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Asheville Prison Books 
I/O Book Club Journal

Welcome to the third volume of the I/O Book Club Journal!

We are introducing this issue of the Journal with a note 
about some things we’ve done differently this time around, and 
the reasons for these decisions.

As you know, the novel Beloved, by Toni Morrison, is 
about slavery and motherhood.  As we read through the submis-
sions for this publication, we observed that Beloved, even more 
than previous titles, inspired responses that extended well be-
yond the story itself.  Your responses grappled with the concept 
of enslavement, and with the reality and meaning of slavery as 
part of U.S. history, including its legacy in the present and its 
resonance in your own lives.

While the deep level of engagement and personal connec-
tions being drawn were gratifying to see, a couple of things 
gave us pause:  First, we felt uncomfortable with some of the 
views expressed, and worried that we had invited discussion on 
an ideologically-informed and politically-charged topic (U.S. 
chattel slavery) without providing proper historical context for 
the world Morrison’s characters inhabit.  Second, we realized 
that we should have put greater effort into recruiting a more di-
verse group of participants; this is true in general, but especially 
given the focus of Beloved, the absence of Black women’s 
voices in this reading group is deeply felt.

We discussed how best to address these concerns as an 
anti-racist project, while maintaining the integrity of the Journal 
and our relationships with all of you. Ultimately we decided to 
supplement participant responses with some outside sources 
that provide context for the historical backdrop of Morrison’s 
novel, and for the book’s enduring impact and relevance. These 
include:  
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 » The author’s own reflection on writing Beloved 
(Morrison, p. 30)

 » A brief history of the development of racialized 
slavery in the United States (Zinn, p. 34);

 » An essay on the connection between human ex-
perimentation and the development of biological 
racism (Villarosa, p. 38);

 » Excerpts from a book chapter analyzing certain 
cultural and legal features of the U.S. slave trade 
(Hartman, p. 42);

 » A description of the true events that inspired the 
story of Beloved (Yohe, p. 48); and 

 » An overview of the development of chattel slavery 
(Alexander, p. 50)

We selected these writings because we believe they deepen 
appreciation of the book and encourage critical reflection on its 
themes and subject matter.

Finally, a quick reminder that this round of the book club 
was done in collaboration with the Black Experience Book 
Club in Asheville (a joint project of the Buncombe County 
Public Library and the YMI Cultural Center), and that we are 
including notes taken from the reading group’s discussion as 
another enclosure.

In publishing this journal, we want to make sure that we 
challenge ourselves and critique our own process in putting it 
together. As always, we look forward to hearing your feedback 
on this issue and to each others’ responses.

All submissions copyright 2021 by the individual authors.
Many thanks to Durham City Public Library for the study questions referenced 

herein, and the information about Toni Morrison and Beloved.
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Born Chloe Anthony Wofford, in 1931 in Lorain, 
Ohio, the second of four children in a black work-
ing-class family. Displayed an early interest in literature. 
Studied humanities at Howard and Cornell Universities, 
followed by an academic career at Texas Southern Uni-
versity, Howard University, Yale, and since 1989, a chair 
at Princeton University. She has also worked as an editor 
for Random House, a critic, and given numerous public 
lectures, specializing in African-American literature. 
She made her debut as a novelist in 1970, soon gaining 
the attention of both critics and a wider audience for her 
epic power, unerring ear for dialogue, and her poetical-
ly-charged and richly-expressive depictions of Black 
America. A member since 1981 of the American Acade-
my of Arts and Letters, she has been awarded a number 
of literary distinctions, among them the Pulitzer Prize in 
1988 and the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1993. She died 
on August 5th, 2019.

Toni Morrison

Vintage Books, Penguin Random House LLC
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Winner of the Pulitzer Prize, Toni Morrison’s Beloved 
is a spellbinding and dazzlingly innovative portrait of a 
woman haunted by the past. Sethe was born a slave and 
escaped to Ohio, but eighteen years later she is still not 
free. She has borne the unthinkable and not gone mad, yet 
she is still held captive by memories of Sweet Home, the 
beautiful farm where so many hideous things happened. 
Meanwhile Sethe’s house has long been troubled by the 
angry, destructive ghost of her baby, who died nameless 
and whose tombstone is engraved with a single word: Be-
loved. Sethe works at beating back the past, but it makes 
itself heard and felt incessantly in her memory and in the 
lives of those around her. When a mysterious teenage girl 
arrives, calling herself Beloved, Sethe’s terrible secret ex-
plodes into the present. Combining the visionary power of 
legend with the unassailable truth of history, Morrison’s 
unforgettable novel is one of the great and enduring works 
of American literature. 

Beloved

Vintage Books, Penguin Random House LLC
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Nahshon Willoughby
First off I would like to compliment the late Ms. Morrison on her 

ability to capture the essence of an era, albeit a sorrowful one. Her char-
acters are very human and multidimensional. 

 Many people throughout the ages have been held in slavery and 
oppressed. My people on both halves have been exploited and held in 
slavery (The Hebrews and Koreans). What makes the slavery of those of 
African descent especially heinous is the theft of culture and identity, that 
has lasting effects to this day. This in my opinion is worse (if there can be 
anything worse than as bad as it gets) than the standard dehumanization 
that is implemented in enslaved people.

 To this day very few of African descent here in the U.S., South 
America and the island nations like Haiti, can say who their ancestors 
came from or what language they spoke. Africa is a huge continent with 
many ethnic groups and peoples. My personal opinion is that it is an ex-
ceptional travesty that people of African descent cling to this false culture 
that has been force fed by the media. A culture of systematic violence, 
ignorance, consumerism and disrespect for women.

 If those who subscribe to this so-called “culture” would open their 
eyes and see who and what promotes it in the first place, to realize 
that the very same system and people of the “haves” group continue to 
oppress and control those of African descent through this ultra negative 
narrow-minded world view.

 Where young men grow up thinking that they have to be drug deal-
ers or entertainment personnel to succeed.

Where young women grow up viewing their bodies as a tool to 
achieve their goals and as the sum of their worth.

Where criminal domestic terrorist organizations like the Bloods are 
portrayed in the media as hip and positive. In prison you see the truth of 
this lie. Many young men who want to be like Lil Wayne and Cardi B 
join the Bloods, sell drugs to the Bloods, and often kill for the Bloods. 

All because they seek the sense of belonging and culture that was 
stolen from them.

I feel like Ms. Morrison captures their despair. But, she also shares 
a hope for the future. A day when the sun will rise and fear and darkness 
will be driven away. So, I ask you to look within yourselves for the an-
swer. For Love, Truth, and Understanding between all human beings. But 
first you must start within and take that step out into the world like young 
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Denver did. 
 The only thing I do not like about this book is the repeated refer-

ences to bestiality. So much so that it becomes a significant part of the 
overall plot. 

Like when Paul D tells Sethe that she has two feet not four. I under-
stand that the men at Sweet Home were dehumanized to a point where 
sex with an adolescent cow may not seem like a big deal, but I feel like it 
was unnecessary in the story and in my opinion quite disturbing.

