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Abstract

Toni Morrison is the first African-American female winner of the Nobel Prize in
Literature. Due to the unique artistic charm of her novels, her works have continu-
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ously attracted domestic and foreign critics to make interpretations from a variety

of theoretical approaches, such as postcolonialism, feminist criticism, and psycho-
analytic criticism. However, there is still room for further research on Toni Morri-
son’s novels in terms of eco-criticism. Taking Toni Morrison's novel Beloved as a
case study, this paper aims to interpret how the historical fate of the protagonist is
associated with the disturbance of social-ecological balance in the work through
text analysis. This paper mainly starts from the macro level of ecological discourse
analysis and analyzes the social-ecological philosophy in the novel, including elab-
orating and analyzing the relationships among family members and the relation-
ships between individuals and the community, thereby enriching the understanding
of the ecological implications of Morrison's novels and expanding the research
scope of eco-criticism.
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1. Introduction

With an almost unanimous agreement, critics have claimed that Beloved is the finest work of Toni Morrison. The
interpretations of the novel have covered a wide range of approaches, such as postcolonialism, narratology, psycho-
analytic criticism, and feminism. Despite various perspectives, the rich content and meaning hidden in Toni Morri-
son’s Beloved offers a possibility for it to be interpreted from eco-criticism. Since the 1970s, a variety of ecological
problems have emerged in an endless stream (Ha & Huang, 2022). Ecology is gradually generalized in all fields of
human production and life, including the study of literature. In recent years, language and ecological issues have
attracted increasing attention from the academic world in general (Huang & Li, 2021). Ecological discourse analysis
has gradually been accepted in discourse studies focusing on ecological issues. Its research path, at the macro level,
needs to clarify the ecosophy for the judgment of the ecological orientation of discourse (He & Li, 2024). This paper
is an attempt to explore the guiding ecosophy hidden in Toni Morrison’s novel of Beloved, so as to provide a new
perspective to interpret the novel.

2. Family as a Small Community

According to the African concept of community, Sethe’s family can be regarded as a small community. Morrison
also regards houses as “the basic unit of the community” (Gottfried, 1998, p. 60). The head of the family, Baby Suggs,
played the role of priestess between God and the family members. The day when Paul D entered Sethe’s house, he
began to inject fresh blood into Sethe’s intolerable family life. The change of Sethe’s family from disintegration to
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integration illustrates that the growth of the family relies on a harmonious and balanced relationship among the family
members.

In the African social context, the extended family, according to Twesigye, is “not just the primary social arena of
the community, it is also the primary economic, political and religious viable social segment of the local community
and the rest of the society” (Twesigye, 1996, p. 240). The family head served as the mediator, high priest, and sacer-
dotal sacrificial religious leader of the household and the extended family. Sethe’s family, though not very large, can
be considered a small community. Under the chattel slavery, it would be a luxury or fortune for the slaves to stay
with their own family members. Since slaves were not considered citizens or even human beings, men and women
were moved around like checkers. Baby Suggs had witnessed this fate of slaves all her life: “Anybody Baby Suggs
knew, let alone loved, who hadn’t run off or been hanged, got rented out, loaned out, bought up, brought back, stored
up, mortgaged, won, stolen or seized”” (Morrison, 2002, p. 23). Baby Suggs herself did not escape from such a destiny,
either. Her eight children had six fathers. Compared with Baby Suggs, Sethe was more fortunate. She had the amazing
luck of six whole years of marriage to somebody’s son who had fathered every one of her children. Although Halle,
Sethe’s husband, went mad and could not unite himself with Sethe, Sethe managed to send her three children to her
mother-in-law and joined them later with her other daughter.

Baby Suggs, the head of Sethe’s family, served as the priestess or mediator between God and the other members
of her family. Baby Suggs’ action of bathing Sethe was like that of a priest baptizing someone. “She led Sethe to the
keeping room and, by the light of a spirit lamp, bathed her in sections, starting with her face” (Morrison, 2002, p. 93).
After Baby Suggs found out that Sethe’s back had been beaten open, she greased her flowering back. As Sethe’s
crossing of the Ohio River marked her entry into the land of freedom, Baby Suggs’ bathing made Sethe a member of
her family and the larger community of Cincinnati. After Baby Suggs died, her spirit continued to protect her family,
especially Denver.

