice™) that hegemonic representational practices
are “ways of seeing” and acting that compromise epistemology and ontology, and that
Morrison both reveals these ideological perspectives and counters their “seeing” with
“listening” as a strategy for bearing witness and constructing identification between the
text and readers. Representational practices have a divisive effect on society; Chapter IV
(“Abandonment as Dividing Practice™) discusses the motives for and consequences of
white supremacist dividing practices that are both constructed by and enable hegemonic
representations. I trace the rhetorical move from “white” to “whiteness” to examine how
dividing practices are reified, and argue that Morrison interrogates the paradox of
substance on which such practices are based by constructing “reality” on congregating,
rather than segregating, terms. Chapter V (“Abandonment as Transformative
Performance™) argues that Morrison employs transformative, embodied, strategies to
reorient readers’ ideological positions: Beloved performs as a communicative body whose
dyadic relatedness for the other constitutes the ecstatic element of a rhetoric of
abandonment.

Finally, I conclude this study by claiming that Beloved functions as a radically
epideictic rhetoric which re-members and memorializes fragmented bodies to enable a

revision of community (Chapter VI: “Lament for a Disappeared Body”).



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

More than a list of names, these acknowledgements recognize a cast of characters
who have been more than supporting of my attempt to understand the explanatory power
of rhetoric for language and life. A project that takes so much time and effort can never
be lived through nor completed alone; besides the “friends” whom I know only through
their writing (Kenneth Burke and Toni Morrison are chief among them), I thank several
others for their generous assistance.

I chose my thesis committee well. Professor William Macnaughton’s enthusiasm
for and appreciation of my work greatly encouraged me, and Professor Catherine
Schryer’s careful reading and comments spurred me to rethink the progress of my
argument. My supervisor, Professor David Goodwin, consistently and generously helped
me clarify and reformulate my ideas. Because, when I teach writing, I advise my students
to forego adjectives for strong nouns, I here take my own advice and identify Professor
Goodwin with the strongest noun I know: with me, he has always been a mensch.

Many of my friends and fellow graduate students have given me courage and faith
to continue with this dissertation when my own wavered. I owe thanks to J Wielenga and
Alice den Otter, who believed in my project before I did and helped me get it underway. I
thank Teresa Zackodnik for her long-distance infusions of advice and cheer. I am grateful
especially to Lois Carley and Mary-Eileen McClear, who were close by and always ready
to listen and fortify me; to Sandra Gold and Carol Sherman, who had no doubts; and to
Randi Patterson and Kim Jernigan, who made valuable suggestions and, along with Mary-
Eileen, met with me for a proofreading binge. Lynn Zinkann gave me hope.

vi



Finally, I thank my family for living through this with me; their feelings at different
times (impatience, patience, disinterest, excitement) have culminated, along with mine, in

happy relief.



TABLE OF CONTENTS

Abstract . ... ... e v
Acknowledgments ....... ... ... ... . ... .. ... ... ... .. ... ... .. .. Y|
Preface . ........ .. ... X
Introduction . . ....... .. ... ... . ... 1
Representational Practices, Toni Morrison, and Beloved ... ......... ... ... 1
Theoretical Framework and Critical Methodology ... ................... 26
Representational Practices: TheBody . .................... ... .. 28
The Representation of Embodied Practices: Language ............. 50
Abandonment as Representational Practice . . .......................... 77
Knowingand NotKnowing ................................. 84
WaysofSeeing . . .............. ... .. ... ... ... 90
Listening to the Voice that CriesOut ... ... ... ... ... ......... .. 100
Abandonment as Dividing Practice . ................................ 111
Drawing Boundaries . ................ ... ... .. ... ......... 117
WhitenessasProperty .............. ... .. ... .. ............ 139



Abandonment as Transformative Performance . ................ .. .. ... 160

What Time Is It, and Where AreWe? ... ...... . ... .. ... ...... 169
The Communicative Body ............. ... ... ... .. .. ... .. 180
Bearing Witnessto the ReallyReal ........ ... ... ... .. .. . . .. 205
Conclusion . . ...... ... ... ... .. ... ... .. e 217

Lament for a Disappeared Body:

Beloved as a Radically Epideictic Rhetoric .................. ... 217
NOtes . ... 239
WorksCited . . ............. . 247



PREFACE

My dissertation started very simply, with a gift. Because of my habit of including
Yiddish words in my speaking, a friend gave me Arthur Naiman’s book called Every
Goy's Guide to Common Jewish Expressions, which she inscribed “To Gail-a mensch with
rakhmones.” 1 knew what mensch meant,’' but I didn’t know the word rakhmones, so 1
flipped immediately to the r’s, and this is what I found:

rakhmones

Compassion, empathy. Not your thin-

blooded, abstract, Christian pity, but real,

sloppy, emotional caring for people.

The best example of rakhmones I know of is

Toni Morrison's book, The Bluest Eye.

(120)
I’d never heard of Morrison, but I was intrigued enough that I hurried to buy The Bluest
Eye. When I read it I found it inmensely sad, troubling, and, yes, compassionate.
Coincidentally, shortly after I'd read it, a book ciub I belonged to offered Morrison’s
Beloved, and I bought it and consumed it in a couple of gulps.

I didn’t spend any time then considering what it was about Beloved that so
compelled me. I recognized intuitively it had all the qualities I look for in a novel: a
complex and mysterious story line that drew me along irresistibly; characters I either

loved, hated, or was fascinated by; beautiful, poetic language, rhythmic and rich with



images vibrant to the eye and ear; and an address so personal that I felt I was being spoken
to, told a story, if not by a friend, then a trusted teller. But it wasn’t until I wrote an essay
on Beloved spurred by a line that haunted me: “Why did you leave me who am you?” that
I realized how strongly I identified with Sethe and uncovered my own emotional link with
the novel: the issue of abandonment.

Maybe it’s because I'm Jewish, and because I'm a woman, and because I'm the
only survivor of a family of women who resolutely saw themselves as victims, but I
identified with this woman, Sethe, who had been abandoned by her mother and suffered
everything implied by that abandonment—loss of home, of safety, of history, of culture, of
any sense of self~and yet also resolutely refused to see herself as a victim. This refusal
was new to me, and I wanted to understand what acts of reclamation had to go on before
Sethe could be her own “best thing.” Again, maybe it’s my being Jewish, one of a
“minority,” an outsider, that makes me sympathetic to the excluded, and angry at systems
of domination that use language to represent certain classes of humans as “other” than
human. And because I'm a woman, at least one reason the writing of black women came
to appeal to me was because they address those systems not only on the basis of race, but
on those of gender and class as well.

So Beloved for me covers all the bases: in a story about the systematic
victimization of a woman (and a people) who refuses to be victimized, it explores the
oppression that results from hegemonic and hierarchical symbolic systems; and, under the
theme of “abandonment,” it investigates just what and who gets left behind when

institutions narrate their own histories; it investigates as well just who must choose to let



things go (“pass on”) and why; and it ponders exactly what those various acts of
abandonment cost and what has to be paid to redeem them.

What do I mean by “abandonment,” and why do I think it’s important? Let me
answer the latter question first. “Abandonment” describes what is perhaps our most basic
human condition, perhaps what we fear most. Under its various definitions, meanings
cluster: the word speaks to the issue of exclusion and estrangement; it describes acts of
victimization, when people are forced to surrender what is most dear to them, and acts of
mortification, when we surrender parts of ourselves to conform to some notion of an
“ideal” way to be; it encompasses the psychological trauma of loss; and it registers all
these effects on the body, which acts and reacts to abandonment on the level of agency.
In short, abandonment is a theme that recurs sufficiently in the drama of human relations
to gain substance as an ur-plot: even the traditional “quest” theme of literature (and life)
can be seen as a search for something lacking or lost.

To return to the first question: Webster's New World Dictionary (1986) lists three
meanings for the verb “to abandon.” First, it means to give up, completely and forever, as
in, “to abandon all hope.” This definition implies force, or at least necessity: to be made to
leave a person or thing as a necessary measure. In Beloved, this meaning redounds with
the “Sixty Million and more” Africans who were forced onto slave ships; those who
survived the Middle Passage were forced into slavery. Thus this first definition of
“abandon” raises the ethical question of who gets to have the power to commit such acts
and then narrate them as a history in which black people are represented as subhuman

“others.” The power resides in the symbolic act of representation, which conceals the



ideology in its terms so as to neutralize or “naturalize” such historical narratives as
acceptable, white, hegemonic practice. By contrast to such a hegemonically represented
history, this definition of abandon is narrated in Beloved as a history of forced
abandonment by Africans of their home, community, culture, and freedom, an
abandonment represented by Morrison as a fragmenting, or dismemberment of the
originary memories that constitute community, culture, and identity. As I discuss in
Chapter V, Morrison embodies “rememory” and the possibility for counter-narrative
within the novel in the character of Beloved, and in the bodily experiences of (primarily)
Sethe, Paul D, Denver, and Baby Suggs. Beloved represents what happens to both black
and white people when hegemony subordinates others to its own way of seeing the world,;
its text self-reflexively examines acts of representation.

How something is represented determines, for those people without symbolic
power, nothing less than what is understood as “reality.” And reality in someone else’s
terms can be crazy-making, because once we grant certain representations status as reality,
they become what “is.” Under those conditions, is it possible first, to know, and then to
remember (and thus be) anything else? The disjunction between an imposed reality and
one based on the body's own experience (further complicated by the fact that
representational practices even determine how we regard the experience of our own
bodies) calls into question the reliability of memory, and whether a body can assume, or
must abandon its own agency. Memory itself is a representational practice affected by
both epistemology and ontology, and hence is a site of ideological struggle. What we

know is always mediated by some particular way of seeing and enforcing how we all



should behave in the world. Since memories are what we know from the past, or how we
represent the past to ourselves, we remember in accordance with how we have been
trained to see, or understand, past experience. By remembering in hegemonic terms, we
continuously rehearse the same conditions of being, thereby limiting our ability to claim
ownership over our bodies and our actions.

Beloved politicizes hegemonic representational acts by making memory a major
issue, by directing the reader’s attention to acts of remembering and forgetting. Sethe’s
unsuccessful struggle to “beat back the past” reveals the cruelties imposed upon her by the
system of slavery, and all the other black characters of the novel have similar problems
with memories “cruel enough to stop the blood” (to borrow Alice Walker’s phrase). In its
themes and grammar, then, Beloved examines not just the memories of all the horror done
to the bodies of black people against their will, but the institutional representation of those
acts as the is. The novel asks: How do some people get to be the definers of that is, and
how do memories of the is accrete until a person thinks of him/herself as an animal? What
makes a woman think the only safety for her children lies in their death? What makes for
despair? Baby Suggs’s answer is: white people.

This answer brings me to the second definition of “abandon”: to leave; forsake;
desert. In this definition, “abandon” means leaving as a complete rejection of one’s
responsibilities. “Forsake” implies renouncing something or someone formerly dear;
“desert” emphasizes leaving in wilfull violation of one's obligations. In the face and fact of
slavery, for example, Sethe’s mother's abandoning Sethe can be seen as her enforced or

necessary rejection of her responsibility to her daughter on two levels: first, she is forced
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to abandon her maternal fondness for and responsibility to Sethe by slavery’s destruction
of the family unit among slaves. Sethe’s mother hasn’t the agency to act as mother, but is
represented (as were all slave mothers) as an agent of production (and reproduction)—a
commodity rather than a nurturing human being. So she is not, with brief exception,
allowed to nurse Sethe nor bond with her maternally. Secondly, the conditions of slavery
force her to run for her life, thereby leaving Sethe; the slaughter of Sethe’s mother renders
this abandonment final. By extension, this same is, the conditions of slavery, “explains” (if
such an act can be explained) Sethe’s murder of her own daughter. This murder is the
primal scene in the novel. Sethe’s act stands as the signal example of dismemberment
caused by hegemonic representations: the abandoning of familial substance.

But this giving up of something as a necessary or wilfull rejection of one’s
responsibilities describes the definers as well as the defined. What the white power
structure abandons as a “necessary” and “natural” act of hierarchy is part of its own
human substance. Once black people have been represented as animals or ignorant
children, ideology demands that its motive be concealed. A supposedly benevolent
patriarchal “responsibility,” which would be appropriate to animals or children, is thus
substituted for, or allows one to “forget,” a rejected ethical responsibility for the other(’s)
body. Even more important to ask is why black people have been represented in this way:
what is the fear or benefit that drives white people to abandon their humaneness?
Morrison answers by explaining that the “jungle” white people represent as existing in
black people exists instead under their own white skin rather than being exterior to it: for

white people, representation becomes a way of scapegoating black people, driving out



(abandoning knowledge of) the blackness in their own “white” hearts. Abandoning the
“other” in oneself is an act of mortification, achieved by conforming to dividing practices
which separate “us” from “them.” We mortify qualities consigned to the “other” in order
to stay “on top.”

But Beloved is not merely a horror story of a shameful historical period; it is a
novel, after all, and, as Carolyn C. Denard notes, “A novelist addresses a question similar
to that of the cultural anthropologist. If history is what happened, then literature—or, for
the anthropologist, ethnography—is what what happened means” (40). In Beloved,
Morrison is after the meaning of history for those individual human beings who
experienced its horrors one by one, and she focuses on how they survive to create
meaningful lives. They survive by bearing the witness of their bodies’ experience to those
they love; the novel, despite its depiction of a world filled with hatred, is redeemingly full
of love-"thick love, tiny love, jealous love, thirty-mile love, self-love, family love,
community love” (Denard 42)—and it is the ability to bear witness, through love, that opens
to them the possibility for transforming their lives. The novel itself offers that ethical
possibility to the reader through various narrative strategies that open communication
between the reader and the text.

This ethical possibility is manifested in the third definition of “abandon”: to yield
(oneself) completely, as to a feeling or desire. Here the word gets even more interesting:
it contains within itself meanings that are contradictory. Instead of “abandon” meaning to
divest oneself of something, here “abandon” means to open oneself to take something in,

or, more precisely, even to release the boundaries of self entirely, give them up to feelings



of desire. The transformative possibility of a rhetoric of abandonment lies in part in our
desire for stories, whereby we open ourselves to different representations of reality, which
makes it possible to politicize representation and destabilize its ability to naturalize
dividing practices. In yielding to feelings, we locate a rhetoric of abandonment on the
level of the body and shift the possibilities for agency. In Beloved, this meaning of
“abandon” is embodied in Beloved, the liminal figure who time travels, who pushes other
characters to yield to their own reconstitutive memories and impulses, whose feelings and
desires are those of the forgotten Sixty Million and more, whose hunger for stories
represents our own desire for narrative, and whose unrestrained desire finally becomes so
murderous it provokes her own dissolution. The final vision of Beloved readers see in the
novel is as the naked, pregnant girl who has fattened herself on her mother’s life, eaten her
almost to death; Morrison represents her as a parallel to the voracious hegemonic
representations that eat up the lives (past, present, and future) of “others.” The notion of
abandoning oneself to desire is both transformative and dangerous; nothing can exist
without form, but an “other” form for representing the dominated body can be found in
the communicative body, one which abandons hegemonic dividing practices for the ethical
practice of seeing the other in ourselves.

We need a rhetoric of abandonment because rhetoric offers a way to examine the
human condition as a social drama enacted by language. Rhetoric is both a theory and
method through which we can understand how the “is” is constituted:; it theoretically
attends to language as a symbolic act mediated by symbol systems, and it methodically

analyzes human relations as symbolic relations. Furthermore, rhetoric draws our attention



to the discourses that attend abandonment: even on the level of the word, the terms (or
what Kenneth Burke calls “terministic screens”) we choose entail consequences—they
determine attitudes toward the reality we construct, which is why Burke reminds us that
attitude is an incipient act. Discourse is the act of making meaning; rhetoric gets at the
discursive activity of making something look like it’s not an activity but a state—~the is
which a text instantiates.

Through a rhetoric of abandonment, I have chosen to analyze Toni Morrison’s
Beloved because Beloved represents, as a fictional narrative, a particular historical
situation and characters who lived and died under its conditions of racism and slavery. It
is a story about those people and that time. It represents those people telling stories, and
thus it establishes a specific context for examining human relations and actions. But as
well, Beloved is an act of representation that reveals both the estranging and congregating
is-ness of its language, the selections and deflections that invite some particular view of
“reality.”

By identifying the motives behind our discursive choices, rhetoric grounds itself in
the realm of social relations, which it explains as symbolic relations. But that should not
deflect us from the fact that symbolic acts have real motives that play themselves out on
real, material, bodies. Morrison’s characters embody the symbolic: their bodies are
marked with the indexical signs of hegemony—scars, brands, impressions left by the bit and
chains—and stand for the real presence that has been absented by ideological
representation. Consequently, I look at the bodies in Beloved to examine how they act

under conditions of domination, and how they solve the problems their bodies are for



them. The conditions of a slave’s life are wholly contingent under slavery, and by
imbricating Arthur W. Frank's typology of bodies into a rhetoric of abandonment, I can
focus on the body’s agency, how the body constructs itself with regard to its own
contingency. Frank offers a method for examining how, first, the actions of the characters
in Beloved reveal the oppositional possibilities for bodies constrained by the
representational practices of a hegemonic system, and second, how Beloved itself acts as a
communicative body. To Frank, the communicative body is not simply an “ideal” body
type, as are the others he offers as models for bodily action, but an “idealized” type,
because it recognizes itself in ethical praxis, the opening out toward other bodies. What
most impelled my choice of Beloved is its ethical praxis: Beloved acts as a communicative
body by recursively producing itself through the metaphor of memory and rememory to
open the boundaries between itself and readers, destabilizing the dividing practices enacted
by hegemonic representations. The communicative body is where the transformative
possibility in a rhetoric of abandonment lies: when the boundaries between self and other
become permeable, systems of order collapse, and new forms of relation emerge.

My attention to language, rhetoric, narrative, and the body constitutes a rhetoric of
abandonment that addresses the text of Beloved to see how new forms of relation are
enacted textually rather than simply thematically. A rhetoric of abandonment works on
three levels: it examines the language of Beloved grammatically and stylistically, because
language and its forms are our resources for meaning-making; it examines the novel’s
language and narrative strategies rhetorically, to discover the motives behind its language

use; and it examines its rhetoric as a symbol system that both constrains and enables bodily



agency to uncover the institutional motive behind the discursive motives.

To this point, a rhetoric of abandonment functions no differently from any
rhetorical method,; its approach adds, however, an attention to loss and reclamation.
When the body is excised from, or forgotten by, hegemonic representations, a rhetorical
method that fails to foreground this loss forgets the possibility for change. As Kristie S.
Fleckenstein warns, “Without embodiment, without a mouth to speak and a tongue to
protest, disenfranchised minorities are reduced to textual lacunae, constructed, filled, and
colonized as the hegemony determines” (285). Consequently, in the textual instance of
Beloved, a rhetoric of abandonment above all pays attention to the act of bearing witness.
Every text is an act, and when a text acts to contest the dominant narratives of its time, it
bears the burden of evidence. Beloved positions itself in and on bodies, letting them bear
witness to their own stories as a visceral address to the reader, one that draws the reader
in and permits us to identify with the characters and thus transform our position.