But, the beauty of the book overall and the expertise that Ms. Mor-
rison employs to capture the raw human emotion, while telling a rather 
interesting and thought-provoking story, make it to where I would recom-
mend this book to people of all backgrounds who wish to understand the 
evils of slavery and the bondage of those of African descent. 
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Bill Barnes

World history is not a pro wrestling match.
I barely got Toni Morrison’s Beloved  in time. It’s magnificent. But 

so deep, multilayered—and “gauzy,” in its shifting timeline—that it de-
mands to be savored, slowly, like a chalice of the finest, most full-bodied 
burgundy.

In the previous collection, an essay appeared by a young lady named 
Julie, who confessed to approaching Anthem with an inherent bias, due 
to her liberalism vis-à-vis Ayn Rand’s arch-conservative mindset.

The above dynamic was reverse with this rich novel. For I am a con-
servative. And, certainly, due to coup d’état-committing sleepy, creepy 
Uncle Joe Bite-Me’s recent treason—by serving as a puppet for a Deep 
State desperate to remove our real President, Trump, against the clear-
ly-stated Will of We, The American People—a particularly pissed-off 
one.

Americans are now, bizarrely, living in a land where Fake News, 
as one monolithic Beast, feeds citizens narratives, not real ones. And, it 
certainly seems to me, they are already owned—lock, stock and for-
tune-cookie—by a Chi-Coms “R” Us “corporation” intent on fomenting 
self-immolating division and violence within The Great American Em-
pire they are equally intent upon supplanting. 

One such narrative is the 1619 Project, which propagates the myth 
that all of America’s Greatness was achieved via the exploitation of 
slaves.

Slavery is a human, not a racial, sin. Slavery has existed throughout 
human history, continues until today, and shall continue to exist until the 
Second Coming of Christ.

It morphs into many forms, of course. Yet all races have enslaved 
other races, as well as their own. Though I be of the Caucasion persua-
sion, it’s a certainty I have slave ancestors—it’s only a matter of journey-
ing further back in time…

It’s no accident the former country of Yugoslavia was thusly named. 
For it lay in the Slavic Lands, from where the Roman Empire and, later, 
Middle Ages Europeans, acquired many, if not most, of their slaves. And, 
if I remember right, in the year 1,000 A.D., about 10% of Britain’s popu-
lation were slaves from said Slavic Lands.

Sugar, surely, was the cocaine of its Day. For a fascinating read, find 
a copy of the health-food classic Sugar Blues.
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When the Portuguese first established huge Brazilian sugarcane plan-
tations, in the 1500’s, they enslaved indigenous “Indians” to run them. 
Most died from a combination of harsh treatment and European diseases. 
So they, and other colonizers, began to import African slaves. (Hate us-
ing the word “import,” for it reminds me of what befalls us prisoners: We 
are, out of the blue, “shipped”—like a UPS package.)

One crucial fact to consider is this: Out of all African slaves imported 
into the Western Hemisphere, only about 5% were brought into what is 
now the United States.

I could go on and on, but I strongly suggest simply reading encyclo-
pedia* articles about slavery, and its many associated subjects. 

(*“I’m not gonna buy my kids an encyclopedia—let ’em walk to 
school, like I did…” - Yogi Berra.)

Why did I say, at this essay’s start, that world history is not a wres-
tling match?

I say it because the “woke” crowd seems to be propagating the my-
thology that by 1860, the United States had, somehow, cleanly disjointed 
itself into the evil “heels” of the South versus the, good guy, “baby faces” 
of the North. And that the vast majority of said baby faces of the North—
at a time when many battlefield injuries resulted in amputation, sans 
anesthesia, of limbs—proclaimed, collectively, as their primary motiva-
tion, “It is now time for us to sojourn forth and risk life and limb to free 
our poor, oppressed black brother of the South…!”

No, Virginia, I hate to break it to you, but the real reason the Civil 
War was fought, is the same reason most all wars are fought. The same 
reason the Slave Trade flourished for hundreds of years. The same reason 
Amerika, the Land of the Free, now has a far higher percentage of her 
citizens behind bars than any other nation, here in this cruel, useless Pris-
on-Industrial Complex: A lust for money.

God knows, don’t take anything I’ve said as a “defense” of slavery. 
Slavery sucks. I should know. I’ve been one well over half my adult life. 
And for a “crime” of which I’m not really guilty.

(As an aside, consider this: we are all, as humans, even future Kings 
and Queens, essentially born into slavery. We must, for the most part, do 
what the hell our parents tell us to do. They don’t call attaining eighteen 
the Age of Emancipation for nothing…)

I am currently housed—cruelly, especially in the Age of Covid—in 
what amounts to a tiny “bathroom,” one with two beds. Our total square 
footage, including the area taken up by our stacked bunks at cell’s end, 
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and our sink/toilet, is approximately 65. Our “cramped-up-ed-ness” is 
enough to literally make you lose your mind.

They have to pay a yearly “fine” for, illegally, housing us thusly. But, 
when one agency of a state’s government pays a “fine” to another agency 
of the same state’s government, it is, obviously, simply a farce.

Oh, I am indeed a slave. The 13th Amendment is actually pretty 
explicit about the matter:

Neither slavery nor involuntary servitude, except as punishment for 
crime whereof the party shall have been duly convicted, shall exist in the 
United States, or any place subject to their jurisdiction. 

We, on my block, had to endure an about three-week quarantine last 
November. Two guys, who, often, basically don’t like one another much 
to begin—they do no vetting for compatibility here—locked down in 
this tiny bathroom, virtually 24/7. A shower every other day, if we were 
lucky. It shouldn’t take much imagination, I suppose, to envision the 
degradations we had to endure…

Due to Covid, we no longer journey to the Chow-Hall. We get “room 
service.” One guy must, per force, the one on the top-bunk, dine with his 
tray balanced upon the sink, while he stands over the toilet. When said 
toilet is flushed, a miasma of germs is propelled into the air. It’s not a 
pleasant thought as you dwell about them settling upon your drinks and 
food…

But, as always, once Americans discover a way to turn something 
into a “Money Rocket,” it will be done. With few giving much of a damn 
about the cost in human misery…

I should be grateful, I suppose, that we, at least, are not forced to re-
side in mud-pits, where we have to worry about water moccasins arising 
in the dark waters, as did Paul D. And I am grateful. (Perhaps Covid is 
now our “venomous reptile.”)

Myself, and several other older gents—many of whom were seri-
ously infirm—were being housed in a single-cell block here. But, the 
Powers-that-Be had decided to convert this joint into all Close Custody.

In late March, 2020, despite shelter-in-place orders already hav-
ing been issued by the Governor and President Trump, they, “bravely,” 
forged right ahead, placing us in double-cells. If you count up my “in-
timate contacts,” i.e. roommates, plus those of those roommates—I had 
three within the first two weeks—we were being “exposed,” each one of 
us, to over a dozen possible carriers.