As the chain of the black men in Alfred shows, the emphasis on the harmony of the community does not necessarily
deny the individuality. The fullness of life has to rely on the harmony and balance achieved between the individual
and community. Before the arrival of Paul D, Sethe lived her miserable life with an unbalanced relationship between
her children and herself. She had a dangerous possessiveness of her children. This possession was proved to be
harmful to the development of individual life. Regarding her children as part of her, Sethe did not realize that both
her children and she herself had an independent personality. As Sethe was recalling the occasion when the school-
teacher came to her house, her children were alluded to as “every bit of life she had made, all the parts of her that
were precious and fine and beautiful” (Morrison, 2002, p. 163).

Her children, in Sethe’s eyes, were just an extended form of her life. Consequently, she considered Beloved as her
“best thing” (Morrison, 2002, p. 272). By insisting that her children were the best part of her, Sethe overemphasized
her motherhood while ignoring her own selthood. When Paul D asked Sethe about the tree on her back, Sethe simply
avoided her dignity as a human being but paid her attention only to her milk, which was a symbol of her motherhood.
The overemphasis on her motherhood made a tremendous burden for Sethe. Since Sethe decided to run away from
Sweet Home, she had lived her life for her children but not for herself until Paul D came to her. Additionally, Sethe
overprotected her daughter Denver and impeded her growth into maturity. Sethe took it for granted that she could
always protect Denver: “I’ll protect her while I’m live and I’ll protect her when I ain’t” (Morrison, 2002, p. 45). What
Sethe neglected was that independence was an important strategy of survival for a grown-up. For Sethe, growth
doesn’t mean anything to her. Instead of asking Denver to take some responsibility for hurting Paul D, Sethe wanted
to apologize to her. Due to Sethe’s overprotection of Denver, Denver could not form an independent personality,
attaching herself to her mother or her elder sister.

As Sethe had possessiveness of her children, Denver also had possessiveness either of her mother or of her sister.
Although Denver was already eighteen years old, she was reluctant to see her mother staying together with Paul D
because Sethe looked away from her own daughter’s body. With a “breakneck possessiveness” of Beloved, Denver
occupied herself with looking after Beloved and even forgot to eat. When Beloved leaves Denver alone in the cold
house, Denver even bursts into crying because she has no self. Denver might not have recognized her own independ-
ent selfhood but for Nelson Lord’s remark. Near the end of the story, when Nelson Lord told Denver to take care of
herself, it for Denver “was a new thought, having a self to look out for and preserve” (Morrison, 2002, p. 252).

The appearance of Paul D, the last of the Sweet Home men, gave Sethe a short break to enjoy her own life, taught
her how to develop children’s independence, and promoted the integration of Sethe and Denver into the black com-
munity of Cincinnati. It was eighteen years since Sethe had met any black men from Sweet Home. During this long
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period of time, she lived an “unlivable life”” with the absence of her husband and the constant haunting of the past.
Such life for Sethe was as dead as her back skin. The moment when Paul D held her and touched her dead back skin,
Sethe supposed that she could finally shift her burden of motherhood for a while and just be herself.

The imagination of life without the weight of her breasts which symbolized motherhood was a sign that Sethe
began to develop a sense of selthood. With Paul D’s support, Sethe began to have a taste of the joy of life. Only one
night, Sethe and Paul D were talking like a couple. In addition, Paul D recognized the importance of independence
and thus challenged Sethe in her way of bringing up children. For Paul D, Denver was a grown-up and that meant
she had to take responsibility for her actions. Consequently, he told Sethe not to apologize to her and to make some
communication with Denver concerning their relationship. Furthermore, he managed to make their life promising by
taking Sethe and Denver to the carnival. Not only did Paul D make a few acquaintances and get some information on
the jobs that he could find, but also both Sethe and Denver were welcomed by some black people in the community.
There was even a glimpse of the improvement of the relationship between Denver and Paul D, as Denver thought
that Paul D wasn’t all that bad and believed that there was something about him that made the other black people
become kind and gentle to them. With these achievements, Paul D succeeded in fostering a harmonious relationship
in Sethe’s family.