The issue of transformation on the level of the body coalesced for me under the
notion of “bearing witness” when I read two studies about memory, history, and narrative.
Robert Brinkley and Steven Youra, in “Tracing Shoah,” investigate “the burden that
evidence places on language” (109) in the context of stories of annihilation (the
Holocaust). They write of a historical incident, told by its survivors, whose witness was
filmed in 1985 by Claude Lanzmann. The survivors, they say, “bear witness to Lanzmann
in the film and Lanzmann bears witness to the viewers of the film. As viewers bear
witness.... The transmission has yet to end.” The problem becomes one of countering how

the event has been written about by those who would “erase any reliable sense of the



events to which they refer and in which they participate” (109). I was struck by the
similarity to Morrison’s problem in Beloved: just as revisionists have attempted to erase
the history of the Shoah—making it a fiction—and turned the witness of its few remaining
survivors against themselves,” so have hegemonic representations tried to erase the motive
behind and the violence of slavery. Brinkley and Youra cite Jean-Francois Lyotard, who
writes about the Shoah in terms that might describe slavery as well. Lyotard writes that it
“cannot be represented without being missed, being forgotten anew, since it defies images
and words,” and “representing...in images and words is a way of forgetting this” (in
Brinkley and Youra, 115). This study maintains that representation forgets, in its
terminology, the lived reality of bodies. I argue that Morrison’s text bears witness by
presenting her characters’ marked bodies as indexical signs of a real history—she replaces
the referent which has been erased. While there are still some survivors of the Holocaust
who continue to speak it, and there remain written and film records, Morrison has the
added burden of somehow making her fictionalized account speak for those who did not
survive, never left records, and so were never heard; her text must serve to bear witness
for those nameless and voiceless victims. Brinkley and Youra point out that, “to the
extent that witness works not by representing but by referring...perhaps witness is not ‘a
way of forgetting’ but a way of finding that reference can recur” (115).

This notion of recurring reference is embodied by Morrison in her strategies of
recursion and repetition, and the importance of those strategies was reinforced for me by
Cathy Caruth's Unclaimed Experience: Trauma, Narrative, and History. Caruth regards

repetition (specifically, the way “catastrophic events seem to repeat themselves for those



who have passed through them” [1]) as “the possession of some people by a sort of fate, a
series of painful events to which they are subjected, and which seem to be entirely outside
their wish and control” (2). She describes precisely what happens to the characters in
Beloved, and adds yet another dimension to this repetition: “the experience of trauma
repeats itself, exactly and unremittingly, through the unknowing acts of the [perpetrator]”
(2). While slaves were subjected to a painful fate beyond their control, and black people
continue to be subjected to the consequences of hegemonic representations that have
perdured through time, what is “unknown” or “forgotten” by representational practices
creates divisions in society that are indeed traumatic; and as long as white society fails to
politicize its representations, to recognize and make known the terms on which they
operate, white people continue to repeat acts that wound. Caruth works from Tasso's
romantic epic, Gerusalemme Liberata, its hero, Tancred, strikes a tree in which the soul
of his beloved Clorinda is imprisoned. Tancred has unknowingly killed Clorinda earlier,
and when he strikes the tree, her voice calls out from the wound to tell him he has killed
her again. What I find particularly striking in Caruth’s use of this example of traumatic
repetition is, as she says, “not just the unconscious act of the infliction of the injury and its
inadvertent...repetition, but the moving and sorrowful voice that cries out, a voice that is
paradoxically released through the wound’ (2, author's emphasis). Tancred first realizes
what he has done when he hears the voice; this recognition models how Beloved acts to
make known to readers what has formerly been forgotten or unknown. Beloved embodies
the voice of the beloved which speaks from the wound; Caruth interprets Tancred's act as

I interpret Morrison's novelistic act, where “we” stand for Tancred: “The voice of [our]



beloved addresses [us] and, in this address, bears witness to the past [we have] unwittingly
repeated. [Our] story thus represents traumatic experience not only as the enigma of a
human agent’s repeated and unknowing acts but also as the enigma of the otherness of a
human voice that cries out from the wound, a voice that witnesses a truth that [we
ourselves] cannot fully know” (3). Caruth’s analysis points out that literature can unravel
this complex relation between knowing and not knowing that resides in representational
practices, and I argue that Beloved, through the bodied language of the text, witnesses a
truth that we cannot fully know until we hear and embrace the witness.

I chose Beloved as the object of my analysis not to work on it, but with it.
Morrison hardly needs my help in giving the characters in her history-based novel access
to speech; it is because of the triumph of her languaged act that its “reality” continues to
have a bodily effect on me and moves me to investigate the consequences that
representations enact. She herself suggests that a greater effort by non-black critics and
writers to examine how blackness is made present by its absence would enrich both
literature and life (Playing x). Beloved demonstrates, through its act of representation and
its representation of acts, that both writers and readers can “take responsibility for all the
values they bring to their art” (Playing xiii).

Taking responsibility for the value system represented in its performance means
that narrative functions as an ethical act, one we would categorize, rhetorically, as
“epideictic.” The function of epideictic rhetoric is to praise or blame, and Beloved does
both. Furthermore, in re-membering bodies which have been “chewed and swallowed”

into oblivion by hegemonic representations, the epideictic function of Beloved is



specifically memorial; it mourns what has been forgotten, or abandoned. I conclude this
study by arguing that Beloved challenges the classic function of epideictic rhetoric to
reinforce social values by increasing identification with the is. By using rememory and the
body as vehicles through which the communicative body can re-represent the is to bring
about change, Beloved enacts a radically epideictic rhetoric that has the power to politicize
and transform hegemonic value systems.

Beloved is a story that is “passed on” in two senses—it is about death and
abandonment, and it is shared; its import persists in its literary, symbolic act. Karla
Holloway describes the epideictic function of Beloved in her study of factual narratives of
deaths, which she calls “mourning stories”:

These are stories of loss. Their spectral coherence

represents a sustained lament for a disappeared body, and it

contextualizes a troubled and ambivalent narrative.

Disembodiment is often the first indication of the spirit’s

persistence. (Consider the persistence of Sethe’s daughter

in Toni Morrison's Beloved.) Despite what seems to be a

body’s commitment to dying, in fact, the fictive body

contradicts this effort and perseveres in a literary

construction. (33)
That fiction can persevere when bodies disappear reinforces the importance of memorial
epideictic rhetoric for challenging the values of a culture by remembering, as story, the

abandoned bod(ies) of that culture; this value-laden body then becomes the agent for



change: a transformative rhetoric. “The urge to tell past the passing on is the legacy of a
mourning story” (Holloway, “Cultural” 36); that legacy is the urge, in the face and fact of
annihilation, to communicate renewed meaning, to re-member a fragmented society. It is
with that purpose in mind that I offer, as a way to begin to analyze the troubled and
ambivalent narrative of our past and imagine new terms for our future, a rhetoric of

abandonment.



CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION

REPRESENTATIONAL PRACTICES, TONI MORRISON, AND BELOVED

According to Michael J. Shapiro, “representations do not imitate reality but are the
practices through which things take on meaning and value; to the extent that a
representation is regarded as realistic, it is because it is so familiar it operates
transparently” (x7). The problem, as Shapiro states it, is that “because the real is...always
mediated through some representational practice...we lose something when we think of
representation as mimetic. What we lose, in general, is insight into institutions, actions,
and episodes through which the real has been fashioned” (xii). Throughout this study, I
examine, in theoretically-oriented, historically-sensitive close analyses, what it is we lose,
or abandon, when we naturalize the objects of representation and thus fail to make visible
the ideology that operates transparently in representational practices. When these
representational practices racialize bodies, the loss will differ in degree and kind for
different people. When I use the word “we” in this study, I write from the perspective of a
white person who assumes her audience to include other white people who are aware of,
and wish to interrogate, “whiteness” as an exclusionary category.

The threefold method of a rhetoric of abandonment aligns its practice with the
definitions of “abandon” developed in the “Preface” to this study on representational
practices and Beloved. In keeping with the first definition—being forced to leave something
as a necessary measure (Africans, in being abducted into slavery, were forced to abandon

their homes, languages, and culture)—a rhetoric of abandonment first examines hegemonic
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representations for the perspective they enforce. The second definition—*“leaving,” defined
as the rejection of one’s responsibilities—prompts investigation into the motives for, and
effects of, white dividing practices. Representations which construct these dividing
practices invite black people to accept degraded images of themselves; by that invitation,
white people abandon responsibility for the “other,” treating black bodies as if they were
less than human. The third meaning of “abandon”~to open oneself to desire—aligns with a
rhetoric of abandonment's orientation toward moments of reclamation embodied in the
text of Beloved. The first two processes of a rhetoric of abandonment function as does
Shapiro’s effort to “politicize” language—that is, they are part of an interventionist project
to make visible the dimensions of power and authority that fashion representations—but the
final process goes beyond this political intervention to seek out how language can also
form alternatives to the social dividing practices that such representations enact.

By recognizing that institutions, actions, and episodes function via their power and
authority as epistemological and ontological constraints, we call into question the
valuative practices of society, particularly their force as dividing practices that act on
human bodies. The symbolic force of spoken or written representations exerts real force
on real bodies, and we need consider only a few brief examples to understand its ethical
impact on society. Since its inception, American history has been fraught with racial
conflict couched in nation-serving representations whose ideological distinctions remain in
effect even today, distinctions fashioned to construct a “real” history that abandons
racialized classes of people to the status of “other.” Unfortunately, the symbolic order

reifies those distinctions in the practices people enact in the social order. Native peoples,



for example, were slaughtered on and displaced from the land they inhabited under such
representational alibis as “colonization” or “Manifest Destiny.” Today we face the
continuing problems of Native poverty, “reservations,” and Native land claims. Currently,
the U.S. government is building a wall—an actual rather than symbolic “iron curtain”—along
miles of the Texas border to divide "Americans" literally from the brown-skinned “hordes”
that seek to permeate that border, while Florida bemoans the fact that water alone does
not provide a divide sufficient to exclude them. Most significant for this study are
representations of African Americans that recall America’s shameful legacy of slavery,
continued to haunt American society throughout decades of segregation, and persist today
in what is notably called the “post-Civil Rights” era. Orienting the issue of Civil Rights
temporally represents it as currently a non-issue, displacing it and the human struggle it
signifies to a past we can conveniently forget, a past we can homogenize into “American
history.”

Despite the historical mythos that turns America’s personified face to the world in
the form of the Statue of Liberty, inviting the world to “give me your tired, your poor,
your huddled masses yearning to breathe free,” white America forgets its Constitutional
ideals, forgets its immigrant past, forgets, in fact, that “unless otherwise specified,
‘Americans’ means whites” (Lipsitz 369). (Toni Morrison makes precisely this point in
Playing in the Dark: Whiteness and the Literary Imagination.) What is forgotten gets
lost, and even when the “otherwise” (that is, in the different condition of being other) is
specified by an implied or actual, graphic, hyphen—Native-American, Asian-American,

Hispanic-American, African-American, for example-the urge both to mark difference and



eradicate difference persists. California, for instance, has voted to eliminate equal
opportunity employment legislation, claiming, in the American idiom, that each person
should compete “equally” and “fairly.” What is forgotten in such a construction of “equal
and fair competition” is the “always already” disadvantaged status of non-whites that such
legislation was designed to remediate. California has also instituted an “English-only”
program in its schools in an effort to homogenize into “American” the over 100 languages
that students enter its schools speaking and, presumably, the students who speak them.
Language is, originally and finally, both the act that initiates such battles and the
scene on which they are fought, the “symbolic violence”* that constitutes abandonment:
language enforces motivated constructions of the “real” in the form of hegemonic
representations, and hegemony invites complicity with its rules of order. Abandoned in
such practices is the ethical recognition of and responsibility for the “other” in our
valuative language practices; as Shapiro notes, “If we historicize ‘ethics’ [we will]
recognize that the ethical discourse of a society is closely tied to its developing social,
political, and administrative practices” (9). Discourse both constrains and enables
conceptions of human agency, and when we divide “us” from “them,” we linguistically
mark a difference that makes a difference in how each of us can live in the world. America
is a country which many experts agree will be mainly non-white within fifty years; a way
must be found to acknowledge and embrace difference rather than to construct borders
which cast it out of sight. We need rhetoric to reveal the relationship between language
and institution, and a rhetoric of abandonment to recuperate the other who is lost to us

when we fail to recognize that the “real,” or the “what” of our knowing, is inextricably



bound to how it is represented.

We can recuperate the other by abandoning ourselves, in the ecstatic sense of that
term. “Ecstasy” derives from the Greek ekstasis—a being put out of its place—and suggests
the urge to re-form a compartmentalized social body into a communicative body, one in
which borders are permeable and “place” becomes a field of possibility rather than a
valuative marker of exclusion. A rhetoric of abandonment therefore attends to textual acts
that seek to disturb our sense of place or “position” in order to reorient our ideological
perspectives and thereby enable us to share an-other('s) place from which the “real” may
be known differently.

Shapiro maintains that the constructedness of the real “has not been so much a
matter of immediate acts of consciousness by persons in everyday life as it has been a
historically developing kind of imposition, now largely institutionalized in the prevailing
kinds of meanings deeply inscribed on things, persons, and structures” (xii). These deeply
inscribed meanings are ideological; that is, implicit in every representational practice is a
worldview motivated to articulate a particular bias in socially operational terms. Because
ideologically infused representational practices cluster to produce texts that constitute a
narrative of our world, I characterize ideological practices, along with Shapiro, “as a kind
of writing[,] and ideological thinking as a kind of reading, an enforced dyslexia wherein
the reader is disenabled by being encouraged to adopt a politically insensitive view of the
surrounding social formation and the objects, relationships, and events it contains” (6). I
am interested, in particular, not only in how politically insensitive writing and reading has

enabled representations of race to divide our society, but also in how these representations



may be unmade for the reader in a strategic act of writing that intends the reading act to
inhabit a space in which the reader’s accession to hegemonic values may be transformed.
To investigate these acts, this thesis examines a work of politically sensitive fiction
because of its doubled complexity: a novel both narratively represents, in Shapiro’s words,
a “social formation and the objects, relationships, and events it contains,” but also is itself
an act of representation, one that can render the rigid dividing lines of hegemonic
representations problematic in its own terms. It thereby enables two major processes:
first, the recognition that what we have regarded as “natural” are in fact ideological
constructions we choose or are made to live by, and second, as Kristie S. Fleckenstein
asserts in “Writing Bodies,” the recognition that “our bodies [are] places of and
participants in the violence of choosing—of resisting or submitting to, of negotiating or
challenging cultural and moral ideologies—{and through them we have] the power to
(re)create our realities” (286).  Specifically, this thesis examines in Beloved not only how
“reality” is enforced in a racialized system, but also how it can be challenged by a flexible,
visceral, language to enable a new, embodied vision of the world.

This study of representational practices makes several claims, chief among them
that 1) language is a socially symbolic act with consequences that obtain in potentially
violent representational practices—the truth-value of which is taken for granted as historical
and transparent signifiers of experience; 2) that reading Beloved for evidence of
discursively constructed narrative representations may provide insight into the ways social,
cultural, and ethical assumptions are coded into contemporary ascriptions of race that

divide our society; 3) that Beloved acts to make visible and transvalue the motives behind
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such signifying practices through an embodied language that reasserts the body as referent;
and 4) that the textual features through which hegemonic representational practices are
revealed and challenged in Beloved can be identified as functioning through multi-layered
strategies that negotiate consubstantiality with the reader.

My study aligns itself with Shapiro’s project to “politicize” discourse by exploring
“tactics of linguistic evasion” and by being “conscious of how power and authority are
sequestered in the language of those understandings [of political systems]” (48). Shapiro
“impiously” politicizes what he calls “pious” discourses, “using piety broadly in Kenneth
Burke's sense, which extends the concept beyond its theological implications to refer to
any representation of something in a way that celebrates its appropriateness” (55); my
study focuses on an already impious discourse—Beloved—in an effort to understand and
identify how Morrison’s narrative both acknowledges slavery as the hegemonically
constructed “is” or “scene” of her novel, while it also destabilizes that “is” to construct an
embodied substance on which we can base more ethical forms of identification. In its
conclusion, this study claims that Beloved is not only a politicized discourse, but functions
specifically as a radical form of epideictic rhétoric, one which implicates readers in
performing the anamnesis necessary to enable a contemporary re-membering of social
community.

This chapter continues by considering Toni Morrison’s approach to politicized
writing, and her definition of what resources “black” writing brings to such a task, as the
occasion for my assembling this study’s theoretical stance. I then suggest briefly the

appropriateness of Beloved as an example of a narrative representation that acts, through



both its form and content, to remediate past and present linguistic meaning-making
practices so that the future might be lived on different terms. I then review contemporary
approaches to Morrison’s work and their general failure to investigate the rhetorical
strategies by which she has learned “to maneuver ways to free up the language from its
sometimes sinister, frequently lazy, almost always predictable employment of racially
informed and determined chains” (Playing xi). Following this overview, I comment on my
own method as responding more directly to her textual strategies, and to her invitation to
“analyze the manipulation of the Africanist narrative (that is, the story of a black person,
the experience of being bound and/or rejected) as a means of meditation—both safe and
risky~on one’s own humanity” (Playing 53). Finally, I offer a brief preview of the

following chapters.

TONI MORRISON

Toni Morrison won a Pulitzer Prize for Beloved and, in 1993, the Nobel Prize for
Literature. Although recognition of the value of her work was initially slow in coming,
she has become, in Nellie Y. McKay and Kathryn Earle's words, a “veritable industry”
(ix). She is an author who has made herself and her opinions unusually accessible through
interviews with scholars, critics, fiction writers, and media reporters and personalities;
equally, if not more important for understanding her opinions on writing, language, and
race in America is her non-fiction prose, which continues to address the influence and
presence (albeit ignored) of blackness in both the life of America and its literary tradition

(for example in Race-ing Justice, En-gendering Power, Playing in the Dark, and



“Unspeakable Things Unspoken: The Afro-American Presence in American Literature™).
In two highly cited essays, “Memory, Creation, and Writing,” and “Rootedness: The
Ancestor as Foundation,” Morrison discusses her commitment to “authentic black
writing,” the culture-bearing function of the black novel, and her own responsibility to her
art and her readers. Throughout all her non-fiction prose runs a concern with the nature,
source, and effects of representations of black people. Her major concern as a black
writer is that because she lacks “access to these traditionally useful constructs of
blackness,” she must “struggi[e] with and through a language that can powerfully evoke
and enforce hidden signs of racial superiority, cultural hegemony, and dismissive
‘othering’ of people and language” (Playing x).