But, such is life—or death—when you are being, cruelly, factory-
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farmed for the fun and profit of an inherently cruel enterprise.
As bad as all this indeed sucks, however, I still cannot countenance 

Sethe’s taking of her own children’s lives. Life is, indeed, a precious, 
God-given gift. (And I can’t help but wonder if Morrison’s urge of infan-
ticide was, perhaps even unconsiously, a backdoor defense of abortion.)

Before I “fell,” I was a published book author. I need, badly, some-
one to save me from slavery…

Please write me at the address below, and check out a couple free 
e-books, including the comedic novella of political satire entitled 
“George Goes to Jail,” by yours truly, at www.prisonsfoundation.org.

I’ve authored another essay, “Collective Soul,” about the subject 
which you may access at the web address below.

Yet I can countenance Toni Morrison’s employment of such a haunt-
ing premise to craft such a memorable, evocative—and, indeed, haunt-
ing—novel.

She delivered some “high notes” which stunned me in their masterful 
ascendency, only a few of which are listed below:

“Anything dead coming back to life hurts.” - Amy

“I was talking about time. It’s hard for me to believe in it.” - Sethe

“But my greedy brain says, Oh thanks, I’d love more—so I add 
more.” - Sethe

“She is not so afraid at night because she is the color of it, but in the 
day every sound is a shot or a tracker’s quiet step.”

“Denver nursing Beloved’s interest like a lover whose pleasure was 
to overfeed the loved.”

“Can’t nothing heal without pain, you know.” - Amy

“God puzzled her and she was too ashamed of Him to say so.”

“Often they are mistaken for insects—but they are seeds in which the 
whole generation sleeps confident of a future.”

Beloved was, and is, very worthy of The Nobel bestowed upon it.
Thanks to the Asheville Prison Books Project for sponsoring this 

enjoyable program. 
Finally, in parting, allow me to say this: Edgar Cayce, the Sleeping 

Prophet, is, deeply, worthy of study.
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He said Life is, in essence, a process of “meeting self.” A slave owner 
in one lifetime, may have to be a slave in a subsequent one. Part of the 
process of “burning one’s karma…”

Personally, I’ll confess to being a bit of a strange cat. I’m one of the, 
probably very few, who belonged to Greenpeace and the NRA.

Before I “fell,” I was a published book author. I need, badly, someone 
to save me from slavery…

Please write me at the address below, and check out a couple free 
e-books, including the comedic novella of political satire entitled “George 
Goes to Jail,” by yours truly, at www.prisonsfoundation.org. 

#0020569
4600 Swamp Fox Highway West
Tabor City, NC 28463
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DJ Tiny Cuts

Beloved is so rich and devastating, it is hard to sum up a response 
that does this book anything like justice. But the thing that stood out to 
me most was Morrison’s exploration of how the conditions of unfreedom 
that characterized 19th century American chattel slavery impacted inter-
personal relationships, particularly familial and romantic ones.

By choosing mainly female protagonists, Morrison centers the 
experience of exploitation and commodification of reproductive labor 
(i.e. monetizing human children). Even before schoolteacher arrives, 
Sethe’s life is marked by hypersexualization from a very young age—the 
ever-present threat of sexual assault and violation, and most gut-wrench-
ingly, the knowledge that her children could be ripped away at any time, 
to be dealt any fate white society deemed appropriate. Of course break-
ing of family bonds was also painful for men, but Morrison’s choice to 
highlight female characters like Sethe and Baby Suggs means the impact 
of slavery on motherhood takes center stage in the book (and through 
characters like Denver and Beloved, we see the toll this dynamic takes on 
female children).

 Morrison also makes an interesting choice to portray slavery through 
the setting of Sweet Home, which departs from many of the representa-
tions of American slavery we commonly see in literature and film. The 
conditions at Sweet Home, particularly before schoolteacher arrives, 
appear comparatively less brutal than that of plantations represented in 
other works of fiction. With this choice, Morrison seems to be affirming 
that racialized enslavement constituted soul murder, regardless of the 
conditions of confinement in any particular example or instance. Taking 
away other human beings’ agency and bodily autonomy, reducing them 
to the status of property for the purpose of extraction of labor and profit, 
disfigures people’s sense of self.  

Morrison speaks to this through Baby Suggs’ reflection on coming 
to Sweet Home: “[It] was a marked improvement. No question. And no 
matter, for the sadness was at her center, the desolated center where the 
self that was no self made its home. Sad as it was that she did not know 
where her children were buried or what they looked like if alive, fact was 
she knew more about them than she knew about herself, having never 
had the map to discover what she was like” (165). Paul D. also talks 
about feeling like he has no self when he compares himself to a rooster, 
who Paul D sees as having more agency and knowing himself better than 
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Paul D does.
Morrison’s point here is that slavery crushed people at their very 

core. And this is where Beloved really digs in, exploring in excruciating 
depth how the erasure of “self” experienced by enslaved people disrupted 
their ability to give and receive love—including the most basic version 
of love, for one’s children. Morrison doesn’t let the reader forget for a 
moment the trauma sustained by Baby Suggs, Sethe, and so many others, 
knowing that their children could be taken away at any time because in 
an important sense their children were never entirely their own. 

Sethe is a heroic (if flawed) character because she dares to love her 
children regardless of the consequences. Sethe’s refusal to give up on 
familial love raises a red flag for Paul D early on, as he evaluates her pro-
tectiveness of Denver: “Risky, thought Paul D, very risky. For a used-to-
be-slave woman to love anything that much was dangerous, especially if 
it was her children she had settled on to love” (54). Sethe confirms this as 
she reflects on what escaping from Sweet Home meant for her: “Maybe 
I couldn’t love em proper in Kentucky because they wasn’t mine to love.  
But when I got here, when I jumped down off that wago—there wasn’t 
nobody in the world I couldn’t love if I wanted to” (190-91). 

When Sethe explains this to Paul D he understands where she is 
coming from, as the conditions he faced on the chain gang in Georgia 
shrank the size of love he would allow himself to feel:  “A woman, a 
child, a brother—a big love like that would split you wide open in Alfred, 
Georgia. To get to a place where you could love anything you chose—not 
to need permission for desire—well now, that was freedom” (191).  

Yet, at this point in the book, Paul D is suspicious rather than sup-
portive of Sethe’s miraculous ability to love. In fact, this is what drives 
Paul D away from her, as he declares in their breakup scene,n“Your love 
is too thick” (193)—as if Sethe’s fierce insistence on reclaiming the right 
to love her children is an affront to him. One gets the sense that he reacts 
this way because he has never felt as free as Sethe does, and he resents or 
at least can’t relate to her emotional resilience.  