The contrast between the different situations of Sethe’s family made by the appearance of Paul D implies that the
fullness of life depends on the harmony and balance achieved by the family members, especially on the balance
between men and women. After Paul D left Sethe, Sethe was left to live her unlivable life again. As she recalled, the
days with Paul D was a “short-lived glory” (Morrison, 2002, p. 173). Paul D’s leaving caused a disaster to the bal-
anced relationship of the family, which was marked by the fall of Sethe and her companies. When Sethe determined
to go skating with the two girls, she could only find three skates, which was obviously not enough for the three of
them. With only two paces onto the creek, Sethe lost her balance and landed on her behind. When the three women
stood together making a circle or a line, they could not stay upright for one whole minute. As Denver tried to have a
long, independent glide with her single skate, she failed too and the flapping of her arms was so wild and hopeless.
Their failure, both communal and individual, was in sharp contrast with the promising life brought by Paul D. The
odd number of the skates had already predicted their failure since they could not keep their balance on a single skate.
The lack of the skates was just a reflection that there was emptiness in their life. As a result, Sethe’s family life
became deteriorated after Paul D left her.

In the end, Sethe’s family had a predictable future when the relationship between Denver, Paul D, and Sethe turned
to be harmonious. Denver became an independent girl working at night and taking care of her mother in the daytime.
Denver’s independence marked that she did not have any possessiveness of her mother. Additionally, she no longer
held a hostile attitude toward Paul D and asked him to be kind to her mother. Paul D finally realized that both Sethe
and he needed support from each other to face a life of hardship. As for Sethe, Paul D is a kind of man “who can
walk in a house and make the women cry” (Morrison, 2002, p. 272). When Sethe told Paul D that Beloved—her best
thing—had left her, Paul D remarked: “You your best thing, Sethe. You are” (Morrison, 2002, p. 273). By claiming
Sethe herself was her best thing, Paul D prompted Sethe to recognize her own independent selfhood rather than
depending on her children. As for Paul D, Sethe reminded him what Sixo felt about his Thirty-Mile Woman: “She is
a friend of my mind. She gather me, man. The pieces I am, she gather them and give them back to me in all the right
order” (Morrison, 2002, p. 273). Like Sixo, Paul D’s life had also been broken up by slavery. Only with Sethe could
Paul D felt the integrity of his manhood. Sethe’s family finally had some kind of future with the harmonious rela-
tionship established among the three of them.

Sethe’s family, as a segment of the larger black community in Cincinnati, is also a small religious and social viable
community. The process which Sethe’s family has gone through from disintegration to integration shows that the
harmony among family members is crucial to the growth of the family.

3. The Black Community in Cincinnati

John Mbiti (1990)’s famous words “I am because we are; and since we are, therefore I am” demonstrates the inter-
dependent relationship which the members of the black community in Cincinnati share with one another (p. 141). It
is within the context of the community that all the members carry out their political, religious and social activities.
The black community in Cincinnati was to some extent a political group which held frequent discussions concern-
ing the fate of the colored people. In Sethe’s memories, the community once had either stormy or quiet discussions
about the true meaning of the Fugitive bill, the Settlement Fee, God’s Ways and Negro pews, antislavery,
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manumission... and the other weighty issues that held them in chairs. Apart from holding discussions, the black
community also formed an underground society to rescue the fugitives from the south. Sethe and Denver were among
those fugitives escaping to Cincinnati. Whenever there was a fugitive crossing the Ohio River, Stamp Paid would
lead him or her to the brush-covered hutch on the bank and leave the door open. He would knot a white rag on the
post if there was a child. Others in the community would come to rescue the fugitive if they saw the sign. Besides
Sethe and Denver, Stamp Paid also ferried Sethe’s other three children and sent them to Baby Suggs.