The struggle Morrison describes implicates us all, and this study tracks how we
might write our way out of it by attending to Morrison’s languaged act of representation.
She writes that: “The imagination that produces work which bears and invites rereadings,
which motions to future readings as well as contemporary ones, implies a sharable world
and an endlessly flexible language” (Playing xii). By inviting rereadings of a “flexible
language” that mark the historical process of ideological inscriptions, she challenges the
politically insensitive view of the (unsharable) world that accepts hegemonic
representations not as acts, but as disembodied reality. Morrison asks a question that
aroused my interest in representational practices: “How do embedded assumptions of
racial (not racist) language work in the literary enterprise that hopes and sometimes claims

and is not achieved, Morrison frames the problem in this way:
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Living in a nation of people who decided that their world

view would combine agendas for individual freedom and

mechanisms for devastating racial oppression presents a

singular landscape for a writer. When this world view is

taken seriously as agency, the literature produced within and

without it offers an unprecedented opportunity to

comprehend the resilience and gravity, the inadequacy and

force of the imaginative act. (Playing xiii, author’s

emphasis)
The problem Morrison describes of writing from within such a paradoxical epistemological
and ontological position challenged me to accept the opportunity to comprehend her own
work because she consciously attempts to address the problem of racial representation as
an imaginative act—a construction—rather than as something “given,” or “real.”

As Morrison contends with the language of hegemony in her writing of Beloved,
she imagines abandonment as it is played out in practices attached to her characters.
Through strategies enacted on the levels of grammar, rhetoric, narrative, and the body, she
constructs the novel as an addressed act the reader is asked to respond to in order to make
reclamation possible. Morrison’s strategies led me to assemble the resources of discourse,
rhetorical, narrative, and social theory to develop a method for identifying the relationship
between language and institution, and how bodies negotiate their agency within that
relationship.

Morrison’s project, she says, “is an effort to avert the critical gaze from the racial
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object to the racial subject; from the described and imagined to the describers and
imaginers; from the serving to the served....All of us, readers and writers, are bereft when
criticism remains too polite or too fearful to notice a disrupting darkness before its eyes”
(Playing 90-1). Here again is the language of abandonment, focusing on the chasm
between those white people empowered and those black people made powerless by acts of
representation, and the knowledge we are bereft of when we ignore those acts.
Morrison’s reaction to this loss is to assert that her fiction, like all art, is “inherently
political” (Taylor-Guthrie viii), an act first, of re-vision, and finally, of reclamation. To
reclaim what operates in that disrupting darkness, she brings to bear characteristics of
writing she defines as “black.” From interviews between Morrison and various critics,
scholars, and writers, Danille Taylor-Guthrie culls and lists these characteristics in her
“Introduction” to Conversations with Toni Morrison:

a participatory quality between a book and reader; an aural

quality in the writing; an open-endedness in the finale that is

agitating; an acceptance of and keen ability to detect

differences versus a thrust toward homogenization;

acknowledgement of a broader cosmology and a system of

logic in touch with magic, mystery, and the body; a

functional as well as aesthetic quality; an obligation to bear

witness; service as a conduit for the “ancestor”; uses of

humor that are frequently ironic; an achieved clarity or

epiphany and thus a tendency to be prophetic; and an ability
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to take the “tribe” via art through the pain of a historical

experience that has been haunted by race to a healing zone.

(x)
All these characteristics are present in Beloved, and this study will investigate their
presence as devices of Morrison’s evolving concept of language, particularly as they act to
construct identification between the text and reader, most especially in the act of bearing
witness.

“This prophecy, or bearing witness,” says Taylor-Guthrie, “is essential to
[Morrison’s] belief that the future is inextricably tied to the past” (x-xi). Bearing witness
provides the voiced experience that counters, with embodied evidence, the history silenced
by hegemonic representations, and it is in this space of contention over presence that
Morrison constructs “a healing zone.” The healing zone is the place where
representational practices that have perdured from the past are transformed for the reader,
where the reader’s ideological thinking is dis-placed through experiencing the text as a
communicative body. Morrison enables displacement in Beloved primarily through the
appeal to pathos: the emotional appeal is a staple of epideictic rhetoric, which seeks to
achieve identification—at the level of felt sense—on the basis of shared values. By textually
appealing to the reader on the level of the body, Morrison employs a strategy that
challenges disembodied ideological thinking. Burke’s rhetoric highlights the awful thing
about human beings: we can’t get congregation without segregation. But by appealing to
the reader on the level of the body, Morrison moves the reader from the place of

estrangement to a consubstantial ground, transforms attitude to act, practice to



13

performance, a racialized past to a future in which difference might be valued rather than
expunged. This transformative act is the ecstatic component of a rhetoric of

abandonment, and it is embodied in Beloved.

Beloved

The historical time span of Beloved encompasses the decades preceding and
following the end of the Civil War and represents the experiences of its characters under
the institution of slavery. The novel also gestures toward a future in which the racial
dividing practices which enabled slavery, and maintain even today its ideological motive,
might be remediated by an embodied practice that imaginatively transforms its values.
Particularly in its focus on memory, the novel poses questions about history, knowledge,
power, and reclamation that led me to question the function of representational practices.

Remembering and forgetting is an apt metaphor for all these issues: history is
represented for us in terms that symbolically select and deflect (remember and forget) past
events and agents; when certain events and the people who lived them are forgotten, our
knowledge of the past is compromised. Everything we know must be remembered to be
present to us; otherwise we live in terms of re-presentations constructed by those who are
authorized to write them by their position in the social hierarchy. These authorized
representations thus become the conditions of existence we live in terms of, the only
“reality” we remember as we daily negotiate our possibilities for human agency. A
rhetoric of abandonment examines how acts of representation both constrain and enable

knowledge, power, and reclamation; in Beloved, memories are under contention—whether
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they are beaten back, retrieved as ideologically-inflected images, experienced painfully, or
self-serving—they represent, in Morrison’s terms, a power struggle over what gets
remembered, and who has the right to remember and thus (re)claim autonomy.

The power struggle in this novel occurs during the period of slavery and its
aftermath. A major question Beloved poses for me is how people victimized by such a
system not only manage to survive those conditions of existence, but are able to reclaim
the agency that allows them to live on their own terms. As Denard remarks, “If Beloved
were written just to criticize a system that subjected a group of human beings to inhuman
treatment, Morrison would not need to show the code of ethics among the oppressed
group” (43). In an interview with Mervyn Rothstein, Morrison herself says:

The novel is not about slavery. Slavery is very predictable.

There it is and there’s [information] about how it is, and

then you get out of it or you don't. The novel can’t be

driven by slavery. It has to be the interior life of some

people, and everything they do is impacted on by the horror

of slavery, but they are also people. (C17)
Because the black characters in Beloved are represented as “people,” they are more than
victims, so the process by which they achieve the right to be their own “best things” is
instructive. All the black characters in the novel are represented as representing to one
another their guilt, their repentence, their asking for forgiveness, and their attainment of
community. By demonstrating an alternative code of ethics to that imposed by the slave

system, Morrison represents a pattern whereby her characters keep their humanity intact,
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but she also enacts a pattern with which readers can identify to remember their own
humanity.

Rememory is the metaphor that generates this activity. Morrison represents
rememory in Beloved as both noun and verb; it is the site of, and the agency for,
transformation. Transformation is a process that is recognized in each of the levels of
analysis this study employs: grammatically, it marks a terministic change in meaning and
value (which I sometimes therefore refer to as “transvaluation”); narratively, it marks the
process of change and development in characters and their acts; rhetorically, it marks a
change in the selections and deflections that effect congregation and segregation; and
socially, it marks the “flip-point” where the body changes according to how it views its
contingency within those terms. Through rememory, Morrison represents in Beloved the
transformations that occur when her characters bring memories of the past into the novel’s
present as an act of sharing; knowledge then becomes public and performative, freeing
divided selves to be re-membered within the context of community. Readers are asked by
Morrison's act of representation to rememory their full humanity, free from a past
“disremembered” by hegemonic representations, to make possible in the real world a

transformed perspective of what constitutes community and how to achieve it.

Literature review
Beloved is the object of my analysis, but this is not a literary thesis. I do not seek
to “interpret” the novel, or to position it within (or without) any literary tradition

(American Literature, African American Literature, African American Women’s
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Literature, Postmodern Literature, etc.). Instead, I read it as a representational practice.
Nonetheless, all such interpretive and historical studies are of significant value, because
they attend to the writing of a woman who can be said to have changed the conditions for
and critical reception of the writing of African Americans in the Twentieth Century.

The enormous amount of literary scholarship on Morrison’s novels—Nancy J.
Peterson characterizes it as having, in only the past 13 years, “increased exponentially in
terms of the sheer number of articles, book chapters, and books, as well as the variety of
approaches taken” (6)—has offered me a rich context for the perspectives from which the
novels are read and interpreted, and has informed my work with an appreciation of how
Morrison uses African and African American cultural values to counter the Eurocentric
tradition. We do not lack for close analyses of Morrison’s novels, and other kinds of
studies have emerged in recent years on such subjects, for example, as comparisons
between Morrison and other authors,” especially black and other “minority” women
writers; investigations of Morrison’s place in and use of African and African American
cultural traditions (especially her focus on the ancestor, and village values); analyses of
treatments of race, gender, and class in her fiction; her constitution of community and
sense of place; and her treatment of the issue of literacy and schooling—to name a few.
With some exceptions which I will address shortly, however, literary scholarship on
Morrison’s writing has not pertained directly to my work in that it does not combine
discourse, rhetorical, narrative, and social analysis to reveal how hegemonic
representations act to constrain the epistemology and ontology of human bodies. I do not

make the claim, however, that no critique of Morrison’s novel(s) views her writing as
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rhetorical; any attempt to interpret or bring some theoretical perspective to a written work
recognizes implicitly, if not explicitly, that the work has something to say and argue. And
Morrison, in her own critical essays and spoken comments to interviewers, has
emphasized beyond any possibility of ignoring it, the political intent of her writing. But
critical studies which do use the term “rhetoric” usually do so to set up their own analyses,
which position her novels within one or more of the literary traditions named above.

One recent text (1995), for example, which claims in its subhead to be “A4
Rhetorical Reading,” is Herbert William Rice’s Toni Morrison and the American
Tradition. But Rice’s rhetorical reading is confined to an analysis of Morrison’s
construction of and attitude toward her audience, which he recovers from Morrison’s
comments in her written essays and in interviews. He concludes that her comments, over
time, have been self-contradictory, and that “Morrison clearly envisions various audiences
who hear in various ways” (3). However, while his analysis is an interesting and
informative summary of Morrison's authorial concerns, it identifies tensions in her work
that set up his own approach to her novels: “those forces in Morrison’s work which make
her a part of the Western tradition and those forces which separate her from it” (11). He
reads Beloved under the heading of “Narratives of the Self” (101), and while he points out
there is a “tension implied in this novel between literacy and orality, between history as
written records, as political document, and history as lived experience” (104), his analysis
does not focus on Morrison's representational practice, but on how she “places [the] past
in the context of the American experience...in some respects undermining a traditional

American understanding of history, or slavery, of personal responsibility” (116). The
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issues he identifies (literacy and orality,’ the re- or de-construction of history) are common
themes in Morrison studies which I have absorbed into this study, but Rice is concerned
with locating Morrison within and without the American literary tradition, and his analysis
remains on the semantic level.*

Linden Peach, in Toni Morrison, written for St. Martin’s Press’s “Modern
Novelists” series, also claims to emphasize “each text as a ‘rhetorical structure’ which
extends or challenges what readers might expect of a novel” (1). His “Introduction”
provides an excellent background on Morrison herself and the issues raised by her writing
for all literary scholarship. This is a far more detailed study than Rice’s, and while Peach
aligns (as do I) Morrison’s novels with the postmodern position that “we are all the
products of discourses which are historically specific” (22), and states he will investigate
how “the space that opens between the narrator(s) and the focaliser(s) challenges the
imposition of singular unified perspectives and promotes a plurality of worldviews” (17),
his analysis of Beloved (94-111) does not focus on narrative form and/or technique but
relies on a semantic reading of themes that arise from both “Western discourse” and
“Black Aesthetic discourse” (96). I offer these examples because each author claims to
read Morrison’s novels rhetorically, but in fact does not examine how her language works
on any but a semantic level to effect what each sees as her thematic purpose. Peach, for
example, ends on a note similar to my perspective: that Beloved is a “healing” novel, but
he identifies the healing as coming from the “message[s]” (111) of its characters, not from
the form or language structures of the text.

The most recent (1997), and most complete, bibliography of works by and about
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Morrison is included in Nancy J. Peterson’s edited collection, Toni Morrison: Critical and
Theoretical Approaches. Peterson lists 25 books about Morrison’s novels which are
either authored or edited collections. Each authored (or co-authored) text works out its
own critical perspective on Morrison’s novels, most touching on the same issues [ mention
above. Among these authored collections, one whose approach most closely resembles
mine is Philip Page’s Dangerous Freedom: Fusion and Fragmentation in Toni Morrison’s
Novels (1995). Page uses the term “fusion and fragmentation” to express the concept that
“any entity is simultaneously unified yet divided, a whole yet an aggregation of parts.”
This terministic focus allows him to address how Morrison's fiction “details the efforts of
African Americans to find viable identities in a racialized society” (3), while it also
grounds his reading of her novels’ content, form, and context. In his reading of Beloved
he pays particular attention to the “circularity” (133) of its form, which I discuss in terms
of recursion, repetition, and narrative withholding, and he concludes that the novel’s
“complex discourse...documents the continual raveling and unraveling of the fragments of
experience and memory that constitutes ongoing life” (158). What this study adds to his
analysis is a more specific analysis of language, particularly how it constructs substance,
which is precisely what is “simultaneously unified yet divided” in Beloved.

Nellie McKay, in her recent (1997) co-edited text Approaches to Teaching Toni
Morrison, annotates those books and collections on Morrison’s writing which she
considers among the most important. Her annotations reveal what I have observed
myself: that edited collections of works on Morrison’s novels almost always include

articles that have been formerly printed elsewhere. Peterson’s own collection of eleven
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articles includes only three which are original to her text; only Nellie McKay’s Critical
Essays on Toni Morrison (1988) is made up wholly of original essays. McKay, in
Approaches, does not even attempt to list any uncollected critical essays (17), probably
because, as I said before, the production of scholarly writing on Morrison is astounding; I
recently surveyed the MLA and Humanities indexes for articles on Beloved alone, and
accessed well over 300, written, with few exceptions, within the past five years. The
topics of these articles continue to address, for the most part, the same themes I have
outlined; to be more specific, they are concerned with: race and/or gender issues;
mother/daughter relationships; language, naming, and/or memory as a function of
reclaiming/healing the self and history; the novel as counter-narrative; the function of
ghosts; and the function and importance of time and/or place as a deconstructive practice.
These studies usually are written from the theoretical perspectives of postmodernism,
post-colonialism, black femninism, Western feminism (including psychoanalytical theory),
cultural and ethnic studies, and semiotics, and often from a combination of two or more of
these theoretical perspectives. No article or book I have read on Morrison's novels
combines this study’s methods of analysis, but the approaches that initially directed me
toward my project are those that combine an interest in language and the body; sometimes
these sources have been articles and books that are not exclusively about Morrison’s
work.

Kate Cummings’s article, “Reclaiming the Mother(’s) Tongue: Beloved,
Ceremony, Mothers and Shadows, for example, investigates the three novels in her title as

“tales of resistance or ‘effective’ histories that articulate different ‘minority’ perspectives”
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(352), focusing on protagonists “tortured by those whose access to power is materially
greater than their own” (553). Her method looks for “an affective history in objects,”
which she finds in “wounded bodies.” Her attention to how bodies are marked by
domination, and how these bodies “impinge upon our bodies in the act of reading so that
history is registered viscerally, flesh calling out to flesh” (553), provokes my investigation
into how bodies are a problem for themselves, especially when dominated by others, and
how bodies act to manage and resist such dominating practices. I do not limit my
investigation to the bodies of Morrison’s characters, but extend it to how the textual body
of Beloved acts in relation to its readers’ bodies, how, in other words, the “calling” is
embodied in Beloved as a representational act. Cummings summarizes dominating
practices under the term “pedagogy,” which, she says, “discriminates, reforms, and
regulates. At one end of the pedagogical process stands the master teacher/disciplinarian
to whom belongs the power of defining; he reproduces the relations of domination and
subordination particular to the ruling order. At the other end lies the student/subject who,
in internalizing the master's lessons, finds himseif/herself a captive of the dominant
ideology specific to his or her (e)state” (561). In this study, I unpack Cummings’s
concept of pedagogy to examine it as a hegemonic representational practice, one that
captivates while it discriminates. Furthermore, for Cummings, “education” is “always
about learning ‘to speak (again)’” (561); I use this; concept to explore the body’s
possibility for agency: how and under what conditions a dominated body can “flip” to a
communicative body which has the potential to re-form the terms and rules of order to

which it has been subjected.’
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Although my exploration of the body will follow Frank’s terminology, my inquiry
into how the narrative body acts is informed in part by Laura Doyle’s phenomenological
notion of “intercorporeality.” Doyle’s project is “to show how...mother-entangled
complications of identity determine the unorthodox narrative practices of experimental
novels,” particularly those in which “mother figures give birth to racial plots” (4). In
Bordering on the Body: The Racial Matrix of Modern Fiction and Culture, Doyle reads
Beloved as an intercorporeal narrative; while she sees Beloved primarily as a story of black
motherhood, she maintains that Morrison’s “narrators... make bodies and objects the
favored level of the real, a narrative medium and a narrative locale.” This study maintains
the same view: rendering history at the level of the body is a narrative method for allowing
the body to speak itself, the novel thus becomes the embodied site for communicating an
“other” reality. Like Doyle, I note that “the narrator lingers in bodies, at the horizons of
their flesh, positioning herself where bodies touch and in touching remember pain and joy”
(206). While Doyle’s project differs from mine in that she focuses her attention on
“motherly and daughterly violations,” I agree with her view that Morrison’s
“intercorporeal narrative strategies...transform such a heritage” (206).5

Each of the scholarly works I review here approaches Morrison’s work from its
own personal impulse and critical perspective. This study hopes to draw together the
many themes discussed in these works and deepen their complexity by considering them as
problems of representation, in two senses: Beloved is a narrative representation, and
generates levels of analysis that attend to the world “inside” the novel-what and how the

narrator, and/or the characters represent themselves as seeing, saying, and doing, for
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example. But the novel itself is a motivated act of representation, and consequently
generates levels of analysis that direct the attention to a world “outside” the novel—the
mode of address to, and the desired response from, readers. In other words, what is being
performed, and how is the reader being invited to join the performance? From what
substance will we form our humanity?