Notably, Paul D experienced what was arguably his greatest trau-
ma after Emancipation, on the Georgia chain gang (86, 191). And Paul 
D’s reaction mirrors that of the wider community, which shuns Baby 
Suggs and Sethe for their larger-than-life ability to affirm and show love 
toward other black people. Through the reactions of Paul D and the wider 
community, Morrison reminds us that the social conditions prevailing the 
Civil War maintained white supremacy as the as the culture, and in many 
places the law of the land, such that previously enslaved people couldn’t 
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rely on safety anywhere or anytime, even after the “peculiar institution” 
had supposedly come to an end.  

Reading Beloved, I thought back many times to the words of the 
infamous “Dredd Scott decision” of 1857, in which the U.S. Supreme 
Court affirmed that black people were not citizens, the Constitution did 
not apply to them, and that “They had no rights which the white man was 
bound to respect” (Scott v. Sandford, 1857). In Beloved, Toni Morri-
son shows how white society’s dehumanization of black people was so 
normalized and totalizing that anyone who participated in this system, 
actively or passively, was complicit in the destruction (or attempted de-
struction) of the human spirit in its most basic dimensions.  

Morrison is primarily concerned with the impact of this atrocity 
on black people, but a society structured around denial of humanity for 
some also leaves its mark on the perpetrators—on the people who, in 
denying the humanity of others, inevitably mangle and deform their own.

In one of the most interesting passages in the book, Morrison forces 
the reader to confront the impact of slavery—and racism, more broad-
ly—on white society, leaving the reader with the disquieting sense that 
while Sethe and Paul D close the story looking toward “tomorrow,” for 
the country at large there is still quite a lot of “yesterday” ahead:

Whitepeople believed that whatever the manners, un-
der every dark skin was a jungle.  Swift unnavigable waters, 
swinging screaming baboons, sleeping snakes, red gums ready 
for their sweet white blood.  In a way, he thought, they were 
right. The more coloredpeople spent their strength trying to 
convince them how gentle they were, how clever and loving, 
how human, the more they used themselves up to persuade 
whites of something Negroes believed could not be questioned, 
the deeper and more tangled the jungle grew inside. But it 
wasn’t the jungle blacks brought with them to this place from 
the other (livable) place. It was the jungle whitefolks planted 
in them. And it grew. It spread. In, through and after life, it 
spread, until it invaded the whites who had made it. Touched 
them every one. Changed and altered them.  Made them 
bloody, silly, worse than even they wanted to be, so scared 
were they of the jungle they had made. The screaming baboon 
lived under their own white skin; the red gums were their own. 
(234) 
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James E. Downey

I am locked in my cell, at Mountain View Correctional Institution, 
located in Spruce Pine, NC. I just now at 5:17pm on 2-11-21, finished the 
novel Beloved by Toni Morrison, and it brought me to tears by the end, 
although the story is based in Fiction, the brutality, complete disregard of 
human life, racism, inequality, injustice, bigotry, hate and slavery, will be 
on the evening news at 6:00pm. 

When Ms. Morrison wrote this novel, she was giving illustrations of 
two things. The first was how truly evil times were back at the end of the 
1800s for African Americans, free or not. The second illustration was a 
reminder, that even as she wrote this book, racism was still alive and well 
in this country. The root of racism just like the “tree” beat into the flesh 
of the character Sethe, is imprinted, marked even on society, and has in-
grained its ugly self in our culture. Even the language white slave owners 
used to dehumanize the captured African American, and the disgusting 
“N” word is in our speech, movies and songs. 

Beloved  has many illustrations within its pages that hold true today. 
Take Sweet Home for example, the plantation where slaves aren’t treated 
as bad as other plantations treat slaves. However the slaves at Sweet 
Home are treated like animals, not free and placed at the lowest place 
in life. Although they were not beaten or knocked down, they are still 
subject to the abuse set aside for slaves in that day. 

Let’s look at the Sweet Home ideology in our own culture. The 
other week I watched a news story about the NFL, and how they have a 
different starting cognitive level for white football players versus Black 
football players when it comes to concussion protocol, meaning that the 
NFL believes that Black football players have less intelligence to lose 
in a concussion than white players, and this is 2021 not the 1800s. The 
character Sethe who suffered dearly in this book, killed her children, so 
as not to subject them to the cruelty of schoolteacher or the abuse, hate 
and evil of slavery. She put them out of their potential suffering and on 
the outside looking in, it is a very extreme way of protecting innocence.

Now, let’s look at a mother’s worst fear today: her child murdered for 
being the wrong color during a traffic stop, or an imaginary weapon was 
seen on them and they are murdered by the police. I am sure the mothers 
of Breonna Tayler, Treyvon Martin, Ahmed Aubrey and George Floyd 
would have done anything to stop their children from being killed. The 
use of whips and neck collars have been replaced by bullets and hand-
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cuffs, but make no mistake, it is still the same ideology. 
The central character in this story, Beloved starts out as a vengeful 

poltergeist, making itself known to the occupants of 124, then manifest-
ing itself into a living breathing being to live off of and take from Sethe 
and Paul D. Beloved represents both racism and the fight against it. Ms. 
Morrison is showing how something small can grow into its own life, if 
left unchecked or corrected. Also, it shows that the fight against racism 
started small with the Emancipation Proclamation to the Civil Rights 
Movement to Dr. Martin Luther King, Rosa Parks and now Black Lives 
Matter, there is still much to be done, but today it has taken on a life of 
its own. 

 The last two characters Denver and Paul D are representations of 
the old and the new, Paul D had to overcome so many horrific circum-
stances of slavery, and had to compartmentalize them, in order not to lose 
himself. Not forgetting what had happened, but not being bitter, so that 
he is available to help when he is needed. Denver grew up in the shadow 
of slavery and wisely it scared her to a point where she didn’t dare live, 
just the stories alone were enough to convince her that she did not need 
to venture out into the world, but Denver had been prepared in advance 
by the sacrifices of her mom and indirectly by Paul D. The landscape 
she was scared of was slowly changing and she was too coming into her 
own, ready for a time when there were more freedoms the new genera-
tion is supposed to learn from the old. 

I believe that novels like Beloved are very important to read, people 
need to sit and ponder what darkness lies in ego, thinking that color over 
content is important, and how far society has come, and how far we still 
have to go. I enjoyed Beloved for what it was, disliked what the book 
had to contain, and cried at the truth it revealed. I agree with what is at 
the end of the book, “This is not a story to pass on” but it needs a comma 
to read “This is not a story, to pass on.” 

Beloved has to be experienced, to shake the foundations of faith, 
belief, and retrospection. This novel is something I will carry with me, a 
thought that keeps me awake, from time to time, and represents our ideal 
to treat all people as I want to be treated, regardless of religious beliefs, 
sexual preference or race. I am still locked in my cell at Mountain View 
Correctional Institution. It is now 6:00pm, time for the evening news, 
sadly... 
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Bruce Miller

1. Consider the extent to which slavery dehumanizes individuals by 
stripping them of their identity, destroying their ability to conceive of 
the self. Consider, especially, Paul and how he can’t determine whether 
screams he hears are his or someone else’s. How do the other characters 
reflect self-alienation? 