Despite the acculturation of Christianity, the black community had their own religious practice in the form of call-
and-response. Such pattern paid particular attention to the participation of each member of the community. When the
warm weather came, Baby Suggs, holy, followed by every black man, woman, and child who could make it through,
would come to the Clearing to have her powerful call. She asked them to take turns to laugh, dance, and cry until all
had been exhausted by experiencing what the others had experienced. Through such practice, they have to share their
communal experience. Therefore, such activity can enhance the communication and understanding among them-
selves.

The religious practice of the black community in Cincinnati revealed their belief in the need to keep the harmony
of the community. According to Twesigye (1996), the greatest social value for Africans is “order, peace and harmony
within the community” (p. 208). Carrying out the call-and-response pattern, the black people in Cincinnati all took
part in the activity through communal laughing, dancing and crying. Following this practice, Baby Suggs would
deliver a speech to them. Then she would dance the rest of what her heart had to say and the hearing would give her
the music. “Long notes held until the four-part harmony was perfect enough for their deeply loved flesh” (Morrison,
2002, p. 89). The harmony between individual and community was emphasized in their shared effort of seeking
perfect correspondence between the notes and dance.

The lives of the black people in Cincinnati, Sethe’s life in particular, showed that it was within the community that
one worked out one’s destiny and every aspect of individual life. Above all, Stamp Paid saved Sethe’s life. It was
also the company of her neighborhood that made her get through the waiting for Halle. During the twenty-eight days,
Sethe had made some women friends and became part of the neighborhood. Days of company: knowing the names
of forty, fifty other Negroes, their views, habits; where they had been and what done; of feeling their fun and sorrow
along with her own, which made it better for Sethe to endure the loss of her husband. Here is an emphasis on collective
healing of the wound of the past.

Sethe’s tragic life was also a potent argument that the survival of individual was impossible outside the black
community. The day after the black people in the neighborhood had attended the feast at 124, they began to envy
Baby Suggs and whispered to each other in the yards about “fat rats, doom and uncalled-for pride” (Morrison, 2002,
p.- 137). Baby Suggs would have sensed that the schoolteacher had come to her house if the other odor—the disap-
proval of the black people—had not hidden it. However, the black community did not protect Sethe by informing her
of the arrival of the schoolteacher. Losing the protection of the community, Sethe finally determined to sacrifice her
children’s life as well as her own for the integrity of their personality. Following this event, 124 was shut down by
the community and life for Sethe became unlivable.

Ironically, it was the black community that first betrayed Baby Suggs and then rescued Sethe from the insatiable
demand of Beloved. Their rescue of Sethe was actually a collective compensation for their past error. As they came
to Sethe’s house to rescue her, they began to recall the fun they had had the day when Baby Suggs feasted on them.
On that day, “there they were, young and happy, playing in Baby Suggs’ yard, not feeling the envy that surfaced the
next day” (Morrison, 2002, p. 258). It was thus unfair for them to betray Baby Suggs after they had eaten so well and
laughed so much. What they had done broke up the harmony of the community and indirectly led to the tragic life of
Sethe and the desperation of Baby Suggs. Therefore, by saving Sethe’s life, the assembly of women outside 124
repaired in a collective way the breach of the harmony in the community and strengthened the community bonds.

The act of exorcizing Beloved was another effort made by the community to keep the balance and harmony be-
tween the living and the dead or between the present and the past. In the view of Ella, Beloved was the baby ghost
coming back in an embodied form. Hence Ella convinced the other women to rescue Sethe. Ella didn’t like the idea
of past errors taking possession of the present. She didn’t mind a little communication between the two worlds—the
living and the dead, but the coming of Beloved into her world was “an invasion”. According to Twesigye (1996), no
matter what destroys the harmony of the community, “especially at the family level, which constitutes the primary
unit of the society, is considered to be evil (or sin) and to be resisted or uprooted altogether” (p. 208). Representing
either the embodied baby’s ghost or the painful past, Beloved haunted both individual and community life. Beloved
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not only made Sethe’s health deteriorate but also evoked the painful memories of other black people in the novel.
The exorcism of Beloved therefore saved Sethe’s life and was simultaneously the communal effort to keep the har-
mony between the living and the dead, between the present and the past.