A rhetoric of abandonment deals with the problem of representation on three
levels, all of which refer to the worlds “inside” and “outside” the novel: it examines the
“taken-for-granted assumptions” that lie behind representations of “black images and
people” (Morrison, Playing x); it investigates the effects of such representations on
racialized bodies; and it identifies the grammatical, narrative, and rhetorical strategies that
constitute Beloved as an embodied, joint, performance between implied author and implied
reader. This study addresses both the tendency of language to discriminate and the ability
of language to identify and challenge discrimination. If, as Richard Weaver claims,
“language is sermonic”—that is, it “persuad[es] human beings to adopt right attitudes and
act in response to them” (201)—then the analyses that make up this study are meant to
identify how attitudes and the acts which arise from them are preached as “right” by
hegemonic representations. My hope is that the method of this study, which combines
attention to language with attention to how language acts on human bodies, will prove
useful for invigorating politicized response to literary texts, and perhaps be useful as well

for interrogating the texts of everyday life.
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PREVIEW

The following chapter identifies the discourse, narrative, rhetorical, and social
theories from which this study fashions its analytical method and explains how these
theories interconnect. Chapters III, IV, V, and VI each focus on portions of Beloved as
the sites for inscriptions of meaning by which Morrison both represents hegemonic forms,
and challenges them by an embodied performance. Chapter I considers representational
practices “ways of seeing” and acting that compromise epistemology and ontology; I read
salient portions of the text to demonstrate how Morrison reveals the ideological
perspectives of symbol systems and counters their “seeing” with “listening” as a strategy
for constructing identification between the text and readers.

Chapter IV discusses the motives for and effects of dividing practices. I trace the
rhetorical move from “white” to “whiteness” to examine how dividing practices are
reified, and critique sections of text which both reveal the terministic construction of those
practices and also construct “reality” terministically to demonstrate the congregating and
segregating function of language. In Chapter V, I investigate the transformative strategies
Morrison employs to reorient readers, and argue that the text performs as a
communicative body to effect consubstantiality with readers on terms dissociated from
hegemonic representations. This dyadic relatedness for the other constitutes the ecstatic
element of a rhetoric of abandonment. In Chapter VI, the “Conclusion,” I argue that
Beloved functions as a radically epideictic rhetoric which remembers and memorializes
fragmented bodies to enable a revision of community.

This study, then, develops a rhetoric of abandonment as a three-fold method for
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examining how language acts in forming representational practices, reacts with

conforming dividing practices, and abreacts by performing community—all in the form of

Toni Morrison’s Beloved.



CHAPTER I1

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND CRITICAL METHODOLOGY

Introduction

This study understands abandonment to mean three things: the relinquishing of
hope, the abrogation of responsibility, and the yielding to desire. Under those meanings,
Beloved raises issues about language, power, and human agency. This study identifies,
explains, and critiques the textual features that Beloved performs as it both reveals and
challenges hegemonic representational practices. To do so, I assemble resources from
discourse, social, rhetorical, and narrative theory and transform them into a critical

methodology.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

I begin with Shapiro’s attention to the stylistic structure of representational
practices: “The imaginative enactments that produce meaning are not simply acts of a
pure, disembodied consciousness; they are historically developed practices that reside in
the very style in which statements are made, of the grammatical, rhetorical, and narrative
structures that compose...discourses” (7). My study examines Morrison’s imaginative act
of Beloved at the grammatical or discourse, rhetorical, and narrative levels Shapiro
pinpoints, and adds the level of social-ideological theory to identify how the meanings
produced at those levels play out on the bodies of her text. The theoretical bases that

support this study are the particular “cut” I have taken through multiple critical
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approaches and terminologies to develop the threefold method of a rhetoric of
abandonment. To describe this theoretical framework I borrow terms from Stillar, who
says that when we attend to the characteristics of complex texts, “we require a theory that
is diverse, systematic, and applicable” (8). For me, diverse signifies the range of
analytical practices with which I examine the form, function, and social effects of
representational practices as instantiated by Beloved. My interrelation of discourse,
rhetorical, narrative, and social theory and their terminologies is systematic; that is, I
organize and explain the terms within each perspective, but also explicitly explain the
relationships among the perspectives. And it is applicable, in that it allows me not only to
identify textual features in Beloved, but also to make claims about the significance of those
choices in a social context. The interrelationships among these levels of analysis mirror
the interrelationships among texts, contexts, representing agents and represented objects,
and systems of power and authority.

By developing a diverse, systematic, and applicable approach I hope to
communicate that a rhetoric of abandonment is a method, not a theory, because “theory”
remains too often abstract, a set of “meta” ideas that holds itself above, rather than
engaging with, the human implications of what it seeks to describe; and theory too often
tries to claim for itself an objectivity belied by its selected terminology. A rhetoric of
abandonment should, at its best, demonstrate a productive kind of reflexivity, one that
recognizes its analysis is affected on a human level by the textual acts it engages with. For
this reason, I have assembled the particular theoretical tools I will use; each is a selection

from among a vast array of theories and theorists who have together intellectually led us
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to our present postmodern condition. My motive is not to discount any theories, but to
select from among them those that remain closest to the human body, so we can perhaps
remember what and whom we theorize about, and turn theory into a more ethical practice.
Consequently, I organize my discussion of theoretical approaches around two axes, the
first of which is “representational practices: the body.”

Representations are ideological scripts which circumscribe “reality” in particular
ways, determining how bodies are treated in hierarchical social systems. They raise such
questions as: whose body will dominate, whose will be dominated, and how will
dominated bodies be marked so that their difference makes a difference? I rely on the
interrelation of social and rhetorical theory to identify, examine, and critique the
ideological practices that act on bodies. And to identify, examine, and critique how these
issues are coded in language and marked in the text of Beloved, I rely on the interrelation
of rhetorical, narrative, and discourse theory. These latter inventories constitute the
second axis of this study’s approach: “the representation of embodied practices:
language.” Rhetoric forms a crucial bridge between the two approaches: it provides both
the theory from which to understand the human motives that produce ideologically
charged representations, and also a method for marking those motives and their effects in

texts.

Representational Practices: The Body

The ideological content of representational practices is constituted by what

Morrison calls “taken-for-granted assumptions” (Playing x).” Particular kinds of
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assumptions are motivated by the interests of a group or class to represent the “truth”
about itself, these representations act as if the “truth” were not a discursive construction
but a “fact of life.” Shapiro views such discourse as “a form of writing that encourages a
misreading.” He explains further that:

[I}deological scripting can be viewed primarily as a

discursive mode that naturalizes and universalizes those

practices, so that it appears that the world is being described

rather than contrived. Once human enactments are banished

from the value- and meaning-creation process, the effect is

depoliticizing, for the assumption that a discursive mode

delivers truth, rather than being one practice among other

possibilities, discourages contention. (21)
In other words, when ideologically-scripted representational practices are misread as
truthfully describing the “real,” the power that authorizes such scriptings is forgotten, and
individuals assimilate their roles, positions, and relationships in society according to what
they see as a “natural” and even ethical social formation. In such forgetting lies the power
of hegemony: one particular way of seeing the world becomes the dominant social practice
acceded to by even those people subordinated to it. The ideological motive behind such
formations hides in the symbolic systems that enforce its representations, but surfaces in
the social divisions and inequities that enact violence upon those who lack the resources
(what Pierre Bourdieu calls “symbolic capital”) to contest them. Such social violence is

the effect of representational practices, and through the interaction between symbolic and
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social systems, representational practices are reified in social forms. As Bourdieu

explains:

There is a properly symbolic effectiveness of form.

Symbolic violence, of which the realization par excellence is
probably law, is a violence exercised, so to speak, in formal
terms, and paying due respect to forms. Paying due respect
to forms means giving an action or a discourse the form
which is recognized as suitable, legitimate, approved, that it
is a form of a kind that allows the open production, in public
view, of a wish or practice that, if presented in any other
way, would be unacceptable....The force of the form...is that
properly symbolic force which allows force to be fully
exercised while disguising its true nature as force and
gaining recognition, approval and acceptance by dint of the
fact that it can present itself under the appearance of
universality—that of reason and morality. (/n Other Words

85)

By presenting itself under the appearance of universality, a symbol system in fact only re-

presents itself, because what is present can be only that which is actually there: the

universal “reason and morality” of any form is simply wishful thinking, the as if of its

practice.

The ideological content of representational practices is instantiated politically in
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the human realm, reifying how we see our bodies and those of others not only personally,
but through the formal acts of symbolic systems: for about the last three hundred years,
for example, representation has been “a crucial concept in political theory, forming the
cornerstone of representational theories of sovereignty, legislative government, and
relations of individuals to the state” (Mitchell 11). When slaves are “seen” as property (as
they were, historically, and as they are, in Beloved), a paradox of substance—those qualities
that constitute identity—results between their representations as persons and as property.
This paradox was exemplified in early American apportionment discussions over the
Representation Clause of the Constitution. Cheryl I. Harris recounts that:

Representation in the House of Representatives was

apportioned on the basis of population computed by

counting all persons and “three-fifths of all other

persons”—slaves. Gouveneur Morris’s remarks before the

Constitutional Convention posed the essential question:

“Upon what principle is it that slaves shall be computed in

the representation? Are they men? Then make them

Citizens & let them vote? Are they property? Why then is

no other property included?” (1718-19)
Gouveneur Morris’s question is indeed “essential,” because it queries how substance is
represented, and thereby determined, by the principles of order governing symbolic
systems. Although in the seventeenth century some Africans entered the American

Colonies as indentured servants, the growing need of whites for a reliable and permanent
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form of labor subsequently “required” that Africans who were forcibly brought into the
country could exist only as slaves. The questions asked by Gouveneur Morris
demonstrate how representation can function to determine substance, and then reify that
symbolic act by the symbolic violence of law, which determines who is a person and what
resources, or symbolic capital, that person may access. Morrison explores this aspect of
representation in Beloved, where the symbolic violence it promotes is embodied in the
lives of her characters. But her novel also prompts us to remember that symbolic violence
manifests itself as actual physical and psychological violence on the bodies of real people.
Gouveneur Morris’s remarks are a historical example of how symbol systems enact

violence on social bodies, and, as history becomes naturalized into “culture,” cultural
meanings inhere in representations of black people, the effects of which persist in the
present. Writing of this symbolic violence, culture critic bell hooks asserts that:

There is a direct and abiding connection between the

maintenance of white supremacist patriarchy...and the

institutionalization via mass media of specific images,

representations of race, of blackness that support and

maintain the oppression, exploitation, and overall

domination of all black people.... From slavery on, white

supremacists have recognized that control over images is

central to the maintenance of any system of racial

domination. (2)

The power of these representations to dominate what black people see and experience
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through employing a particular terministic screen—"the lens of white supremacy” (hooks
1)~is the action of hegemony, what Shapiro identifies as an ideological “practice, a way of
treating collectivities” (10).

Lumping people as “collectivities” allows hegemonic practices to forget that those
entities are not anonymous masses, but are in fact individual bodies represented in such a
way as to control the conditions of their existence. The effect of hegemonic
representational practices on bodies is described by hooks:

For black people, the pain of learning that we cannot

control our images, how we see ourselves (if our vision is

not decolonized), or how we are seen is so intense that it

rends us. It rips and tears at the seams of our efforts to

construct self and identify. Often it leaves us ravaged by

repressed rage, feeling weary, dispirited, and sometimes just

plain old brokenhearted. (3-4)
She speaks here of real , material, bodies, but every character, every event in Beloved
shimmers in her words; hooks’s prescription for healing is, like Shapiro’s and Morrison’s,
“the effort to critically intervene and transform the world of image making” (hooks 4),
because behind the enforcement of images—pictorial or textual-lurks control over bodies,
individual and social: how they form themselves, what agency they have, and what
resources they have for governing their own contingency. Consequently, representational
practices are inherently rhetorical and ideological—they act to persuade some body of

somebody else’s version of reality—and they are inherently social, because as symbol
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systems they both construct and are constructed by hierarchical social systems which
enable some, and constrain “other,” bodies. The title of this study, “A Rhetoric of
Abandonment: The Act of Representation and Toni Morrison’s Beloved,” foregrounds
rhetoric as my context and principle resource for understanding “What is involved, when
we say what people are doing and why they are doing it?” (Burke, Grammar xv) and for
examining how texts, as sites of symbolic action, both represent and enact on bodies the
reality of lived experience. When we interrogate people’s motives, we look at the social
and symbolic systems within which they operate. The social and the symbolic are
provinces of rhetoric, and we can enrich explanations of how and under what rhetorical
conditions bodies form, perform, and transform, through the resource of social theory.
This study understands rhetorical theory and social theory to be inextricably imbricated in

one another.

Social theories of the body as resources for rhetoric

When we consider representations as symbolic acts that are both enabled and
constrained by symbol systems, we are dealing always with social practices, and social
practices are enacted by, and on, some body. An interest in the body has been present in
one form or another throughout the history of rhetoric, most pertinently for this study, in
Burke’s concepts of identification and consubstantiality. But “only recently...has ‘the
body’ as such become the explicit locus of debates about the interrelation of power and
discourse” (Patterson and Comning 5). Sociological theories of the body in particular have

altered sociology’s traditional study of the history and constitution of human society, re-



35

evaluating the importance of the body in relation to issues of gender, class, culture, and
consumption. Studies of the racialized body are, however, rare, and by interrelating social
theories of the body with discourse, rhetorical, and narrative approaches to Beloved, this
study seeks to extend understanding of how the racialized body and its conditions of
existence are constructed by hegemonic representations.

Once we read hegemonic representation as a rhetorical locus of power and
knowledge, we also read the body as the site of ideological inscription, regulation, and
resistance. In our article on theories of the body, Randi Patterson and I write that
sociological theories of the body

stress the body as a sign of, or site for, the social and

political inscription of meaning. As anthropologist Mary

Douglas notes, the human response to risk and disorder is

to create systems of classification, and the primary model

for order, both social and political, is the body."

Consequently, body metaphors are used to explain the

organization of many social organizations and patterns at

the same time as individual bodies are read as surfaces for

the marks of countless cultural distinctions. (7-8)
Marks on the bodies of slaves and former slaves in Beloved function as indexical signs for
such cultural distinctions—scars, burns, marks left by the bit and other restraining devices;
they are the signs of how substance is divided and classified to secure the principles of

order of white supremacy. These issues of order and marking emphasize the social
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component of rhetoric, and vice-versa—the social and the symbolic are always
interrelated—but also reveal where social theory’s inattention to race can be enhanced by
rhetorical inventories of analysis.

Pierre Bourdieu, for example, who along with Douglas is often credited with the
renewed focus on the body in sociology, provides a vocabulary for articulating the body in
relation to symbol systems and practices through his concept of habitus.> This concept
describes how social meaning is inscribed as a set of embodied cultural dispositions—the
way we act in various social settings, how we speak, how we carry our bodies, for
example-and how bodies reproduce received cultural meanings in their practices. But
habitus is usually described (as in Stillar, for example) as “the dispositions marking
differences between different genders, classes, and age groups” (96), without
consideration for how race cuts across these distinctions. Even so, Bourdieu offers
important concepts that apply to racial divisions: the cultural meanings embodied in
habitus are carried by language, and, depending on a body’s access to the resources of
language, its “linguistic capital,” persons may find themselves subject to being represented
in ways they cannot contest (Bourdieu, Language and Symbolic Power 57). This issue is
certainly racial, as bell hooks’s writing makes plain, and Stillar points out that
“[r]epresentation, in Bourdieu’s scheme, is both a product of and a site of reproduction of
the divisions in the social world” (105-6). Thus the concept of habitus allows us to
recognize (as does Burke’s logology, which I will explain shortly), how the symbolic
power of symbol systems functions both to name, and conceal its naming, of racialized

substance through its hegemonic force. Bourdieu explains symbolic power as
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a power of constituting the given through utterances, of

making people see and believe, of confirming and

transforming the vision of the world and, thereby, action on

the world and thus the world itself, an almost magical

power which enables one to obtain the equivalent of what is

obtained through force (whether physical or economic), by

virtue of the specific effect of mobilization—is a power that

can be exercised only if it is recognized, that is,

misrecognized as arbitrary. (Language 170, author’s

emphasis)
In symbolic power inheres the accession (“recognition”) to hegemony, which relies for its
functioning on social bodies’ complicity with certain dominant ideas that in fact articulate
the needs of a dominant class. Bourdieu’s notions of symbolic power and symbolic
violence provide complex concepts which further interrelate the rhetorical, political, and
social consequences of symbolic action, and, at the same time, provide a concise
terminology for arguing that in representation lies the construction of what we know
about, and how we live, in the world.

However, Bourdieu’s concept of habitus assumes that the dispositions affected by
bodies act by a kind of centripetal force to maintain a certain stability of the borders, or
dividing practices, that delineate different positions. That is, although there is the
possibility for mobility, the body is disposed to prefer that which it has grown up knowing

as “natural” to its condition. The stabilizing force of habitus may, for the most part, inhere
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for class, age, and gender distinctions, but race cuts across those categories in ways that
habitus cannot always account for, because the distinctions the dominant group determines
may in fact be too intolerable for racialized bodies to maintain. Habitus marks the
internalization of the social practices that make and legitimize distinctions according to
what Bourdieu calls “taste”; Bourdieu defines this term in Distinction: A Social Critique
of the Judgement of Taste:

Taste is a practical mastery of distribution which makes it

possible to sense or intuit what is likely (or unlikely) to

befall-and therefore to befit—an individual occupying a given

position in a social space. It functions as a sort of social

orientation, a “sense of one’s place,” guiding the occupants

of a given place in social space toward the social positions

adjusted to their properties [habitus], and towards the

practices or goods which befit the occupants of that

position. (466)
The social positions adjusted to the properties of slaves, however, depend on their being
co-opted into symbol systems enacted as a “natural” order: the order of law, and white
supremacy, for example. While the characters of Beloved do represent themselves in
those terms, and are constrained by them to stay in their “place,” the “practical mastery”
of such dividing practices is marked so violently on them that they finally cannot
participate in such an order. Burke has said that “only the law can make sin” (Religion

186); that is, the very construction of order presupposes those who would transgress its
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principles. When symbolic violence enacts actual violence, bodies react, and sometimes
the system breaks down. This breakdown is the condition for fluidity—the point at which
we interrogate the strength of boundaries and the principles that enact them—and the
possibility for rhetorical and social transformation.

According to Bourdieu, bodies act always in specific social contexts, which he
calls “fields”; and thus their actions are not merely a product of habitus, but of the relation
between habitus and field. As Stillar explains it:

Field, in Bourdieu’s sense of the term, is also structured by

and structuring of social practices: It is not merely a

“setting” or unstructured context for practice. If we think

of habitus as a “feel for the game” (a metaphor Bourdieu

often uses), then the field is the “game.” Games are both

structured...and structuring....The structure of a particular

field does not determine the function of habitus; it

constrains it and makes certain of its aspects relevant or not.

(100)
But since a field “is structured in terms of the distribution of agents and capital” (Stillar
100), and the field or “game” in Beloved is the slave system in which any such distribution
is frozen along the line dividing white from black, constraints on the habitus of slave
bodies would be almost total in relation to their mobility. And as Frank notes, “Even the
disposition for mobility may be a matter of habitus” (“Analytical” 68). Consequently, the

theory of habitus does not adequately account for the action of the racialized body under a
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symbol system like slavery; because habitus addresses the predictable rather than the
transformative, this study turns to Arthur Frank for a method of reading bodies.