Sethe has two things that haunt her more than anything: 1) the death 
of her child, which she killed to keep her from being taken back to be 
made into a slave, and 2) the “tree” on her back it got there, and how 
her “milk was taken.”  Sethe was stuck with one foot in the past and one 
in the present and felt she did not deserve to be happy. When Beloved 
arrived she felt she could make up for the death of her baby, yet fell into 
a fantasy that ruined any chance of true happiness.

Denver, poor Denver, tried to be everything to her mother. Mostly 
because she had been alienated by the community due to “124” was 
haunted. That abandonment by society in itself caused Denver to be 
haunted and truly resent her two brothers for running away and abandon-
ing her too. Her mother comes full circle by abandoning Denver for the 
haunt Beloved. 

Beloved is, in my opinion, a manifestation of the guilt, remorse, and 
sorrow in Sethe springing forth when Sethe became happy with Paul.
Beloved fed on Sethe’s love and shame as well as the scorn and hate in 
the community.

2. Discuss the different roles of the community in betraying and pro-
tecting the house at 124. What larger issue might Morrison be suggesting 
here about community. 

The community was of majority freed or runaway slaves so they 
should have been more loving, charitable, and forgiving. When Baby 
Suggs wanted to throw a party in celebration of Sethe’s freedom every-
one came, ate, and made merry. Yet the next day instead of being grateful 
and full of joy they resented her and gossiped bitterly. When School 
Teacher showed up Sethe was going to kill herself and her children be-
fore she allowed them to be dragged back into slavery. Death was more 
welcome. A madness had come upon her. She didn’t know what she was 
doing, only reliving in her mind the horrors she suffered. At the sighting 
of School Teacher, Sethe’s mind snapped.  

The Sheriff had more pity and compassion for her than her own 
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community that lived through similar horrors, so they should have had 
compassion and empathy for Sethe, and later her children.

3. What does Beloved’s appearance represent? What about her be-
havior? Why does she finally disappear—what drives her departure? And 
why is the book’s title named for her? 

Beloved’s appearance is Sethe’s repressed guilt and self-hate. Be-
loved’s need to be loved and wanted is actually how Sethe feels. She 
(Beloved) disappears when the community shows love, compassion, and 
forgiveness to Denver and in turn to Sethe.

4. Talk about the choice Sethe made regarding her children when 
schoolteacher arrives to take them all back to Sweet Home. Can her 
actions be justified—are her actions rational or irrational? 

Sethe knew what lay ahead of her children if she allowed herself 
and her children to be taken back by schoolteacher. With the way they 
degraded and demeaned Sethe by “milking” her, beating her, and killing 
and beating the others. She saw death as the only solution for all of them. 
She knew beatings and rape of her daughters, and worse, lay ahead.  Can 
her actions be justified? I don’t know, I’ve never been in that situation.

5. What does the narrator mean by the warning at the end: “This is 
not a story to pass on.” Is he right...or not? 

I believe the “this is not a story to pass on” is wrong.  It should be 
passed on, so people will treat each other with more respect, dignity, and 
compassion.

6. Morrison’s epic story of the effects of slavery is a giant jigsaw 
puzzle, a jumble of time and space, a mosaic of narrators, episodes and 
literary styles. Through free association, the novel circles through the 
past and present, patching together flashbacks, dream images and internal 
monologues. What is gained by the absence of a coherent, conventional 
plot line?

The way the story is written makes it seem...I don’t know...more 
realistic by it seeming to have many “voices” and from different points 
of perspective. The story shows you where it’s been, where it’s at, and 
where it’s going...all at once. 

7. The character of Beloved begins the novel as a pesky poltergeist 
making handprints in spilled flour. Later she manifests herself as an eerie 
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child-woman, clinging to Sethe’s maternal attentions. In the final section 
of the book, Beloved thrives, sucking the life out of the weakened, dwin-
dling Sethe. Who or what is Beloved? Is she real or unreal? 

I don’t believe Beloved is actually Sethe’s dead daughter. I see her as 
a manifestation of guilt, self-loathing, of the hatred schoolteacher and the 
others brought with them, and the jealousy of the neighbors that brought 
forth the poltergeist and allowed it to grow in the house before finally 
manifesting itself into a body then feeding on poor Sethe until it nearly 
destroyed her heart, body, and soul. 

8. At first glance, Sethe appears to be the meaty, central character. 
But it is daughter Denver who travels the furthest from start to finish. 
How does Denver come of age in the novel? And how do the circum-
stances of her birth predict her ultimate fate? 

Denver is the main character or the character that the others pivot 
around. Denver has to grow up and quit hiding in the house and behind 
Sethe. She has the “fight” for a place for herself in the community and 
even in her own life. Denver knows if she doesn’t step forward and do 
something all of them will starve to death. She not only survives, she 
thrives and becomes accepted by the community.

9. Born on the river between Sweet Home and Cincinnati, between 
slavery and freedom, Denver is the sole character delivered to the world 
outside the immediate constraints of slavery. Because of her origins, 
Denver feels that “a bill was owing somewhere and she, Denver, had to 
pay it.” Examine how, by novel’s end, Denver pays that bill, satisfying 
the promise of her birth. Compare the lonely young girl who finds com-
fort in a circle of boxwood trees to the self-assured young woman who 
sits on the porch in her carnival dress waiting for her employer. 

I think Denver felt her being the only of Sethe’s children born “free” 
(technically) she owed someone for her freedom, her mother? Baby 
Suggs? Maybe, but I think in the end when she became employed she 
saw she actually owed herself. 

10. The question of identity for those once enslaved runs throughout 
the novel. To survive, most of the characters are compelled or are forced 
to change their names. Baby Suggs was once Jenny Whitlow, the slave 
Joshua becomes the free man Stamp Paid. Even Sethe calls herself Lu 
when she escapes Sweet Home. How does Sethe’s search for identity 
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parallel her struggle to survive Beloved? Does Sethe ever find her true 
self? 

Sethe never found her true self. I believe she was lost to the past and 
her guilt.

11. Sethe is defined by many things during her lifetime: as help, as a 
dollar amount, as a mother, and later, as a pariah. When Beloved returns 
to her, Sethe sacrifices herself once again, determined to prove herself a 
true mother. Ask yourself how and by whom Sethe is pulled back from 
the edge of sanity. Consider the potential of her final words “Me? Me?” 
as a declaration of self. 

I think Paul D helps her see, at the end, her time of self-sacrifice is 
over, and she needs to see she is loved and worthy of love.

12. Redemption and grace are offered to the black community by 
Baby Suggs and her sermons in the Clearing. But Baby Suggs dies a 
hopeless woman, the colors of a blanket her only comfort. Beloved, 
though, is not a hopeless novel, its conclusion full of promise for a better 
life. How do Sethe and Paul D find the final redemption that Baby Suggs 
cannot? What does Toni Morrison ultimately have to say about grace? 