Denver’s integration into the community also proved that the survival of the individual was inseparable from the
community. Since Nelson Lord told Denver about the death of her sister, she had never gone outside her home alone.
However, Denver’s lonely life without company appeared to be intolerable to her especially when Paul D came to
join with her mother. After Paul D left Sethe, Denver’s family soon became totally isolated from the local community.
It was with the help of the community that Denver’s family had gone through the suffering of hunger. The community
also saved her mother’s life by exorcizing Beloved. Additionally, Denver’s integration into the community improved
her relationship with other black people, especially with men. Denver finally had some bright prospect as she inte-
grated herself into the community.

4. The Chain of People in Alfred

The Africans believed that the individual’s existence, growth and fulfillment were “completely social and rooted in
the local existence of the human community and its well-being” (Twesigye, 1996, p. 181). Twesigye compares the
human community to the body which is a complex community of cells. It is only when the group of the body’s cells
function collectively in a harmonious way that the body can function smoothly. Likewise, the peace and well-being
of the black community depends on the harmonious relationship among the individuals.

The survival of the whole chain of forty-six black people proves well in Beloved that the harmony of the community
is indispensable to the survival of individual. Those black men were actually prisoners who were sent to the brutal
prison in Alfred, Georgia. They did not know each other but shared the same painful experience as slaves. There was
a brotherhood among them. The ones who had been there for a long time took care of the new comers such as Paul
D. Hi Man, the leader of the chain saved Paul D’s life by shouting mercy for him. This chain of black men depended
on one another for survival since all of them were chained together. If one broke, then all would be put in danger.
During their captivity, they learned to communicate with one another by singing songs or using the chain. Just as
Baby Suggs called in the Clearing, Hi Man also used the call-and-response pattern. With Hi Man’s lead, the black
men were able to sing “of their individual situations within a collective musicking” (Rice, 2000, p. 164). The collec-
tive work song also allowed for “the articulation of anger and aggression in harmless, socially acceptable forms”
(Elia, 2001, p. 8).

It was the eighty-six days’ practice of communicating through the chain that enabled the black men to form an
efficient unit. This practice ensured the successful escape of these black men when the chance came. It rained for
days. Just at the moment when Paul D thought that he would be crushed to death by the mud, the chance of escaping
suddenly came to him. The power of the community displays itself well in the final escape of the chained people. It
is the cooperation among the chained black people that saves all their lives. Each man’s life is closely associated with
that of another.

For Morrison, “collective struggle” is the solution which Beloved suggests for “the African’s oppression and ex-
ploitation” (Mbalia, 2004, p. 114). The successful escape of the chained forty-six black men in Alfred proves that
each individual can save his life only by depending upon the cooperation and communication within the community.
Instead of being a confinement, the community of the black men provides an arena for each individual to express
their personal need. When they were chained together, each sang about his past experience without breaking up the
harmony of the community.

5. Conclusion

Whatever impedes the harmony of the community should be resisted; whereas whatever enhances this peaceful har-
mony is esteemed as good and encouraged. The central focus of harmony was represented best in the black commu-
nity’s treatment of Edward Bodwin. Like the schoolteacher, Edward Bodwin was a white man. Nevertheless, he
believed that all of human life is holy. He and his sister devoted themselves to the abolishment of slavery. The house
where Baby Suggs lived in was rented by him who did not mind getting no rent. He was also the main one who kept
Sethe from the gallows in the first place and offered Denver a job to live on. According to Stamp Paid, he was
somebody never turned the black people down, who was as steady as rock. Therefore, when Sethe took Bodwin for
schoolteacher and tried to kill him, Denver and the other women stopped her and prevented Sethe from making
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another error. Their action of protecting Bodwin was based on both morality and the promotion of the harmony in
the community.

Morrison integrates “life and art by anchoring her fiction in the folkways that echo the rhythms of African-Amer-
ican communal life” (Furman, 1996, p. 4). No matter which activity the black people carried out, the black community
as a whole was the arena for those activities. The central focus of the activities was the harmony of the community,
which was best illustrated in the harmonious relationship between the black community and Edward Bodwin regard-
less of racial differences.
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