Frank notes that “if the study of the body teaches us anything, it is that the
proclaimed determinancies of one theoretical moment...usually signify little more than the
imminence of that system’s collapse into a wholly different order of things.” It is the
possibility for transformation that accrues to moments of breakdown—to see what a wholly
different order of things might look like—that turns him (and me) to the body. I will
explain what Frank calls his “action theory of the body” (“Analytical” 38) more fully in
Chapter V, but here let me note his understanding that the inequities effected by symbolic
systems are visited on bodies: “fundamental inequality...depends on conditions of
embodiment. The conditions are never absolutes, but embodiment is defined by societies
and cultures as a principal means by which domination is practised and rationalized”
(“Analytical” 39). Iargue, along with Frank, that the theoretical or abstract privilege of
symbol systems takes us away from “the symbol’s embodiment in bodies recognizing other
bodies” (“Analytical” 42). A rhetoric of abandonment identifies this separation of symbol
from body as the abandonment of the other; Frank reminds us that “the theoretical jump of
language to ‘embodied consciousness’ should not hypostatize the latter term: embodied
consciousness is always a body conscious of itself” (“Analytical” 50-1). I will speak, then,
of a body both symbolic and corporeal when I consider the issue of representation in
Beloved. Although a body may choose to represent itself (Sethe represents hers as
“mother,” for example), under conditions of domination or appropriation, bodies must

struggle against the representations society provides for them. And in that struggle lies
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the possibility for transformative acts by both characters’ bodies in Beloved, and the
textual body of Beloved. As Frank says, “On the questions of domination and
appropriation hang much of the story of society.... That story both begins and ends with
bodies” (“Analytical” 42).

Frank’s concern with embodiment and domination aligns his theory with this
study’s attention to “the relation of the body to ethics” (“Analytical” 38). His focus
provides a method for investigating, not merely how the body may be described or
explained, but also the body’s own agency, how the body constructs itself with regard to
its own contingency. People construct and use their own bodies, but not always in
conditions of their own choosing; the symbol systems we live within often constrain us
ideologically. Frank develops a typology of bodies to explain how the body is a problem
for itself rather than for society, a problem of action rather than system (“Analytical” 47);
this focus directs the attention away from social practices that “manage” bodies as
problematic collectivities, toward the agency of each body that makes up what we call
“society.” This move is an ethical one: it recognizes that social and symbolic systems are
constructed by individual bodies who act on other bodies; thus it is not “society” that
bears responsibility for its dividing practices, but each one of us.

Each of Frank’s body types constructs itself along four dimensions: control, desire,
relation to others, and self-relatedness (association with or dissociation from its own
corporeality) (“Analytical” 51-2). The types this study finds most useful for understanding
the body as a site for symbolic practices are the “disciplined body” (“Analytical” 54), a

body which regiments itself to control its predictability under certain conditions; the
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“mirroring body,” which bases its predictability on its reflection of what it sees around it
(“Analytical” 61); and the “dominating body” (“Analytical” 69), which controls its
contingency by wreaking violence on others. The disciplined body undertakes acts of
mortification whereby it abandons parts of itself in order to conform to some particular
societal norm; the mirroring body abandons itself and its agency, almost completely, to
assimilation. The dominating body is configured by lack; it abandons its own humanity by
destroying others it considers subhuman (“Analytical” 71). The body’s constructions are
not static, however; they contain “oppositional spaces” (“Analytical” 47), and so bodies
shift, according to their dispositions within certain conditions of existence. These shifts
occur at what Frank calls “flip-points,” points of transformation between controlled bodies
and the “communicative body,” an idealized body type that realizes itself in
praxis—appropriately for this project, Frank seeks the emergence of the communicative
body in aesthetic performance (“Analytical” 79). “What is realized,” Frank says, “is
simply the body itself, producing itself, recursively, through the variations of a life which is
no longer appropriated by institutions and discourses but is now the body’s own”
(“Analytical” 80). The conditions of a slave’s life are wholly contingent under slavery, and
Frank offers a method for examining how first, the actions of the characters in Beloved
reveal the oppositional possibilities for bodies constrained by the representational practices
of a hegemonic system; and second, how Beloved itself acts as a communicative body,
recursively producing itself through the metaphors of memory and rememory to open the
boundaries between itself and others.

A rhetoric of abandonment identifies opening boundaries as an ecstatic act both
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ethical and transformative: social systems and the relationships they enact shift when
symbol systems change the terms by which they construct those relationships. This study
posits that bodies which dominate others are dysfunctional, performing out of a sense of
lack, anxiety, and fear (Frank, “Analytical” 69);, but where dominating bodies draw on
rhetorical resources to effect symbolic and social dividing practices that rigidly define a
body’s “place,” Beloved draws on rhetorical resources to intercede symbolically—in its
relation with readers—by performing as a body that communicates desire: being seduced
out of one’s place disrupts the boundaries between bodies, opening the possibility for
identification with and reclamation of the other. This rhetorical inducement to action

connects bodies and text.

Rhetoric as the context for bodies and texts

This study foregrounds rhetoric as the functional context for both bodies and texts.
I take as my guide Kenneth Burke, from whose rhetorical perspective I understand and
analyze language as a symbol system that acts with real consequences in the real world;
these consequences are enacted socially in oral and written exchanges between people
who make, use, and mis-use symbols to persuade others of their version of reality.
Because Burke’s perspective is so all-encompassing, seeing as “texts” units as small as
single words or as vast as institutional or ideological discourses, his rhetorical theory and
method not only cohere with Shapiro’s, but also provide a locus from which other
inventories of analysis may be enriched by interconnection. Each inventory I use

constructs its own strategy of reading bodies, whether textual or human, and Burke’s



method adds to their ordering principles the heightened awareness that language is the
filter through which we understand, first, what the “this” is that’s doing something in the
text, and second, to whom it’s being done. In other words, Burke provides the connection
between how language functions as symbolic act and symbolic system and the way we
humans actually conduct ourselves in what he calls our “Human Bamyard” (Grammar
xvii).

Because the rhetorical act of persuasion functions to induce cooperation through
language and language constructs meaning, Burke calls the use of language a symbolic act.
This function of rhetoric, according to Burke, is rooted in the function of language as “a
symbolic means of inducing cooperation in beings that by nature respond to symbols”
(Rhetoric 43), and his analysis focuses on the interplay between how we act as symbol
users, and how symbol systems—larger patterns of language that depend for their force on
directing the attention through their choice of terminology—act on us. I borrow from
Stillar for a gloss of this interplay:

[S]ymbol systems enable us to construct a world of
experience and orientation. Through symbols, we actively
shape and interpret words and orient ourselves to those
represented worlds and the other agents in them. They
constitute our ways of knowing and acting in the world. At
the same time, the symbol systems and symbol-using
patterns of our cultures define us as social agents. They

constitute our ways of being in the world. (60-61)
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Burke’s rhetoric examines nothing less than how language use de-termines
epistemology—our ways of knowing—and ontology—our ways of being. Here lurks Burke’s
major attraction for me-his preoccupation with the ethical, not as an arbitrary “moral”
standard, but as it is rooted in the being of language, which embodies the possibility of
transformation. Concerned with good and evil, Burke acknowledges that our power-
inflected ways of knowing and being can often be “invitations to mistreatment,” and this
study will examine how such invitations are embodied in the symbolic act of
representation.

As a way of knowing and being in the world, the symbolic act is called by Burke
“the dancing of an attitude” (Philosophy 9), a phrase I once thought of as playful. But I
have since come to see it in a different light. “Dancing,” of course, is an apt term for
rhetoric, because it is an act often done in cooperation with a partner, usually according to
a particular pattern—one must know the “rules” of the tango to dance it—and it is a
performance that has meaning~the dance represents “tango” to those watching. And
dancing requires bodies: it demonstrates somatically the “moves” we make in a particular
situation. “Dancing” is such an apt metaphor for rhetoric particularly because it embodies
Aristotle’s classic definition: “the faculty of discovering in the particular case all the
available means of persuasion” (xxxvii). The situation in which the dance is danced is the
“particular case”; the pattern or movement strategy of the dance is “the available means”;
and the representation of those moves is the “persuasion” effected on the participants and
audience that this act “means” tango. In adding the embodied substance of dancing to

Aristotle’s abstract definition, Burke both highlights the performative quality of rhetoric as
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an act that seeks to convey meaning, and also directs our attention to its acting through,
and on, bodies.

But what happens when the person who is asked, “May I have this dance?” doesn’t
want to, yet is not free to refuse? What is danced, Burke says, is an attitude, and attitude
connotes our orientation to each other, to the act, and to the audience. If the orientation
between partners is not one of equality, if one is forced to dance a pattern designed by the
other, then what exactly is being enacted? Or, more specifically, in the name of con-
forming to a prescribed and proscribed form, a particular symbol system, who’s doing
what to whom? The way I begin to answer these questions is through Burke’s concept of
the “terministic screen,” a concept which undergirds all his work and helps us to
understand that what we know and how we live is always in terms of some version of
reality represented by those terms. Burke offers this explanation:

We must use terministic screens, since we can’t say anything
without the use of terms; whatever terms we use, they
necessarily constitute a corresponding kind of screen; and
any such screen necessarily directs the attention to one field
rather than another. Within that field there can be different
screens, each with its way of directing the attention and
shaping the range of observation implicit in the given
terminology. (Language 50)
Burke’s work is appropriate and effective for examining representational practices

particularly because such practices re-present what is absent in ferms of their own version
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of reality or, in Burke’s shorthand, in terms of their own “motive.” It is precisely because
language is never neutral to Burke—and he recognizes in his dialectic that even his own
words can be always under review—that he highlights its orientational and attitudinal
qualities.’

This study attends to motive, particularly those motives which construct bodies in
such a way as to constrain what we know and how we constitute ourselves as social
agents. To examine how motives are represented in hegemonic symbol systems, this study
will use the three analytical approaches which comprise Burke’s theory and method.

While I will explain and use each more thoroughly in Chapters IV and V, I offer here a
concise summary. They are, first, his “grammar,” which is not a traditional grammar, but
one which focuses on language patterns through a system of ratios that identify the forms
and functions of symbolic action. He calls this method “Dramatism,” and defines it as a
“method of analysis and corresponding critique of terminology designed to show that the
most direct route to the study of human relations and human motives is via a
methodological inquiry into cycles or clusters of terms and their functions” (Symbols 135).
Dramatism focuses on language not as “an instrument of definition,” but as “primarily a
species of action, or expression of attitudes” (“Dramatism” 447). “Act,” says Burke, “is
thus a terministic center from which many related considerations can be shown to
‘radiate,’ as though it were a ‘god-term’ from which a whole universe of terms is derived”
(Symbols 135). A symbolic act does not merely tell us about something, but expresses our
attitude toward that something together with our attitude toward those we address. “The

symbolic act,” adds Stillar, “is the material with which we play out our motives, our
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interests, and our stance in relation to others and ourselves” (5).

Burke’s second analytical method is his “rhetoric,” which is concerned with how
identification and division function to construct substance, especially where there is a
hierarchical motive present. People identify with one another according to how they
represent the world; Burke points out that the terms used in such representations promote
identification through choices that foreground certain aspects of reality while they obscure
or marginalize others. He explains that people “seek for vocabularies that will be faithful
reflections of reality. To this end they must develop vocabularies that are selections of
reality. And any selection of reality must...function as a deflection of reality” (Symbols 13,
author’s emphasis). People’s selections and deflections determine their moves in the
processes of identification and division; at the same time, the dividing lines they draw will
determine their selections and deflections of “reality.” Stillar summarizes this process:
“Rhetorical acts initiate congregation and segregation in social orders based on the
symbolic acts’ positing the terms through which participants may share or not share
substance” (59). Burke’s grammar and rhetoric inform this study’s examination of the
ways in which Morrison constructs in Beloved a form of address that invites readers to
congregate as communicative bodies in terms of its textual selections.

The third component of Burke’s method is his “logology”—words about
words—which extends his analysis of symbolic acts as dynamic processes among human
bodies to an examination of the conditions and effects of motives that are hidden in symbol
systems. Because Burke’s logology is an important resource for this study’s method, I

explain it here more fully: when we perform symbolic acts, we do so in terms of symbol
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systems, which are “logological” because they rely on words (logos) and forms (logic) that
enable and constrain meaning-making. A specific text will not only draw on other
logologic systems, but will itself constitute a logologic system that circumscribes a set of
meaning-making potentials.

Burke actually began to develop the concept of logology in The Rhetoric of
Motives, where he introduced the idea of “god-terms” (299), later summarizing their
properties in The Rhetoric of Religion as a “linguistic analogue...found in the nature of
any name or title, which sums up a manifold of particulars under a single head” (2). The
act of naming thus becomes a practice for assigning a range of characteristics to a thing or
a human body, a kind of shorthand for “motive.” In this latter text, Burke named his
concept “logology” and turned to theological texts as a source for investigating “the
authorship of men’s [sic] motives” (vi) because:

Insofar as man is the “typically symbol-using animal,” it
should not be surprising that men’s thoughts on the nature
of the Divine embody the principles of verbalization. And
insofar as God is a formal principle, any thorough statement
about God should be expected to reveal the formality
underlying their genius as statements....[IJnsofar as religious
doctrine is verbal, it will necessarily exemplify its nature as
verbalization; and insofar as religious doctrine is thorough,
its way of exemplifying verbal principles should be

correspondingly thorough. (Religion 1)
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Words and forms are the key to symbolic systems, and we can best characterize them by
recourse to instances of text. Burke’s “logological” thesis is that, “since the theological
use of language is thorough, the close study of theology and its forms will provide us with
good insight into the nature of language itself as motive” (vi). While the text this study
analyzes is not theological, it instantiates, nonetheless, god-terms and naming practices
that reveal the forms implicit in the constitution of their authorship, as well as the manner
by which Morrison both reveals and contests such authorship.

I said earlier that I chose to use theories that stay close to the body, and Burke’s
logology sounds abstract. But Burke is concerned with how logological systems
determine epistemological and ontological conditions and consequences for‘ the human
bodies who are subjected to them. His concern is preeminently social and ethical: words
and forms are not isolates, but are social acts that arise from particular situations, “not
words alone but the social textures, the local psychoses, the institutional structures, the
purposes and practices that lie behind the words” (Permanence 182). All Burke’s
dramatistic, rhetorical, and logological concerns spin out from his “definition of man [sic]”
(Religion 40) (later shaped as a “Poem”) in which we are first and foremost, “bodies that
learn language” (in Simons and Melia 263, my emphasis). As bodies who learn language

and wield it as an act, we embody its practices.

The Representation of Embodied Practices: Language
All three of Burke’s analytical approaches depend on rhetoric’s fundamental nature

as an addressed act. The embodied quality of address is for me the key component of
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representational practices, which function rhetorically in precisely the way they constitute
addressor and addressee. As Stillar puts it, “The rhetorical act [representation) hails its
audience. The meaning-making resources instantiated in the rhetorical act not only create
the ‘T’ that addresses but also the ‘you’ being addressed, thus enabling (and constraining)
meaning-making potentials for what the ‘you’ can see and how the ‘you’ can respond”
(60). As a symbolic act that addresses an audience, representation plays a potentially
violent role in its semiotic creation and manipulation of how things are seen, constructing
a version of reality whereby certain selections stand for or take the place of something or
somebody else. Functioning as a terministic screen, representation determines by language
use what “facts” we live in terms of, how we see not just things, but ourselves.

The claims this study makes about hegemonic representational
practices—particularly about their action on racialized bodies~and Morrison’s Beloved,
require forms of analysis that link the embodied consequences of language use with their
textual instances. These forms of analysis must also identify the strategies Beloved
performs for insight into, and resistance against, the ways social, cultural, and ethical
assumptions about difference are coded into contemporary social practice. From Burke’s
perspective on the motivated nature of language use, this study accesses narrative and
discourse theories to identify, explain, and critique how the difference that makes a
difference is marked in the text of Beloved. The novel is Morrison's act of confrontation
with embodied representational practices, one designed to liberate language and
knowledge from dominant forms of “obscuring state language...designed for the

estrangement of minorities, hiding its racist plunder in its literary cheek”; this kind of
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“dead” language, Morrison says in her Nobel Lecture, “must be rejected, altered, and
exposed” (Lecture 16). She states her subject as: “The estranged body, the legislated
body, the violated, rejected, deprived body—the body as consummate home. In virtually all
these formations, whatever the terrain, race magnifies the matter that matters” (“Home™
5).

Race is a construct of language, represented to embody ideological perspectives.
Morrison says her efforts in Beloved “were to carve away the accretions of deceit,
blindness, ignorance, paralysis, and sheer malevolence embedded in raced language so that
other kinds of perceptions were not only available but were inevitable” (“Home” 7). This
kind of rhetorical sculpting comes from Morrison's thinking of language “partly as a
system...but mostly as agency—as an act with consequences” (Lecture 13), and in Beloved
she acts to expose, reject, and alter the language of hegemonic representations. Her three
intentions mirror the praxis of a rhetoric of abandonment: to expose the ideological
content of representational practices; to reject the dividing practices they enact; and to
identify how Morrison's text recuperates a more ethical form of community by altering
readers' (mis)recognition of the social and symbolic systems of order from which
hegemonic representations draw their currency. The currency of representations is their
linguistic capital, and, as a narrative representation, Beloved too is a site of symbolic
action in which Morrison invests her own linguistic capital; it specifically addresses, and is
meant to transform, readers' attitudes toward an urgent, immanent, social issue. Narrative
is an embodied rhetorical structure; it comes out of bodies and produces bodies: the

narrative, stylistic, and grammatical selections Morrison makes work toward particular
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kinds of congregation and segregation, not only by the narrative representation within the
text, but also by the embodied narrative performance effected between the text and its
readers.

The dynamic interrelationships of these resources for meaning-making—discourse,
narrative, and rhetoric—reflect symbolically the negotiations of social reality, whereby
bodies are constantly performing and being performed in ways constituted by their
position on the social hierarchy. This study maintains that narrative—in this case,
Beloved—is not simply a story, a textual artifact that can be examined separate from its
social context, but is a rhetorical act that responds to an exigency posed by a particular
situation. As a rhetorical act, narrative both performs a specific ethical posture embodied
in its discursive constructions of reality, and also solicits a specific performance from
readers. Consequently, the transformations effected by the narrative occur both for the

characters’ bodies within the text, and for the reading bodies outside the text.

Narrative

By the simplest dictionary definition, the noun “narrative” is equated with “story,”
and is generally understood to mean a spoken or written text by which a teller represents
characters engaged in events over some period of time. That conception of story is so
familiar to us that we tend to think even of our own histories in terms of the commonplace
metaphor, “the story of my life,” and wonder, as we narrate, how our story will come out
in the end. But as Dennis Mumby notes, narrative has far broader implications: “The

articulation of social actors as homo narrans provides one alternative to the model of
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rationality that has characterized Western thought from Descartes to the present” (1).