They see that no matter what, in the end, they had their own selves, 
as well as each other. Paul D lets Sethe know she is worthy by saying she 
is her own best thing—her unselfish love. Agape love.

13. Baby Suggs tells her people “to lay it all down” and urges them 
to claim ownership of their past, however horrible, and at the same time, 
to embrace their present.Yet, after the murder in the woodshed, Baby 
Suggs loses faith. Discuss Paul D and Sethe’s final conversation, paying 
special attention to Paul D declaring,“We got more yesterday than any-
body.” Determine how author Morrison plays this conversation off Baby 
Suggs’ advice in the Clearing about imagining your own sense of grace.

I think Paul D is saying their past has made them strong—both under 
Mrs. Garner’s gentle hand and under Schoolteacher’s cruelty—in that 
they know how to endure yet also to not allow the “darkness” to swallow 
the light inside each of them. That they are not a sum of their past but 
they are who they are in spite of the bad and because of the good. 
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Lida Sparer

What a harrowing book this was! Every time a new character showed 
up, they came with a terrible story, memories, or scars, of something that 
had happened to them. (Or at least the main characters did—the Black 
characters.)

As a white person, I read Beloved with two minds (two identities). 
There’s a part of me that’s universal (or strives to be universal), that 
identifies with the main characters—that literally, physically cringes at 
the Black characters’ suffering, and rejoices when they find a moment’s 
joy. I’m not Black, but I can draw on other experiences (I’m Jewish, 
I’m a woman) to put myself in the characters’ shoes. Even where their 
suffering is much greater than mine, I can draw on our shared humanity 
just to imagine their lives and experiences. I believe art at its best ex-
pands us in this way—gives us greater understanding, lets us connect and 
feel compassion for the “other—and as we examine ourselves for similar 
struggles, helps us better understand ourselves.

And then the other part of me ... when I consider the white characters 
in the novel (also humans, with traits shared in some measure by all of 
us—but so cruel here, for the most part), I come to understand myself in 
a different way, as I ask myself, “Do I do that? In some small (or large—
ugh) way, am I like that? Who would I been in those times?” And more 
importantly, “Who am I now, in these times?”

With regard to particular characters, Denver, in particular, resonated 
for me. She doesn’t suffer directly (physically), except that Sethe tries to 
hurt her as a baby. And Sethe and Baby Suggs even try to protect her, but 
there’s no avoiding that tidal wave of pain (it feels meaningful that she 
takes in Beloved’s blood with her mother’s milk), so she suffers indirect-
ly—the pain of her loved ones, and the loneliness and isolation that it 
brings. (Personally, I’m sure I especially resonate with having a mother 
who’s trapped in her own suffering. You understand that she loves you, 
but you don’t necessarily feel it—and you can’t help noticing that she 
loves your siblings more.) I love that Denver grows through the pain 
around her, that she comes through the crisis as a functioning, indepen-
dent adult. She breaks free, to some extent, and is (as much as any of us) 
healed. 
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James K. Anderson

Slavery was and still is a tramatic time in all of our lives. It dated 
back to as long as people could document records. Does it make it right? 
In the growth of mankind, “some” slavery was needed so the human race 
could move forward. I know that sounds racist, but far from it.

It doesn’t matter what color you are if you're a slave. I’m sure that a 
lot could and can be related to in this book. I also hope that all peoples 
of this earth are trying to pull away from any form of slavery that still 
happens today.

 

1. Consider the extent to which slavery dehumanizes individuals by 
stripping them of their identity, destroying their ability to conceive of 
the self. Consider, especially, Paul and how he can't determine whether 
screams he hears are his or someone else's. How do the other characters 
reflect self-alienation?

Slavery. Prisoners are all faced with dehumanizing, reason being the 
people that work us, drive us and watch over us don’t want us to feel as 
we have any hope. They want to keep us down and beaten at all times. A 
man, woman or child is dangerous towards “their goals.” As for Paul, he 
heard screams of others cause to me, he wanted to get out just as much as 
all the others before him. He just happened to reflect upon all the others 
to keep focus in his mind also in hope of finding his and the others a way 
away from Sweet Home. 

2. Discuss the different roles of the community in betraying and pro-
tecting the house at 124. What larger issue might Morrison be suggesting 
here about community?

 

As a whole all of the community saw how “life“ was lived and 
flourished at 124. They all had special moments where all of their lives 
were lived and shared at 124. Each slave saw a piece of themselves there, 
and a piece of them was left behind so they all felt committed to protect 
what “life visions'' they had at 124, even if it were good or bad. Espe-
cially when they all were faced with life-changing experiences, 124 was 
what was real to them all—at least that’s how I felt. Even the Ghost felt 
a comfort there. There were also strong ties spiritually and bodily for all 
that came with the community as well.



21

3. What does Beloved’s appearance represent? What about her be-
havior? Why does she finally disappear—what drives her departure? And 
why is the book's title named for her?

 

Beloved’s appearance is a time in Sethe’s life that she needed men-
tally to get through the hard times and in remembrance of the good times 
of past and present.

 Her behavior? Human Jealousy? Protection of what was or what 
may become? Either way it sure juiced the book up for me. Beloved’s 
departure to me felt as if Sethe had or was working out her differences 
so she could move on. No matter which direction that was, Sethe just 
really wanted release! I mean could you really imagine being in that time 
frame, being measured day in day out with all that pressure building on 
one thing: freedom! I feel her pain of imprisonment. I understand her 
drive for release—freedom from bondage! It is named Beloved I’d say 
due to Remembrance of heart and soul and what really was deep inside 
the hearts of all that could or can understand bondage—whether Black 
or white. True mental bondage has no colors. Sethe being able to find 
love and comfort in the reimagining of her child shows me that was her 
release from entrapment. When you find that kind of emotion or feeling 
towards one thing, it could only be named one thing: Beloved.

4. Talk about the choice Sethe made regarding her children when 
Schoolteacher arrives to take them all back to Sweet Home. Can her 
actions be justified—are her actions rational or irrational?

 

Justified. It depends on which end of the stick you’re looking at. 
Tough view, I know this. I wouldn’t have wanted any child to experience 
rape of any kind, nor any hardship. Kind of a catch-22 question.

5. What does the narrator mean by the warning at the end: “This is 
not a story to pass on”? Is he right...or not?

 

Wrong. I didn’t find it the least bit offensive. Someone’s view and 
experience to me is theirs. If another can feel that same emotion in a 
story then by all means it should be felt and driven to the heart of that 
experience so others can feel it—so it’ll stop. Emotions through literature 
is how a lot of people learn. Learning is what life is about. There out in 
the open you can live!

6. Morrison's epic story of the effects of slavery is a giant jigsaw 
puzzle, a jumble of time and space, a mosaic of narrators, episodes and 
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literary styles.Through free association, the novel circles through the past 
and present, patching together flashbacks, dream images and internal 
monologues.What is gained by the absence of a coherent, conventional 
plot line?

