Beloved Final Essay Options

Directions: Choose THREE options from below, (1) question from each Group. Write a single-spaced response to EACH question (about ½-1 page long for each), including specific examples and details from the novel to support your answer. Make sure you read each prompt carefully and answer ALL aspects of each option.

Your final responses are due at the end of the period.

Group A:
1. On pages 303-309, Morrison describes how the community of black women surround 124 Bluestone Road and drive Beloved away. Analyze the details of this scene: what motifs, symbols, and themes do you see exemplified here? Why do you think Beloved disappears at this moment? Compare her entrance into the novel with her departure from it.

2. Both Toni Morrison and Alice Walker have been criticized for "male-bashing" in their novels. Some critics accuse these female authors of stereotypical depictions of male characters or the failure to grant the male characters adequate voices. How much validity do you think this criticism has in Beloved? How would you describe Morrison’s depiction of men, both black and white, in the novel? Does she support gender stereotypes of black men, or does she try to offer a justification or explanation of the men’s actions?

3. This novel connects to so many readers because it addresses so many of our basic strengths and weaknesses as human beings. Through these characters, Morrison is able to take a microscope to human nature at its most raw, its most fierce, and its most complex. What aspects of human nature do you see portrayed in the story? How do these portrayals force us as readers to look inside our ourselves, to question our own basic human instincts and emotions? How does the fact that the story is set against a backdrop of slavery complicate our analysis of these human behaviors and emotions?
Group B:
4. One of the major motifs of this novel is the concept of love and how love motivates characters to speak, to act, to live, and to die. Analyze the various ways that love is portrayed between characters in the novel: Sixo and the 30-mile woman, Halle and Baby Suggs, Paul D. and Sethe, Sethe and her children. How do these portrayals of love differ? What are the common links? What do you think Morrison is trying to say about the nature of love and the nature of the human spirit?

5. Beloved is described and narrated from several points of view: from Sethe’s, from Denver’s, from Paul D’s, from Stamp Paid’s, from the town’s point of view. What is the function of the revolving points of view? Why does Morrison choose to tell Beloved’s story from so many different points of view, and what is the effect of this? How does this rotation help us understand what Beloved might represent in the novel?

6. At the end of the novel, Sethe is told that she is “[her] own best thing.” What does this mean? How does this one simple statement open up the major themes of the novel? Analyze this simple quotation along with the final two pages of the novel. What final thoughts does Morrison leave her readers with? Why was this “ not a story to pass on”?
Group C:

7. This is not a linear story—the story does not move from beginning to end.  Instead, the story bounces back and forth from various levels of the past, from the slave ship to Sweet Home to the present, sometimes told in flashbacks, sometimes told as stories, and other times told as if it were happening in the present.  The novel is written in fragments, pieces shattered and left for the reader to piece together.  How does this unique textual structure contribute to the overall messages and themes of the novel, particularly how the past, present, and future are forever intertwined?

8. Does Morrison offer a judgment of Sethe’s actions? Do you as a reader feel that the author understands Sethe’s murder of Beloved, or does she criticize it in the way she presents it through the story? Does Morrison seem to offer any sense of judgment of any of the characters’ actions? So then, the big question: what is her purpose in writing this book, in telling this story?
9.Who is Beloved? Is she a baby’s ghost? The ghost of many dead and gone? Is she an actual person? Or is she a figment of the characters’ imaginations? What other possible options are there for an interpretation of Beloved? Why do you think Morrison leaves her “identity” so unexplained, so vague, so open to multiple interpretations?