Narrative as a form of rhetoric

In postmodern terms, narrative is viewed as an “alternative way of making
knowledge claims and...develop[ing] new ways of seeing the world” (Mumby 2), and
hence is an ideologically potent, rhetorical, form that both represents and enacts reality
symbolically and socially. Mumby highlights the rhetorical nature of narrative when he
explains that: “Narrative is a socially symbolic act in the double sense that (a) it takes on
meaning only in a social context and (b) it plays a role in the construction of that social
context as a site of meaning within which social actors are implicated” (5, author’s
emphasis). Since the social order (or “hierarchy,” in Burke’s terms) is inherently unstable,
“society,” adds Mumby, “is characterized by an ongoing ‘struggle over meaning’” (5).
Narrative addresses and responds to this social struggle by drawing on the rhetorical
resources of language; as Mumby points out, “control...is exercised...through the
discursive constructions of a...culture that maintains and reproduces the prevailing system
of power relations. In this sense, the construction of social reality is not spontaneous and
consensual but is the product of the complex relations among narrative, power, and
culture” (6-7). This study views narrative as a rhetorical act that, on the one hand, can
enforce prevailing discursive systems through value-laden representations; and, on the
other hand, can also challenge hegemonic representations of social reality by instantiating
selections and deflections that effect indentification on different terms.

As an example of the relationships among representation, rhetoric, and narrative, I
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refer to Samia Mehrez’s focus on undoing the power of hegemonic representation, a
process she calls “an act of exorcism for both the colonizer and the colonized” (258, my
emphasis). Beloved is a ghost story in which the eponymous ghost is exorcised toward
the end of the novel. Her exorcism frees the novel’s black community of the haunting
reminder of its past pain and guilt: pain which stems from the conditions they have been
subjected to by the slave system, and guilt which stems from leaving behind aspects of
themselves so that they become complicit in the system’s practices. And the novel itself
acts as an exorcism for white readers, freeing us—by offering congregation on different
terms—from our continuing guilty enslavement by hegemony’s representations of black
people. In Burke’s terms, “éxorcism” might be seen as “redemption”: the principles of
order of logologic systems enforce victimage (“all the Disorder that goes with Order”),
and guilt needs cleansing (Religion 4). Cleansing marks the site of transformation, where
we move from the division enacted by symbol systems to embodied identification with the
“other”; this study will identify such points of transformation in the text.

The metaphor of exorcism-as-transformation is performed by Morrison in the
structure of the novel: Beloved’s exorcism precedes Sethe’s possibility for seeing herself
as her own “best thing.” The meaning of a narrative is imbricated in its content and form;
Hayden White explains that a narrative reveals “what might be called its form in ‘plot’ and
its content in the meaning with which the plot endows what would otherwise be only mere
event” (Content 53). Because the “meaning” of narrative—both its content and form—is
enacted in language, and because narrative is one form of representational practice that

has as its purpose the communication of meaning through language symbols, I select as
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resources for this study narrative theories that view narrative as an addressed, rhetorical,
act. The motivated property of narrative makes White’s coinage of the term “narrativity”
in his article “The Value of Narrativity in the Representation of Reality” salient: “a
discourse that narrativizes” is one that “feigns to make the world speak itself and speak
itself as a story” (7, author’s emphasis). The text of Beloved attempts precisely to make
its world speak itself, primarily through a language of the body, and thus aligns itself with
White’s consideration of this impulse to story reality as “a solution to a problem of general
human concern, namely, the problem of how to translate knowing into telling” (“Value”
5).

When we represent reality in storied form, we do so not to create a structure for
analysis, but to access a “metacode, a human universal on the basis of which transcultural
messages about the nature of a shared reality can be transmitted” (“Value” 6). White
speaks here of historical narratives, but the “translatable” quality of narrativized discourse
inheres as well in fictional narratives like Beloved which seek to translate the author’s
knowing of a particular culture into a telling that can be performed with an “other”
audience across social spaces. This spatial move shifts the ground or substance upon
which identification is effected: what is at issue is the ethical transformation “from one
moral order to another”; the performance of story—narrativizing—endows a text’s reality
“with the kind of [moral] meaning that both displays itself in its consummation and
withholds itself by its displacement to another story ‘waiting to be told’ just beyond the
confines of ‘the end’” (“Value” 26). When Morrison repeats, at the end of Beloved, the

past tense declarative “It was not a story to pass on,” then changes the subject, the tone,
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and the tense of the sentence to present imperative: “This is not a story to pass on” (274-

5), she does indeed dis-place the displayed meaning to another story waiting to be told

beyond “the end.” “This™ story—of symbolic violence enacted by hegemonic

representations—must be abandoned before future narrative performance, beyond the

confines of the end of Beloved, can tell a different story, one that reclaims community. A

rhetoric of abandonment identifies the textual displacements and replacements in Beloved

that move readers to position themselves apart from the territory of hegemonic practice.

Displacement is the rhetorical act of shifting attitude through narrative

performance. Barbara Hernstein Smith supports this position when she describes narrative

as:

the verbal acts of particular narrators performed in response
to—and thus shaped and constrained by—sets of multiple
interacting conditions. For any narrative, these conditions
would consist of (1) such circumstantial variables as the
particular context and material setting (cultural and social,
as well as strictly “physical™) in which the tale is told, the
particular listeners or readers addressed, and the nature of
the narrator’s relationship to them, and (2) such
psychological variables as the narrator’s motives for telling
the tale...that elicited his telling it on that occasion, to that
audience, and that shaped the particular way he told it.

(226)



58

Although Smith does not call this description of narrative “rhetorical,” her words describe
it as such: rhetoric concerns itself with the motivated verbal acts of a particular
speaker/writer, performed in a particular setting on a particular occasion, and addressed to
a particular audience. And rhetoric would regard “the formal properties of an individual
narrative...as functions of all these multiple interacting conditions” (226, author’s
emphasis). This study understands narrative as a form of rhetoric embodied in its address

and therefore also considers rhetoric as a narrative performance.

Rhetoric and narrative performance

The efficacy of rhetorically based narrative theories for identifying, explaining, and
critiquing texts as symbolic acts increases when we consider narrative as a performed
rhetorical act. Marie Maclean, in her study Narrative as Performance, describes this act
as “a carrying out, a putting into action or shape” (xi) which foregrounds movement and
interaction in a way that echoes Smith’s “situational” sense of narrative: that it is
“constructed...by someone in particular, on some occasion, for some purpose, and in
accord with some relevant set of principles” (Smith 218). Maclean stresses as crucial to
narrative performance what “distinguished theorists of the genre (Propp, Todorov,
Bremond, Prince, Greimas)” leave out: an “emphasis on the teller-hearer nexus inherent in
all narrative” (1). Her emphasis on the rhetorical nature of narrative, which addresses
itself to, and requires the active participation of, an audience aligns with mine: this study
claims that Beloved both répresents, in the text, how hegemonic representation acts to

constrain the epistemological and ontological agency of its characters, and also
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rhetorically performs interactively with the reader. By involving the audience in
interactive performance, Beloved enables identification: the transformation of substance.

Narrative interaction, conceived as performance, communicates on the level of the
body. It includes, along with language, “extra-linguistic choices and combinations
required to produce personal interaction,” that is, seductive moves that lure the reader
(Maclean x7). Beyond achieving merely the purpose of exchange between teller and
reader, a successful narrative performance must have “energy and effect” so that the
reader’s active participation is assured; Maclean asserts that “enactment demands
interaction...a tale is altered in each telling” (2). Morrison herself says, in an interview
with Christina Davis, that her writing “has to have certain kinds of fundamental
characteristics (one of) which is the participation of the other, that is, the audience, the
reader....so that two people are busy making the story” (Davis 231). Morrison strives to
perform the oral/aural qualities of narrative in her writing—particularly in her mode of
address—and she speaks and writes of her own standards for her novels (in much the same
terms as does Maclean) in “The Language Must Not Sweat™ and other interviews and
essays. She structures her language to engage the reader’s performance, for it is, she says,
only through that interaction that the story and its meaning—what Maclean calls “the
phenomenon of interpretability” (21)-are actually created. Morrison’s narrative body
performs, first, to engage readers’ emotions, and second, to change their position.
Maclean describes this textual interaction in almost the exact terms that Stillar describes
the addressed nature of representation (cited above), and does so as if she were writing

specifically about Beloved: “Through a narrative text / meet you in a struggle which may
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be cooperative or may be combative, a struggle for knowledge, for power, for pleasure,
for possession” (xii, author’s emphasis). In Beloved, “possession” is precisely the issue in
both the ghostly sense and also in the sense of who owns what and whom; Maclean calls
the textual interaction an “erotic interplay” (20), and Morrison’s text performs the
narrative seductively, providing enough pleasure that readers remain willing to participate
in a story which challenges their knowledge and position with regard to a certain period of
history as well as the representations that have perdured from that period.

Maclean claims that “performance is not subjected to the criterion of truth or
falsehood....Its standards are those of desire or lack rather than of fact” (x7). Desire or
lack is one dimension along which bodies constitute themselves in Frank's typology of
bodies; the question is whether the body produces or lacks desire, that is, whether it
communicates toward and for another body, or disciplines itself to deficiency and
incompleteness (“Analytical” 51). Remembering the body at this juncture both reminds us
that we are, rhetorically, “bodies that learn language,” and also heightens the rhetorical
nature of narrative as an embodied act, one capable of performance. The difference
between performance and practice is that the former is embodied; it is an acting-for an
audience which is present and responsive. As Maclean puts it, “performance relies on an
agreed relationship of the seer and the seen, of the hearer and the heard” (1). In contrast,
practice is an acting-on; a monologic discourse that speaks in place of an audience that
does not or cannot speak back—is, in effect, absent. Practices attempt to re-present what is
absent by defining and classifying how things, people, and events should be seen; desire is

subsumed by ideology, which determines and maintains the disciplinary systems to which a
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body must conform by abandoning aspects of itself. Performance instead demands an
intimate, desirous, relationship with the reader, marked by excess: “a [narrative]
performance,” says Maclean, “will always be more than its parts” (xi/). The form of
Beloved textually asks its readers to fill in the gaps in order to perform the fusion of
fragmented stories into “the” narrative; Morrison overcomes the dividing practices of
hegemonic representations by requiring her readers to perform as a communicative body.
There is more than one level of interaction going on in a narrative, as I have

indicated: the narrative representation is itself an act performed by a writer for a reading
audience, and there is the interaction represented among the characters in the novel. The
relation between the narrator and the listeners in the text and, eventually, between the
narrator and the reader, must be formed by the text, negotiated in some way, since the
reader must accept the point of a story (Maclean 20). Consequently, the text must
construct narrative authority such that the reader is seduced into accepting the narrative
performance. In Ross Chambers's study of the dynamics of narrative performance, his
comments on narrative control seem particularly apt to Morrison's textual strategies,
especially with regard to her construction of the novel's narrative voice. I quote here
Maclean's translation of his words from French:

This [the narrator's skill], in short, is a matter of recruiting

the power of the narratee in such a way as to produce what

is called “authority” for the narrator; it is a seduction of the

pre-existing desire for narration in favor of the desire to

narrate. The power is not challenged, but used. (in
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Maclean 20)
This study considers in more detail (in Chapter V) our desire for stories, but here let me
note, as an example of how this theory informs my method, that the reader's desire for
narration is solicited by the very first sentence of Beloved: “124 was spiteful.” The
reader’s response is likely to be, What is “124"? Why should it be “spiteful”? The
narrator answers this last question in the next sentence: “Full of a baby’s venom,” but that
sentence only raises other questions: What baby? And why is it venomous? And, to
continue into the next sentence, who are “the women in the house” and “the children™?
Finally, the second sentence, “The women in the house knew it and so did the children”
(1), answers the first question by indirectly telling us that “124" identifies “the house.”
The information that answers the question is, however, processed by the reader on the fly,
so to speak, as the narrator moves us to the next two sentences which identify the key
characters and some of the background for the story. The desire to know more leads the
reader to succumb to the text's enticement, moving along with the narrator's slow release
of the secrets of the text.

Morrison's narrative strategies tease us into the text with a “compelling confusion”
she calls a “kidnapping” (“Unspeakable” 33, 32). Kidnapping is a kind of possession, the
seduction of the reader’s own willingness to move, an overt “textual interplay [that is]
constantly open to negotiation, just as is erotic interplay” (Maclean 20). Furthermore,
what is evoked in this interplay is the more subtle dialogue between a spoken text and a
listening reader performed by a written-yet-oral address® which solicits a responsive

performance from the reader. This “complicated...exchange” produces an
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“interpretability” which shifts as does the narrative performance, the reader’s performance,
and the reading (Maclean 21). Each step the reader takes into 124 changes the place from
which interpretation is produced: the very doorway provides a frame which sets up new
parameters for what this text, Beloved, can mean. Those desires in the reader that are not
directly or immediately responded to by the text progressively alter interpretability,
opening the possibility for the world's being represented differently, or redescribed; the
text seems to say: Come in, and together we'll make a new place. Morrison issues this
invitation to enter a rhetorical struggle over representation when she opens her novel with
a house number.

Because “no narrative version can be independent of a particular teller and
occasion of telling,” Smith reminds us, “we may assume that every narrative version has
been constructed in accord with some set of purposes or interests” (215). Morrison's
narrative selections perform symbolically to construct identification and division in the
social context of a racialized society; her novel rhetorically responds to and addresses this
situation, forming and performing her text to both reflect society as it is and reimagine
society as it might be. Performance remembers, in the interreaction between reader and
text, what practice forgets. Morrison's rhetorical purpose is well described in bell hooks's
words as:

a political struggle to push against the boundaries of the
image, to find words that express what I see, especially
when I am looking in ways that move against the grain,

when I am seeing things that most folks want to believe



simply are not there....Since decolonization as a political

process is always a struggle to define ourselves in and

beyond the resistance to domination, we are always in the

process of remembering the past even as we create new

ways to imagine and make the future. (4-S, my emphasis)
The writing project hooks describes is one Beloved enacts semantically, but this study will
examine the very form of the novel, at the level of its sentence syntax, for how it models

the larger form of the narrative and the symbolic system in which it is placed.

Discourse as a resource of narrative and rhetoric

While this study does not specifically use theories of “discourse analysis,” it does
adopt from discourse analysis the understanding that texts are dynamic social processes in
which various meaning-making resources from all levels of language use~grammatical,
narrative, and rhetorical—are continuously being selected, and in turn affect the selections
of those stages that follow (Stillar 20). At the “lowest” end of the language hierarchy,
specific grammatical choices affect the meaning-making potential of discourse at the levels
of narrative and rhetoric by dividing up the social world in particular ways. Naming
practices effected by nouns, for example, are reflected in the narrative representation of
characters and agency; in turn, narrative draws on rhetorical resources to perform
symbolic acts of congregation and segregation. These rhetorical resources are the stylistic
strategies of language, the symbolic acts that enact social consequences: schemes and

tropes that integrate form and matter to persuade readers, to arouse in them appropriate
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emotional responses, and to perform the ethical posture of the text. Shapiro's project to
“politicize” hegemonic practices is what Morrison performs in Beloved through her
embodied discursive act: her language makes salient representations of how and what
white people see when they look at “slaves,” how the bodies and agency of the black
characters in her novel are determined by how they are seen, and how they are made to
see themselves. Morrison reveals, in other words, representational practices which
determine bodies, while she represents embodied practices in language. To investigate her
strategies, I assemble the vocabularies of rhetorical, social, narrative, and discourse

theories as operative methodological terms.

METHODOLOGY

Theory provides conceptual bases from which to develop a diverse, systematic,
and applicable approach to analyzing texts and contexts, with the ultimate aim of
producing significant work. A methodology then selects from among those theoretical
bases vocabularies which enable the identification, explanation, and critique of specific
instances of text. Resources from discourse, rhetorical, narrative, and social theory
provide this study's methodological vocabularies for first, identifying in Beloved words and
patterns that reveal Toni Morrison's textual strategies for displaying the ways hegemonic
representations shape historical and current conceptions of racialized bodies; second,
analyzing those textual instances to explain their functions and consequences in social and
cultural contexts; and third, critiquing the strategies of Morrison's narrative performance

for their ability to achieve identification with white readers and thus alter attitudes toward
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race and racialized language.

This study's attention to grammar and stylistic strategies follows Shapiro's
recognition of “the grammatical, rhetorical, and narrative structures” that constitute
representational practices (7). His “special kind of reading” that “challenge(s] ideological
inscription” (26) does not depend on a specific grammatical terminology (functional, or
transactional, for example), but moves nimbly across “the relationships among narrative,
grammar, and ideology” (25), so that he might at one moment focus on some particular
aspect of grammar—"the juxtaposition of individual terms” (51) or “the displacement of
simple nouns by verbs and nominalizations,” for example—and at another focus on
rhetorical figures of speech or read with Burke’s “perspective by incongruity” (53). The
point is not to proceed by some orderly pattern—in fact, the complex imbrications by which
texts make meaning work against such orderliness—but to identify at particular sites the
specific textual features that combine to produce the kind of “knowledge” we think of as
“natural” or “ordinary.”

Shapiro's project is to politicize texts that purport to be unideological, but this
study investigates the stylistic strategies of a fictional narrative which foregrounds the
ideological by drenching its text in the language of hegemonic representational practices.
Morrison's problem of both displaying and countering such representations is to marshall
the ability of language to describe “phenomena such as physical pain and physical labor
whose materiality might leave them outside the reflexes of language” (Scarry 3). In
Beloved, Morrison must draw readers' attention to representations we might accept as

natural or ordinary, and at the same time perform a narrative act that establishes the
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materiality of the text as a ground on which identification can be built. For examining
literary texts which have the problem of engaging subjects that resist representation,
Elaine Scarry provide; additional support to Shapiro’s focus on style and argues further
that there is a “constancy” between grammar and institution, so that by looking at
pronouns, for example, the exercise of power enforced by institutional practices can be
seen (6).

This study identifies such constancy, moving from individual word to institutional
motive, but it also attends to how words and larger narrative and rhetorical resources act
to effect congregation between reader and text. As Scarry points out,

...one might notice some narrative unit larger than, or

different from, the solitary word that performs the same

function....Music in a film, for example, acts like a steady

stream of indefinite and definite articles, situating the

auditors in relation to pre- and -post information, now

instigating, now relaxing, our readiness to perform the work

of identification. (5)
Texts are social acts: in both small and large units of language they are addressed to
someone, are about something, and exhibit forms that both enable and are constrained by
the social systems within which they orient themselves. This study examines Beloved to
identify textual features that expose the motive of hegemonic institutions and their
restrictions on who can do what kind of symbolic act, with what symbolic resources, and

to what outcome. “What is overtly at issue” in this symbolic struggle, notes Scarry, “is
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the knowability of the world, and that knowability depends on its susceptibility to
representation” (3). A rhetoric of abandonment confronts the problem of representation in
three ways: 1) it examines hegemonic representations for how they control the knowability
of the world; 2) it investigates the motives behind the dividing practices enacted by that
kind of knowing; and 3) it identifies the strategies by which Beloved makes susceptible to
representation another kind of knowing: one which performs and invites reciprocal
performance on the level of the body. The interrelationships among levels of theoretical
analysis—grammar, style, rhetoric, narrative, and social-form the method by which I
approach these acts.