 

It keeps you guessing on your toes kind of book. Focus. That way 
you could actually insert yourself into the book more so. This way what 
all of the community felt about 124—they kept coming back. Her writing 
style kept me coming back. Plus it allowed the characters to exist in the 
book so they all were heartfelt in and through it all.

7. The character of Beloved begins the novel as a pesky poltergeist 
making handprints in spilled flour. Later she manifests herself as an eerie 
child-woman, clinging to Sethe's maternal attentions. In the final section 
of the book, Beloved thrives, sucking the life out of the weakened, dwin-
dling Sethe.Who or what is Beloved? Is she real or unreal?

 

Real to Sethe due to her allowing in her own mind and soul to live a 
life like that. Once oneself begins to remember her life as she was, it all 
becomes real to her anyhow. Unreal due to the fact that it was all in her 
mind—so to us no it wasn’t real. But Sethe sure was making it that way. I 
felt it was Sethe’s life force what beloved was.

8. At first glance, Sethe appears to be the meaty, central character. 
But it is daughter Denver who travels the furthest from start to finish. 
How does Denver come of age in the novel? And how do the circum-
stances of her birth predict her ultimate fate?

 

Denver’s coming of age was growth of wanting to free all that was 
still indebted. She was the “brother’s keeper” who kept coming back. 
Her drive to release all in her clan that was remotely held down. She was 
driven to free them from that debt. Her birth was that freedom for them 
all—she was the innocent and the pure side so it was only fate on her 
side that allowed true freedom on the inside and out, and she had that.

9. Born on the river between Sweet Home and Cincinnati, between 
slavery and freedom, Denver is the sole character delivered to the world 
outside the immediate constraints of slavery. Because of her origins, 
Denver feels that “a bill was owing somewhere and she, Denver, had to 
pay it.” Examine how, by novel's end, Denver pays that bill, satisfying 
the promise of her birth. Compare the lonely young girl who finds com-
fort in a circle of boxwood trees to the self-assured young woman who 



23

sits on the porch in her carnival dress waiting for her employer.
 

The girl in the boxwood was scared and unassured of life—she really 
didn’t have direction at that time. But by life experiences, she built her 
self esteem up and got stronger and was able to move forward. By doing 
that she was able to forge her lifestyle in the hopes and dreams of all at 
124 community. And at the end she has confidence in herself—the as-
surance of a woman with insight into life with the life force that has true 
direction. WOW!

10. The question of identity for those once enslaved runs throughout 
the novel. To survive, most of the characters are compelled or are forced 
to change their names. Baby Suggs was once Jenny Whitlow, the slave 
Joshua becomes the free man Stamp Paid—even Sethe calls herself Lu 
when she escapes Sweet Home. How does Sethe's search for identity par-
allel her struggle to survive Beloved? Does Sethe ever find her true self?

 

I felt that Sethe was in a constant battle within herself. Always trying 
to right a wrong. Her balance was never ending. I couldn’t imagine 
having to release my children into somebody's hands to pay a debt—
owed of flesh. Then as a woman having to choose between motherly love 
and what was being “told“ and sold“ to others is a price I can’t begin to 
imagine. Beloved was her outlet from all that was to what will become 
of her life. I say no, she never really was able to fully forgive herself of 
all that had happened. No matter how hard she tried she still felt grief, or 
was grief just embedded in her soul due to all the wrongs that were taken 
out on her? So really how could she find herself when faced with all that 
in her path?

 

11. Sethe is defined by many things during her lifetime: as help, as a 
dollar amount, as a mother, and later, as a pariah. When Beloved returns 
to her, Sethe sacrifices herself once again, determined to prove herself a 
true mother. Ask yourself how and by whom Sethe is pulled back from 
the edge of sanity. Consider the potential of her final words “Me? Me?” 
as a declaration of self.

 

I saw real Love pulling her back. Paul D and the community of wom-
en that came to 124 were a driven force to save her from herself. They all 
saw and knew what was causing Sethe to dwindle down and only wanted 
her driven life force to live, not wither away and die as it seemed Be-
loved was pulling her with her back to the other side! The ME? ME? deal 
was her giving herself up in place—instead of the past, she gave herself 
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up for the future.

12. Redemption and grace are offered to the Black community by 
Baby Suggs and her sermons in the Clearing. But Baby Suggs dies a 
hopeless woman, the colors of a blanket her only comfort. Beloved 
though, is not a hopeless novel, its conclusion full of promise for a better 
life. How do Sethe and Paul D find the final redemption that Baby Suggs 
cannot? What does Toni Morrison ultimately have to say about grace?

Paul D and Sethe both realize that you can’t hold on to all the bad. 
There has to be some good in the journey to allow growth in all. When 
that growth takes place it clears a path for all the community to thrive 
from. The bond they share and forge together allows the true peace 
they’ve all longed for through the hard times they all experienced.

13. Baby Suggs tells her people “to lay it all down” and urges them 
to claim ownership of their past, however horrible, and at the same time, 
to embrace their present. Yet, after the murder in the woodshed, Baby 
Suggs loses faith. Discuss Paul D and Sethe's final conversation, paying 
special attention to Paul D declaring,“We got more yesterday than any-
body.” Determine how author Morrison plays this conversation off Baby 
Suggs’ advice in the Clearing about imagining your own sense of grace.

 

A person‘s true past, especially when it comes to living through 
hard times such as these—those moments are cherished more cause all 
was a stepping stone of life to reach the present that all are trying to get 
to. When they do reach that point in time, it’s as if you’re looking back 
through the glasses of time, reflecting on all those times you did share 
with others and those moments are what build to the accomplishments of 
life. “Lay it all down”—to me it says “Hey, you’ve made it—no sense in 
carrying this your whole lives. Let it go.” The human spirit is in battle all 
the time and we all thrive for a change and in wanting to do more with 
“Life.“ Then as we get older, we realize that what we all had in the past 
really turned out to be the best moments for us all. Find peace of heart 
and soul can only happen within that person. It can’t be forced or bought. 
Only living in those moments in time is what allows oneself to find that 
peace. Nobody else can do it but that person, and in the end that Grace 
was provided by what they all had lived in and by so they all found that 
peace. 
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Todd Gaston

As I read Beloved, the book by the amazing sister Toni Morrison 
which we honor her during National Women’s Month, the book took me 
into a world of forgiveness and redemption a willingness to survive and 
give a light to others. I think of Halle as he becomes a hero to his moth-
er. Considering being free comes with a price, to have a son give up his 
right to be free to work for his mother as a slave. I felt the liberty in Baby 
Suggs when she couldn’t identify with the name given to her by a slave 
owner. 

As the rain water on the pine needles that Beloved’s eyes cast off to 
Sethe for being a sacrifice due to her mother’s actions. To have grace in a 
community of Black people, the sermons of Baby Suggs gave the people 
joy and belonging. I felt the energy from the Clearing. 

