TONI MORRISON

Born in Ohio in 1931 (a small town on Lake Erie). 

Real name : Chloe Anthony Wofford

A combative family, her parents had relocated from the south to a steel-town in Ohio  in search of an improved standard of life. She was a child of depression and segregation, whose father “distrusted every word and every gesture of every white man on earth.”

She says : « I grew up in a basically racist household with more than a child’s share of contempt for white people. »

But her mother believed in the possibility of change.

Large oral tradition (ghost stories, her grand-mother kept a dream-book)

Strong women figures (when her great grand-mother walked into a room her grandsons and her nephews stood up).

Strong community feeling (African roots + community protection was essential for blacks at the time of slavery and afterwards)

Basically worked in publishing (Random House in NYC)

Helped publish The Black Book, a compendium of black American life that goes back 300 years.

Started to write in 1970.

Beloved : 1988, Pulitzer prize for fiction

Nobel Prize winner for literature in 1993.

Is currently teaching at Princeton.

Beloved, a terryfying, haunting book.

Morrison wants to talk about the effect of slavery on the person.

It is a quest on the essence of being human, and on being denied that quality of human.

The story is a fragmented narration. It needs to be reconstructed for the reader to assemble the puzzle.

She is also interested in showing what effect slavery had as an institution on the new democracy of America.

In the National Museum of American History at Washington DC, there is a display on slavery.

From 1492 to 1700, more Africans arrived in the Americas than Europeans.

13 million is usually accepted as the number of slaves that European brought to the Americas.

About 500 000 were taken to what became the United States.

By the time of the first US census, conducted in 1790, there were 700 000 enslaved and

 50 000 free Americans.

She claims that the definition of individual liberty and independance was enhanced by the presence of slaves among white people.

Her arguments are as follows :

· one of the founding principles upon which American democracy started was the denial of humanity of black people

· this paradox was not perceived as a paradox : this is the reason why even today, it is inextricably linked with the nation

· America could have used in other ways the energy that both groups have expended in this conflict

· America was supposed to start afresh, free from European problems but has created a new problem for itself and has since envied the European nations who « were untroubled by the presence of blacks on their shores 

· The problem for blacks is that « they never wanted to be integrated into a burning house ».

· All the proposed « integration schemes » are denial of other scenarios, where a mixed and transformed nation would emerge.

Many people regard her as the author of books that have a healing effect on their country’s holocaust.

THE STORY IN BELOVED

· names are difficult to remember

· Sethe lives with her mother in law, Baby Suggs, 2 sons and daughter Denver, aged 17 in a house in a small town in Ohio.

· The house is haunted, for that reason the 2 boys have run away

· The ghost is a baby ghost (hand prints on cake)

· Paul D arrives and starts living with Sethe

· A woman comes out of the water

· Paul D is seduced, then goes away

· Denver, and later on Sethe become the ghost’s prey

· Paul D tries to know the story

· Denver seeks for help in the community

· The ghost is exorcised

· Paul D returns to rescue Sethe

QUESTIONS

· why is the book dedicated to « 60 million or more » ?

· - in the film « Le declin de l’empire américain », a film directed in Quebec in the 80’s, a history professor claims : the blacks in the United States will never win because they are not a majority, the blacks in South Africa will.