Like society, these levels of analysis form an interlocking hierarchy of relations:
working “up” the hierarchy, grammatical forms supply a resource for narrative forms
which themselves draw on rhetorical situations for their practice. Rhetoric, in turn,
responds to and supplies resources for motivated meaning-production to the social-
ideological dimension. Particular grammatical constructions—whether verbs are transitive
or intransitive, or noun choices, for example—may offer the discursive sign of which
characters have, or lack, agency; the presence or absence of agency may function
rhetorically to invite identification and division in ways linked to social-ideological motives
and practices. At the same time, individual terms—“rememory,” for example—may alert us
to a neological “cracking process” (Burke, Permanence 119) that enables a transvalued
perspective on those motives and practices by constructing identification and division
along different axes.

These levels of interrelationship can also be traced downward: social-ideological
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power structures will determine the ways in which characters are represented as acting
according to which rhetorical practices, with what resources, and with what success or
futility. The rhetorical nature of the circumstances will suggest which narrative forms will
be selected, and those forms will similarly enable and constrain the selection and deflection
of grammatical terms. The power relations between the white “four horsemen™ and the
black characters in the scene of Beloved's murder, for example, determine what acts are
possible for whom, which suggests the focalizing perspectives of the narrative. Those
perspectives are enacted on the grammatical level by the selection of terms of “seeing,”
which cluster as a metaphor for hegemonic representational practices. My study proposes
a rhetoric of abandonment as a method for identifying moments of both loss and
reclamation as they are represented in a politicized text.

The selections from the text that this study analyzes were chosen for their salience
with regard to the purposes, claims, and arguments of each chapter. The “Clearing,” for
example, which Morrison represents as a space that opens to receive wounded bodies, is
the textual site of their re-memberment in language, and, for this reason, the scene is one
this study examines. Each reading of these selections enters at one level of analysis and
moves either “up” or “down” the hierarchy of interrelations. Each reading does not
always use every analytical resource this study employs; sometimes the levels of analysis
progressively layer as the chapters proceed.

In Chapter III, for example, which explores the epistemological and ontological
consequences of hegemonic representations, I rely on grammatical, stylistic, and narrative

analysis to demonstrate how language operates to determine the “is” of the world,
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focusing primarily on nouns, verbs, and focalization as signs of social position and agency.
A single word entails meanings which cluster to form a terministic screen through which
“reality” is represented from some particular bias; those ideologically-inflected
representations determine in turn the relations and resources available to social agents.

In Chapter [V, I add Burke's rhetorical and logological vocabularies to identify and
critique ideological motives of language and relate them to the social-hierarchical motive
behind hegemonic dividing practices. Just as single words cluster to make meaning, the
symbolic acts of language enact that meaning in representational practices which form, and
are formed by, the symbolic systems that are the contexts for their use. Symbolic systems
are by no means mere disembodied constructs, however; they determine how individual
bodies will live the “reality” they enforce.

In Chapter V, I add to the above analytical resources Frank’s vocabulary of body
types to demonstrate how the symbolic acts and systems Burke’s rhetoric and logology
explicate result in action problems for the body. Frank’s “body language” also provides an
analytical tool for deepening understanding of the ethical and transformative implications
of Burke’s “identification,” particularly as embodied by Morrison’s textual strategy of
address. In each chapter, my readings focus on symbol use within the text (Morrison’s
representation of acts), and also how that symbol use extends beyond the text (Morrison’s
act of representation).

In my conclusion, I combine all these levels of analysis to argue that Beloved
performs and transforms the conditions we live in terms of: from its small grammatical

units to its larger narrative and rhetorical structures, the text exhibits and embodies a
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constancy with the social-ideological context in which it positions itself. In other words,
Beloved sets the terms of the rhetorical relationship performed between text and reader,
and proceeds, by selections and deflections at every level, to determine how difference

might make a difference differently from how we now represent it.

PREVIEW

To this point, I have described an overview of this study’s method; in each
succeeding chapter, I apply the method to the text of Beloved. Here, however, I outline
the progress of my argument through Chapters III, IV, and V, and its conclusion in
Chapter VI. The trajectory of the argument leads toward the understanding that it is
unethical to enact representational practices that construct reality in such a way as to
marginalize or otherwise diminish the agency of “others” on the basis of race, gender,
class, or any number of other “orientations”; and that to do so risks great loss, not only to
the defined, but also to the definers. It may be trite to note that the world seems always to
be fraught with conflicts around borders—national, racial, ethnic, clan, gender—but ideas are
regarded as “trite” when they, and the events they address, become all too common.
These border clashes are implicated in representational practices, which construct the way
we divide up the world, and unless we politicize these practices we abandon responsibility
for our acts, we abandon the “other,” we abandon hope of social and communal probity.
A rhetoric of abandonment foregrounds the losses inherent in representational practices
and looks to a politicized narrative to understand how an “other” act of representation can

reclaim such losses.
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Abandonment as Representational Practice

In Chapter III, I argue that representation, particularly narrative representation, is
a symbolic practice that selects and deflects the terms by which we know, and live in, the
world. This practice, when its ideological tendency goes unnoticed, becomes hegemonic;
that is, the bodies subjected to its ideology become complicit in its ways of “seeing” the
world. In the first part of this chapter, titled “Knowing and Not Knowing,” I explore the
ways in which epistemology and ontology are compromised by hegemonic
representational practices, choosing for analysis a section of Beloved which addresses the
issue of memory, because memory—what we know—is constrained by the “is” enforced by
hegemonic representations. Reading the text at the levels of grammar and style, I
demonstrate how Morrison's word choices reveal the symbolic violence of representation,
and how her stylistic strategies counter the abstraction of ideology with a concrete,
embodied language.

The second part of Chapter III, “Ways of Seeing,” addresses these ideological
abstractions in the primal scene of Beloved-the four horsemen's arrival at 124 Bluestone
Road and Sethe's subsequent killing of Beloved—because compressed into this scene is the
novel's ethical issue of symbolic violence and its consequences. Here I add resources from
narrative theory—primarily focalization and modes of representing spoken discourse~to
identify how Morrison reveals (and grammatically reinforces through verbs of perception)
ways of seeing as the ideological perspectives perpetuated by symbol systems that form,

and are formed by, representational practices. At the same time, Morrison's stylistic
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strategies, particularly irony and allusion, work rhetorically to align readers' identification
with her black characters, undercutting hegemonically enforced perspectives which
abandon the other in their representations of “reality.”

I conclude this chapter with a section titled “Listening to the Voice That Cries
Out,” which discusses how Morrison constructs her mode of address to encourage
identification. I select and analyze sections from both the beginning and end of Beloved to
identify the textual strategies which involve the reader as listener and participant
throughout the text's performance; and I analyze a section in which Sethe rememories her
mother’s “code” to suggest that Morrison relies on listening to another(’s) language to
reinsert into history the voices of those formerly silenced. By juxtaposing the “rememory”
of this scene—which depends on listening to “different words”—against Sethe’s memory
discussed earlier, I identify rememory as the metaphor by which Morrison both enables her
characters’ healing and also politicizes hegemonic ways of seeing, opening the possibility

for social change.

Abandonment as Dividing Practice

In Chapter IV I add to grammatical, stylistic, and narrative analysis the vocabulary
of Burke’s rhetoric and logology for investigating the motives and effects of dividing
practices in symbolic systems. In “Drawing Boundaries” I analyze a section of Beloved, in
which Amy helps Sethe birth Denver, to illustrate how Morrison’s text constructs “reality”
terministically to demonstrate the congregating and segregating function of language. I use

this same section of text to argue that Morrison’s grammatical and rhetorical
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strategies—particularly her selection of god-terms—enable congregation between reader and
text, and that this congregation is motivated to effect a transformation in hegemonic
dividing practices.

The second section of this chapter, “Whiteness as Property,” investigates how,
historically, the rhetorical move from “white”—an adjective—to “whiteness”—a noun—reified
hegemonic dividing practices by granting to whites actual properties that black people
could not, by definition, have. I use Burke’s “grammar,” and his conception of
hierarchical psychosis, to illuminate sections of Beloved that focus on act and agency;
where scene dominates how substance will be constructed, the acts and agency of
Morrison’s black characters are severely, even fatally, determined. I analyze sections of
Beloved which represent the novel’s white characters to critique the textual constructions
which foreground white supremacist dividing practices. [ claim that Morrison’s
strategies—irony and recursion, for example—demonstrate that whiteness is an ideological
construction imposed by these dividing practices, and that Beloved represents the symbolic
and actual violence that results from our abandonment of the responsibility to remember

this constructedness and its motives.

Abandonment as Transformative Performance

I maintain in Chapter V that Morrison uses a number of strategies encompassed by
Burke’s term “perspective by incongruity” to reclaim language from hegemonic
representation. This transformation relies on the ethical performance of story as an

embodied realization of the communicative body. In “What Time Is It, and Where Are
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We?” I analyze sections of the text having to do with memories of places to argue that
Morrison’s text disrupts readers’ perceptions of time and place so as to demonstrate that
constructions of time and place and our memories of them are a function of power.
Beloved functions through various textual strategies, I argue, as a body which
communicates consubstantiality with the reader on terms dissociated from hegemonic
practices.

I explore how Morrison’s text performs associatively in the second section of this
chapter, “The Communicative Body.” By recourse to Frank’s typology of bodies, I add to
stylistic and rhetorical analysis the social perspective on how bodies react when they
encounter resistance. Focusing on sections of text that demonstrate points at which
characters’ bodies u@sfom (or “flip”) from disciplined, or mirroring, to communicative
bodies, I argue that the text itself provides readers the possibility to join in the
communicative body’s process of creating itself, of constructing symbolic substance on the
level of the body. The major strategy by which the text performs this transformation is the
perspective by incongruity effected by the metaphor of rememory.

In the last section of this chapter, “Rememory as the Possibility for
Transformation,” I argue that Beloved embodies this metaphor and analyze sections of the
text in which her contact with other characters moves them to a different state of being. I
combine Burke’s notions of substance and its construction with Frank’s notion of bearing
witness to argue that Beloved moves readers in much the same way: Morrison’s neological
term, rememory, changes the rhetorical possibilities for congregation to remind us that

borders are always permeable, that no body speaks without the other, that substance is
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fundamentally one, and that storytelling is a communal and communicative performance
that re-members what has formerly been divided. This dyadic relatedness for the other

constitutes the ecstatic element of a rhetoric of abandonment.

Conclusion: Beloved as a Radically Epideictic Rhetoric

This chapter brings together all methods of analysis to argue that Beloved, in
remembering those people lost to a hegemonically represented history, performs
memorially a public anamnesis that reclaims the past as a fund of possibility on which the
future may be grounded. I analyze the scene in “the Clearing,” where Baby Suggs calls
upon her communicants literally to re-member their fragmented bodies, to argue that the
text asserts a language of the body as an identifying strategy that works against the
ideological abstractions that disconnect us from one another. By establishing a different
perspective on what constitutes “fact,” Beloved changes readers’ attitudes and values,
performing as a radically epideictic rhetoric that promotes an ethical construction of

community.



CHAPTER IIT

ABANDONMENT AS REPRESENTATIONAL PRACTICE: “IT NEVER LOOKED
AS TERRIBLE AS IT WAS”

Oppressive language does more than
represent violence. 1t is violence; does more
than represent the limits of knowledge; it
limits knowledge.

Toni Morrison, Nobel Lecture, 1993

We so regularly and naturally tell stories, representing, in them, the actions and
thoughts of ourselves and others, that we tend to abandon the sense that narrative is not
merely the representation of action, but also is in itself an act, the act of representation.
When we abandon this awareness, we “forget” the intention in our words and remain
“innocent” of the consequences they may enact. Morrison reminds us that when we use
language, we are never innocent: representation is an act, the potentially violent practice
of subjecting others to our own value systems.

Michael J. Shapiro capsulizes the issue of representation as the “absence of
presence”(xii). This epigrammatic phrase focuses on the impossibility of mimesis, that is,
representations that purport a lack of difference between the copy and the real.
Representations, rather, “do not imitate reality but are the practices through which things
take on meaning and value; to the extent that a representation is regarded as realistic, it is
because it is so familiar it operates transparently” (xi). This transparency is the seeming

absence of the presence of ideology, the erasure of the motive behind value-laden human

77
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practices. If, as we tell stories, we forget to remember the ideology that underlays our
representational practices, we are caught in the paradox of both knowing and not
knowing: representation compromises both epistemology and ontology because it dictates
the operational terms through which we come to know what the “is” is.' The act of
representation inextricably imbricates epistemology and ontology within each other: since
language imposes a kind of “tunnel vision” by selecting and deflecting what we can know,
it also acts to structure and maintain our conditions of existence by determining how we
may act. If we act only in accordance with what we have been trained to know, then we
do not have freedom of choice and may continue to act in seif-defeating ways that
perpetuate these conditions. If we know the “real” world only through a hegemonic
terministic screen, how can we know there are other ways of constructing a world, other
ways of making meaning, other stories to tell about what the “is” is?

Narratives, therefore, fictional or otherwise, represent epistemological and
ontological choices that entail ideological and political implications. Literary realism
fostered, through mimesis, the idea that narratives could “truthfully” represent “real” life;
historiography, according to Hayden White, favored the more cautious belief that “history
itself consisted of a congeries of lived stories...and that the principal task of historians is to
recover these stories and retell them in a narrative, the truth of which would reside in the
correspondence of the story told to the story lived by real people in the past” (Content ix-
x). However, the problem with both these assumptions is their failure to recognize that,
rhetorically conceived, “narrative is...a...system of discursive meaning production by

which individuals can be taught to live a distinctively ‘imaginary relation to their real
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conditions of existence,’ that is to say, an unreal but meaningful relation to the social
formations in which they are indentured to live out their lives and realize their destinies as
social subjects” (Content x).

How we realize our destiny as social subjects can be more difficult for some of us
because meaning is constrained by hegemony, defined by Raymond Williams as “a
particular way of seeing the world and human nature and relationships” (145). This “way
of seeing,” when transposed into writing, becomes more accessibly realized as a
representational practice. And particularly because we “see” our lives in terms of stories,
because narrative form entices us to translate knowing into telling, narrative representation
acts rhetorically not only to educate us, but also to indoctrinate us. The difference
between education and indoctrination depends on the action of ideology, that “set of ideas
which arise from a given set of material interests or, more broadly, from a definite class or
group” (Williams 156). While “sensible people rely [for their knowledge of ‘real-life
conditions’] on EXPERIENCE” (157 author’s emphasis), ideologists deal in unreal
abstractions motivated to “perfect...the illusion of the class about itself” (Williams citing
Engels 155). Hence, according to White, the current interest in narrative discourse allows
us to “account...for the interest that dominant social groups have not only in controlling
what will pass for the authoritative myths of a given cultural formation but also in assuring
the belief that social reality itself can be both lived and realistically comprehended as a
story. Myths and the ideologies based on them presuppose the adequacy of stories to the
representation of the reality whose meaning they purport to reveal” (Content x).

But what happens when this adequacy is questioned? White answers that “the
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entire cultural edifice of a society enters into crisis, because not only is a specific system of
beliefs undermined but the very condition of possibility of socially significant belief is
eroded” (Content x). Literature is often a response to this crisis, offering new possibilities
to read and make sense of society’s texts, challenging language with language. Political in
its own right (and by Morrison’s stated design), Toni Morrison’s Beloved is a narrative
that tests the adequacy of our cultural stories to represent an accustomed reality. In
Shapiro’s terms, Beloved does what “a politicized form of writing must do”: “somehow
disturb us, force us out of our narrative habits by giving us an experience of discord in
both our relation to things and to each other, by making unfamiliar, through transcoding
or refiguring or otherwise recontextualizing, what has been familiar. This writing can
reorient our valuations by dislodging privileged subjects, objects, and relationships in our
conventional discursive practices” (54). In particular, Morrison’s focus on language that
is both oral and aural allows analysts to “feel the words in our mouths” (Shapiro citing
Beckett 54). What we need, to continue with Beckett’s metaphor, are “strategies which
make our words chewy” (54). Shapiro refers to strategies which interrogate style, or the
way form is imposed: through its grammar and valuative terminology. But his choice of
Beckett’s metaphor links his project with a primary figuration in Morrison’s text: being
chewed, eaten, and swallowed. Shapiro calls his project “impious” in contrast to Burke’s
conception of “piety,” which Shapiro understands as “a ‘system-builder,’ a desire to round
things out and fit experiences together in a unified whole” (51). Under the subject of
“perspective by incongruity” (which I will address in Chapter IV), Burke defines “piety”

as “the sense of what goes with what” (Permanence 74); hence, an “impious” form of
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thinking, writing, and reading would disturb or denaturalize our ideological valuations.
Morrison’s strategies thus seek to disturb our customary reading practices by enacting, in
her own narrative, the paradox of how words that are not chewy, that remain transparent,
are able to consume the bodies of those without the power to be present. Beloved is a
narrative performance that makes present those who have been absented by the ideology
implicit in hegemonic representations, makes them present by enabling us to hear their
witness to an embodied history.

In this chapter, I will examine in examples from Beloved how Morrison’s language
reveals the problematics, of first, “Knowing and Not Knowing.” Memory and rememory
are the crucial tropes in Beloved, Morrison signals this fact early in the text by having her
narrator relate Sethe’s memory of Sweet Home. Sweet Home is the place, or scene, of
the acts that drive the novel’s plot: the place where Sethe is placed, or fixed, within certain
conditions of existence that constrain her possibilities for agency. How Sethe’s memory
functions in the narrative determines when, and how, readers apprehend the “what” of the
text—its events and relations—as it is represented in language. This emphasis on scene
accords with Burke’s dramatistic pentad, which is a grammar of representational practices:
the dominance of the term becomes the “in terms of” by which the narrative is told,
becomes its filter or organizing principle. Hence, a passage in which “place” dominates as
“scene” will determine what kinds of actions and attitudes will play out certain ideological
motives; these narrative selections and deflections draw on specific grammatical and
stylistic resources to create the terministic screen through which the text structures its

attitude toward what it addresses. Specific lexical clusters that refer to location, for
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example, the transitivity of verbs, and the use of certain rhetorical schemes, suggest not
only Morrison’s attitude toward the symbolic violence the text represents, but also what
attitude readers are encouraged to adopt. For these reasons—the passage’s focus on
memory, its early placement in the text, its dramatistic ratios, and its selection of certain
linguistic and stylistic strategies—I analyze the passage about Sethe’s memory to critique
how Morrison reveals that memory—what is known of the past—is constrained by the “is”
imposed by hegemonic representations. Once memory is compromised, knowledge is
similarly skewed to conform to the dominant ontology, and the past is “seen”
differently—bodies are caught between knowing and not knowing—because they carry into
the present memories that differ from what they might otherwise experience and know as
their own reality.

Morrison’s focus on “seeing” prompted my examination of the “four horsemen”
passage in the second part of this chapter, “Ways of Seeing,” for three reasons: first, the
passage contains the primal scene of the novel—Sethe’s murder of Beloved—and second, we
read that scene through the eyes of four white men who enforce the institution of slavery.
Third, this passage demonstrates how Morrison ironizes the text’s language to undercut
the narrative representation; she invites new identifications, and, by doing so, affects
readers’ ideological positions, changing the terms on which they identify. In this passage,
Morrison reveals how perspective exacts hegemonically enforced conditions; the power
and agency of the characters are determined narratively through focalization and
grammatically by how and what they “see”: certain nouns, for example, cluster with their

terministic entailments to effect identification and division—or congregation and
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segregation—along particular lines. Narrative, grammatical, and rhetorical resources
interlink: since we tend to congregate with those who “see” the world in the same
terms—with the same entailments—that we do, the narrative description of the four
horsemen reveals how hegemonic ways of seeing effect violent dividing practices on those
bodies “othered” by language. I examine the ironic chain of associations Morrison sets up
to critique the paradox inherent to these practices: her selection of a symbolic allusion—the
apocalypse—enables a revision of hegemonic representations through the transformation of
valuative terms.

In the final section of this chapter, “Listening to the Voice that Cries Out,”” I focus
on the rhetorical transformations made possible by the text. I maintain that Morrison’s
strategy for enabling readers to change their perspectives begins with her dialogic mode of
address, which solicits identification from the listening reader. For this reason, I analyze
sections from the beginning—the opening words—and end of the novel to identify and
critique the performative nature of the text: the ways in which it asks the reader to
participate in the making of the story, thereby constructing identification on shared,
embodied, terms. Morrison’s narrative performance also fosters identification between the
text and reader by giving voice to those formerly silenced. The healing potential of this
transformation is mirrored in the text by Sethe’s rememory: hearing Nan’s story of Sethe’s
mother’s “code,” Sethe begins recuperating her body’s agency by recognizing another(’s)
language. Consequently, I analyze Sethe’s rememory—which depends on her listening to
“different words”~to critique its contrast to her earlier memory: rememory becomes the

metaphor for healing the breach between knowing and not knowing for both Morrison’s
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characters and her readers.

My attention in these analyses to grammar and valuative terminology follows
Shapiro’s strategy for politicizing discourse; it is in language that our societal motives are
revealed. As Elaine Scarry puts it, “A society that distributes the right of self-description
has a different grammar from a society that gives an executive,...attended by a cadre of
security officers, the right to describe all other citizens in the third person” (5-6).
Representing others “in the third person” casts them as objects in the possession of the
powerful, to be positioned at will in their syntax as in their society. Hence narrative, “both
as theme and as technique, becomes an implement in political struggle, an aspect of what
de Certeau calls tactics, because it is a source of cultural memory and survival for
marginalized groups” (Homans 8).} Beloved is a narrative that embodies the cultural
memory of a marginalized group. Morrison’s narrative theme demonstrates how that
memory fosters the survival of both individual characters and their community; at the same
time, her narrative technique reveals the problems that exist for bodies which resist

hegemonic representations.

KNOWING AND NOT KNOWING

In Beloved, Morrison writes the story of characters who have been possessed, not
only by a ghost but, more significantly, by a hegemonic system that has subjected them to
painful, even catastrophic events outside their control. Slavery, in Beloved, is the
paradigmatic example of hegemony: it literally possessed black people, owned and

“othered” them, commodified them as objects of labor and reproduction that fed its own
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success. Because the power of that possession extended over not only the bodies of black
people but also their minds, slaves were doubly victimized: Morrison demonstrates how
the imposition of white representations abandons black people to an “is” that contradicts
their own experience and at the same time compromises their ability to remember and thus
know that experience as their own; it forces them to live, as White puts it, an imaginary
relation to the real conditions of their existence. What does it mean to an oppressed
culture when hegemonic representations are naturalized as “reality”?

The opening pages of Beloved quickly focus on Sethe’s effort to forget the
traumatic events of her past, “to remember as close to nothing as was safe” (6).* But her
brain is “devious,” and out of the nothingness she covets, something triggers a memory,
and:

...suddenly there was Sweet Home rolling, rolling, rolling
out before her eyes, and although there was not a leaf on
that farm that did not make her want to scream, it rolled
itself out before her in shameless beauty. It never looked as
terrible as it was and it made her wonder if hell was a pretty
place too. Fire and brimstone all right, but hidden in lacy
groves. Boys hanging from the most beautiful sycamores in
the world. It shamed her-remembering the wonderful
soughing trees rather than the boys. Try as she might to
make it otherwise, the sycamores beat out the children every

time and she could not forgive her memory for that. (6)
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This passage describes the paradox of knowing and not knowing: Sethe knows what she
sees in the images her memory recalls to her; yet, at the same moment, she does not know
what compels her to remember the beauty rather than the horror. Why does “it never
[look] as terrible as it was™? And to whom does it look that way? The very beauty of the
scene represents the invitation of the symbolic order; the beauty of Morrison’s language,
particularly in the rhythmic scrolling of Sethe’s memory (“rolling, rolling, rolling out...”)
seduces us as readers to imagine what might indeed be a sweet home. But while we all
know that appearances can be deceiving, both to Sethe and to the reader, what is perhaps
less apparent to us is that language invites a certain knowing. This breach between
experience and how it comes to be known is signalled by the word “suddenly,” which
shifts us to the ontological conditions of Sethe’s position: “there was Sweet Home.”
Anchored in a place named oxymoronically to the experience of those black people who
live there, Sethe can know only what the existential demands of Sweet Home allow. Later
in the text Paul D will say, “It wasn’t sweet and it sure wasn’t home,” and Sethe will
reply: “But it’s where we were....Comes back whether we want it to or not” (14, my
emphasis). What she can know about what she remembers is constrained by.that “is”: the
verb “to be” represents an enforced position, a state that stands against and distorts her
memory.

Clusters of words reveal motive, and Morrison emphasizes the forceful insistence
of the representations that haunt Sethe by using the scheme of polyptoton: playing on
variations of the verb “to make,” she allows us to see that “there was not a leaf on that

farm that did not make [Sethe] want to scream,” and “it made her wonder if hell was a
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pretty place too.” Here the intransitive form of the verb enforces Sethe’s position as
object; against this insistence, Sethe’s attempt at agency, represented transitively as her
effort “to make it otherwise” fails, and her memory, buried in the middle of the passage,
betrays her. Although she sees “[bJoys hanging from the most beautiful sycamores in the
world,” it is the trees she remembers “rather than the boys.” That she cannot know the
reality of her own experience~what she saw—burdens her with guilt. Her transitive move
as a subject—in which she “could not forgive her memory”—produces not a sense of agency
from which she can act to affect a changed state, but only a problematic self-reflexivity.
This is what “shame[s]” her, while Sweet Home and the symbolic order it represents can
remain “shameless,” innocent of its own motives. The collocation of “shameless” with
“beauty,” and “shamed” with “remembering” suggests the hidden and therefore unknown
but implacable violence enacted by ideology upon the actual experience of its victims.

The problem of representation that each author faces, suggests Scarry, “is how to
argue that assertions do not have enough stability to secure their own content, while
[her]seif enlisting the deep coherence of language to enable [her] to transmit that
speculative argument” (8). Morrison’s problem is to find a way to argue the instability of
the assertions we accept, to reveal how they have been naturalized until we fail to know
we accept them. Using only language, she must somehow counter the abstraction of
ideology by representing the experience of her characters as concrete. The strategies
Morrison uses to attack this problem are stylistic: in the first two sentences of this
passage she represents Sethe’s memory in negatives: “there was not a leaf on that farm

that did not make her want to scream.” and “it never looked....” Why not choose to write,
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for example, the positive statement that “every leaf on that farm made her want to
scream™? By folding negation into the sentences, Morrison not only enacts in language
the aspect of memory that always questions its own accuracy, but enacts as well the effort
at negation that Sethe herself makes in the process of recall, allowing the reader to
experience Sethe’s difficulty rather than simply to accept a diegetic direction from the
narrator. The latter choice would reinforce our passivity as receivers of information,
precisely what Morrison would have us avoid if we are to “chew” the words, become
“politicized” readers.

Morrison, as if to disturb our possible passivity, subtly slips the diagetic narration
into free indirect discourse in two sentences mid-way through the passage, sentences
which signal its modality. Modality reflects a writer’s attitude through the use of lexical
and grammatical resources; from what is represented as interior to Sethe’s mind, we hear:
“Fire and brimstone, all right, but hidden in lacy groves” (my emphasis). Whose assertion
is this that, in fact, Sweet Home is hell? The very presence of “all right” conveys
attitude—we are asked to agree that the violence of the symbolic order is “hidden” in its
beautiful representation, in its “lacy groves.” And from that perspective we see, along
with Sethe, that the “[bJoys hanging from the most beautiful sycamores in the world” have
been lynched. The play on “shameless” and “shamed” then resonates for us in a new way,
implicating us in the grammatical distinction. These sentences presage Beloved's
“narrative architecture,” which, as Scarry says, “must question both external and internal
assumptions about reference” (8). The physical, experiential reality of the bodies in this

passage questions the “reality” of the representation of slavery, reminding us that the
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representations of oppressive institutions are only partially verbal: the violence they enact
bears real consequences on the bodies in question.

The relationship between knowing and not knowing that haunts memory as the
recurrence of traumatic events might be spoken of as the relationship between
remembering and forgetting, where ideology is understood as the act of “remembering to
forget.” Memory, as Morrison demonstrates in the passage quoted above, betrays the
rememberer when it naturalizes or “forgets” the ideology in representation. The final
passage of Beloved, where Morrison insists “This is not a story to pass on” (275),
complicates what we, the readers, are willing to know and not know, what responsibility
we are prepared to take for the story, the history, the fate representation enacts. Sethe’s
memory of the sycamores rather than the boys demonstrates the betrayal of ideology: how
representation as “reality” is a breach between what the body knows and what the mind
thinks it knows. The difference between memory and what Morrison calls “rememory” is
in the unassimilated nature of the trauma~the way violence is not known, forgotten
because of representational acts. Sethe’s conflicted memory explains how what is not
known comes out of an identification with the aggressor enforced by representation;
Beloved attacks the problem of knowing and representation that arises from violent
experience.

The crisis between knowing and not knowing both demands and defies witness
because of the problem of representation; but if we are entangled in language, how can a

story text act as a witness? How can we be enabled to see differently?



WAYS OF SEEING

In the chapter where “the four horsemen” come to reclaim Sethe and her children
to slavery (148-53), Morrison describes what the text has only so far alluded to, Sethe’s
murder of Beloved. Instead of representing the scene at Bluestone Road through the eyes
of a condemning or sympathetic narrator, the scene is focalized through the eyes of the
first three of the horsemen: schoolteacher, one nephew, one slave catcher and a sheriff.
That is, we are asked to adopt their perceptual positions, so we must examine the terms in
which their perception of the events is represented. The narration first presents the slave
catcher who, in fact, looks away from the house with “eyes trained” instead to see the
expectations that have been ingrained in him: he remains on his horse as the others
dismount and averts his eyes from the house to scan the surroundings, “because likely as
not the fugitive would make a dash for it” (148). Within the first sentence that describes
his acts, the narrative shifts to free indirect discourse so that we can see from within his
mind’s eye that this term, “fugitive,” does not just describe, but circumscribes Sethe and
her children, trapping them within its terministic entailments: a fugitive is a wrongdoer,
someone dis-placed by the need always to flee. The free indirect discourse of the slave
catcher strengthens the irony of our associating a fugitive with one who flees from justice:
in his mind, a “nigger” will do “disbelieveable things” to escape the “justice” of being
enslaved. The inability of the slave catcher to make sense of desperate acts results from
his way of seeing “Negroes” as “niggers” and “fugitives”: a non-imaginary relation to the
real conditions of existence has no place in justice as he represents it. His representation

of justice sees “niggers” as having value only as a commodity: “Unlike a snake or a bear, a
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dead nigger could not be skinned for profit and was not worth his own dead weight in
coin” (148).

The shift of focalization to schoolteacher’s young nephew reveals that ways of
seeing are trained into us: his way of seeing is tentative, because he is not yet fully
indoctrinated into the ideological mind set that represents black people, particularly slaves,
as “other,” as animals like snakes or bears, divided from his own humanity. The nephew’s
eyes are “peeping,” a word that suggests a child’s shy or hasty way of seeing, and when
again the narrative shifts into free indirect discourse, we see that when, from his position,
he regards Stamp Paid “grunting” and Baby Suggs “fanning her hands as though pushing
cobwebs out of her way” (149), he can make no sense of their actions: he thinks the word
“crazy” three times, but this kind of “crazy” differs from the “disbelieveable” judgment of
the slave catcher because it is based not on expectations colored by the long-ingrained
violence of dividing practices enacted by representation, but by his seeing before him the
actual but inexplicable (to him) actions of real people. When he sees the contents of the
shed—“two boys [bleeding] in the sawdust and...a nigger woman holding a blood-soaked
child to her chest” (149)—he is thrown into “confusion” because, although he recognizes
that “he was white,” he persists in trying to comprehend Sethe’s actions in terms of his
own behavior: “he’d been beat a million times” but “no way could he have...” Three times
he asks, first of himself and then of the sheriff, “What she go and do that for?”

His confusion is the kind “his uncle had warned him against” (150), the confusion
of failing to accept what White calls “an imaginary relation to real conditions of

existence,” of failing to accept the representations of slaves as non-human. Were the
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nephew fully indoctrinated, he would have no trouble seeing what schoolteacher sees: of
the slaves schoolteacher intended to “take back...to do the work Sweet Home desperately
needed,” there was “nothing there to claim” because slaves are not human but animal, and
when you “beat [them] beyond the point of education” (149) they react no differently from
horses or hounds. That schoolteacher sees there is nothing to claim reinforces the slave
catcher’s collocation of “dead niggers[’]” worthlessness with the value of dead animals.
But the “education” schoolteacher speaks of that his nephew is derelict in learning
goes deeper, because that education is implicit in the language of ideology, which
determines the god terms of its own representational practices. Schoolteacher’s other
nephew has been prevented from coming on the “hunt,” “punished” so he could learn to
“[s]ee how he liked it; see what happened when you overbeat creatures God had given
you the responsibility of” (150 my emphasis). What schoolteacher wants his nephews to
see is his society’s ontological assumption of God-given responsibility; this is the
oppressor’s act of taking over the authority of representation, and it is from this ontology
that epistemology draws its reference. Schoolteacher instructs his nephews to write lists
that put Sethe’s “animal [characteristics] on the right” (193), teaching them through
language to use language as a weapon. The authority not merely to write, but to
determine what is “right,” marks the violence in acts of representation; the bodies that
demonstrate how representation works are bodies marked with a vocabulary of
domination—the chokecherry tree on Sethe’s back, the brand under her mother’s breast, the
permanent “smile” of those subjected to the bit, the threadlike line across Beloved’s neck,

the broken hip of Baby Suggs—these marked, mutilated bodies are Morrison’s answer to
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the problem of representation, her reassertion of reference into narrative, memory, and
history.

In this scene of devastation that we are witnessing, Morrison shifts our vision: in
contrast to the free indirect discourse of the slave catcher, schoolteacher, and his nephew,
Morrison represents the sheriff through direct discourse and diegetic narration. Without
being allowed direct access to his thoughts, we must assess the affect of the events
perpetrated by the other horsemen by only what the narrator tells us the sheriff says and
does. Here the narrative is framed as if we were the sheriff, which calls into question our
seeing in the terms of the other three characters. Being “outside” him in a sense, we must
see for ourselves, judge for ourselves, the “justice” implicit in the ways the others have
seen; see if, indeed, “justice is blind,” as the saying goes, or whether it is in fact only the
imposition of a certain way of seeing.

The narrative shifts to the sheriff with the nephew’s vocalized question, “What she
want to go and do that for?” (150). This question adds two words to the question the
nephew has formerly asked himself—“What she go and do that for?"—raising the issue of
desire, and choice. Why would Sethe want to kill her children? The sheriff does not
answer the question directly; instead, he turns the only “seeing” word in his discourse back
to the three: “Look like your business is over,” as if their looking would be answer
enough. The idiomatic representation of his speech omits the “it” that would be
grammatically conventional (“It looks like...”), separating the sheriff from the “it”; the
pronoun “your” distances him further from their “business.” His business now begins:

enforcing not the justice that represents humans as animals to be pursued, beaten, and



94

murdered at will, but enforcing a law which deals with human acts: an animal would bear
no penalty for killing another animal. Even his words to Sethe are not an imperative, but
reveal his reluctance to do his business: “I'll have 1o take you in” (151 my emphasis). So
we are subtly shifted away from the ways of seeing dictated by schoolteacher and the slave
catcher, shifted to identify with the sheriff’s point of view so that we too are “cold” in “the
August sunlight” and don’t “want to touch anything” (151). The grammar and the syntax
of the text provoke a rhetorical transformation—as readers, we are moved to congregate
with the sheriff and the black characters who remain to assimilate the horrible events.

As the sheriff and we are left behind by the three riders, they look back on “the
damndest bunch of coons they’d ever seen.” Their final joint free indirect discourse
summarizes their vision of the events as “testimony to the results of a little so-called
freedom imposed on people who needed every care and guidance in the world to keep
them from the cannibal life they preferred” (151). The modality of the term “so-called,”
when linked to “freedom,” begins an ironic spiral: freedom is “so-called,” because, in their
terms, slaves when free of “care and guidance” are free to live only as cannibals—it is
precisely this kind of discourse that determines the “is” of Sweet Home. One irony lies in
the fact that, as Beloved demonstrates, it is the slave system that devours human flesh,
“chews and swallows” (215) the bodies that feed it. Another lies in this so-called
freedom’s being “imposed”; here the modality of the term reminds the reader to ask how
anything that is “imposed” can be called “freedom™ And even granting that Baby Suggs
and Stamp Paid are “freed” slaves and that Sethe has escaped to the free territory of Ohio,
how “free” is someone who lives always under the threat of recapture, of being dis-

placed?
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The text bears witness by forcing us to ask such questions. As a result, we may
move away from the perceptions of schoolteacher and the slave catcher to a place where
we recognize that the difference between being free and being enslaved by representation
lies in having a place to call our own, a place from which to question how representation
enacts ideology’s desire to mask itself as the real conditions of existence. As Paul D
recognizes, “to get to a place where you could love anything you chose—not to need
permission for desire—-well now, that was freedom” (162). Paul D describes a different
ontological “is,” a place Sethe thought she had reached but has wrenched from beneath
her feet by the four horsemen. She attempts to kill her children in what she imagines to be
her last “free” act, to get them “[o]utside this place, where they would be safe” (163). She
“wants” to kill her children to save them, yes, but also because she believes it is her last
moment in which she will need no permission for desire.

The brutality of hegemonic representation, which “educates” the victim through
acts of language, determines the ways in which seeing is possible, the “is” that limits free
choice. Finally, because of this de-termination, representation enacts the ultimate irony of
blinding us to its force. In a way, unless we politicize language, we all identify with the
aggressor and allow justice to remain blind. But for a subject culture, the violence is more
potent. As Roger Rosenblatt writes of white-inflicted brutality in Cane and Invisible Man,

a black man seeking recognition in the white world must be
brutalized to the extent that when recognition comes, it will
be to him as an animal. If he decides not to fit this pattern

at the outset, he will be pushed by its designers until he
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becomes violent in protest. Should he become violent

enough, he will be considered an animal and so satisfy his

predetermination just as effectively. (173)
Hegemonic ways of seeing create a double bin