Now as Denver was conceived with help of a white woman Amy 
Denver which her mother Sethe feels the burden of this person that she 
names her daughter after her knowing that to escape is all they are both 
trying to do. 

Now when I look at Paul D I find myself looking at happiness and 
anger. Paul D gave happiness to Sethe when the tree he witnesses on her 
back knowing that life has roots then some branches that he discovers 
due to Stamp Paid’s voice blowing in the wind. Screams became real 
and this causes anger that broke him. The community was a garden that 
allowed people to grow. So schoolteacher knew that he had to find a way 
to keep the people growing in the way that he could control the price tag 
of their worth. 

Sethe’s ambition made her fight. The energy in Baby Suggs turns to 
colors after she witnesses what Sethe did. She lost all hope and gave up. 
Denver grew into what Beloved comes back to take in spirit but with no 
assurance she can’t be Denver. There’s a price to pay for leaving Sweet 
Home and only the people who made it out know the price with the help 
of people they come to aid Denver and her family to Beloved. 
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In Conversation with 
the Black Experience Book Club
Crystal (facilitator): Toni Morrison uses lots of flashbacks, thoughts, and 

memories, and has a whimsical way of describing things. Why does 
she use this style? What does it say about the human mind?

Julie (APB): She’s trying to communicate time and memory in a jum-
bled way. In the presence of trauma, survival, and growth, it all gets 
jumbled.

Mandy: The central question for me is who is Beloved, who came to the 
house? The mixed order adds to that mystery. Chronological order 
would be too logical.

Alexandra (Asheville Public Library): I echo Julie. I read another book 
with the same techniques, and it matches my own experience of trau-
ma. You tell parts until you get the whole story.

Crystal: Repression is trauma’s friend. I echo Mandy about chronolo-
gy being too logical. The story is about slavery and escape, but it’s 
really a mystery, a ghost story. And it’s not just about what happened 
to those ghosts, but also why they can’t move on and how it affects 
everyone.

Nina (YMI Cultural Center): “Repression” is a good word. They’re try-
ing to hang on to memories of their children. I think of my own kids; 
I grieve them now, imagining their faces. In the book, one character 
only remembers that her child loved the burnt part of bread. What we 
don’t try to repress is fragile.

Crystal: I agree. Any thoughts on his character as a whole? There’s a 
step-parent dynamic with Denver, where she feels isolated. There’s 
one classic sentence where he asks about Beloved, “Are we going to 
let her stay? She acts weak but she’s strong!” And Denver responds, 
“I didn’t see anything.”

Dorri: I read this book when I was young, and it confused me. Even 
now, I had to check Cliff Notes. I don’t mind the mystery but it was 
wearing me out. As to Paul D, there are so many amazing women in 
the book—I wondered why Morrison introduces a man. It’s a differ-
ent direction, and I was thinking, “Don’t be so traditional.” I saw the 
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step-father dynamics more with Denver and Beloved, in the sibling 
relationship.

Lida (APB): It is a hard read — the content, the layers. And it’s harrow-
ing. All of the characters have such terrible things happen to them.

Crystal: Yeah, the cows! When Gardner talks to his “men”—or when he 
talks about them, and the other man says he “wouldn’t allow men 
around my wife”—but then cows?! I didn’t get that.

Alexandra: I was also puzzled. Because they got mad. Why?

Sarah: About their being men—he just thinks they can make decisions 
and give input. They have some agency.

Jill: Paul D reflects on that later. Did Garner do us a favor, calling us men 
and letting us think of ourselves as men, when it could be taken away 
so easily?

Sarah: Gardner gives himself something with that because they were 
better when they could contribute that way. They were better work-
ers when they were more empowered. But as soon as he dies, it falls 
apart.

Lida: It also allows Garner to think well of himself. Plus, he still had 
them as slaves.

Crystal: When Sethe talks to Mrs. Garner about getting married—her 
marriage was abnormal, having six years without being broken 
apart—Mrs. Gardner waves her off as being naïve. She is not Sethe’s 
friend. Even the name, “Sweet Home,” is funny; it’s the opposite, a 
joke by Morrison. There’s a foreshadowing moment, early on: “Any-
thing dead coming back to life hurts.” I think that refers to Beloved, 
and also to the memories of Sweet Home brought by Paul D.

Nina: It’s like a wound; if you scratch it, it won’t heal. Sometimes it’s 
best to leave it in the past.

Alexandra: That passage gave me chills. It’s an amazing line.

Nina: It speaks to the culture in general. The letter we received from 
from James [Downey] referring to “powers that be” as a Black com-
munity, we have to relive, from the news to other people, the head-
lines. The foreshadowing in our culture is big.
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Rick: I wonder, as a white man, if the book reaches a different level for 
Black readers? Maybe I’m missing something in the feelings?

Crystal: Speaking for myself as a Black person and knowing my lineage, 
there is some reimagining of the ancestors for me, some empathy. 
Other times, it’s just a story. It’s the same when I read a book by a 
white person. A lot of being Black and digesting media, there’s this 
fantasy—because I’m constantly putting myself into white shoes 
(whimsical scenes in a field, or Hogwarts, etc.). There’s a continual 
make-believe.

Nina: It’s the same for me, as a Black woman. I have to imagine because 
if it’s a movie, there will be a lack of representation. I hope that’s 
an experience you’ll gain if we get to Black male authors, because 
you’ll see our culture from those eyes. I would also like to see us 
read more whimsical authors. We’ve read other books with that 
sense of entrapment. I don’t want to take that away; it’s lost and tied 
at once. Crystal talked about mystery and ghosts; it’s complex and 
speaks to our culture. I would ask that as you read, as a white man, 
you recognize that Black women are low on the totem pole, and you 
see our perspective, always putting yourself in it.

Crystal:  Does anyone want to echo Rick about that distance?

Robert: My wife and I are Jewish—which you can’t tell by looking at us, 
but you can tell if someone’s Black. I can’t imagine living like that. I 
want to know more, feel more, and how to be a better white person.

Julie: Responding to Rick’s point, I would say there’s no text apart from 
the reader; we bring meaning to it. So while there are layers, it’s 
different for people with different identities. That’s the nature of 
reading, that interaction.

Crystal: I have a question for Rick, about missing something. There are 
a lot of reasons why we connect. I bawled at Night [by Elie Wiesel] 
because I was moved. And when I read Pride and Prejudice, I was 
moved by how sweet and loving it was. If I’d been around in those 
times, I would’ve been enslaved. But I could still connect to the sto-
ry. When everything is tailored to your taste, does it make it hard to 
connect to things that are not you? Is it because there is a surplus of 
white male representation? Do you think you might be handicapped 
by that?
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Rick: It’s an undisputed fact that most media is tailored to white men, 
but I’m more concerned from a literary point of view. The characters 
are important, but also what is the author trying to say? It’s hard to 
feel totally fulfilled by a Black woman’s story about slavery, without 
connection.

Crystal: White people should incorporate in their lens, when reading 
slave novels, some distance—some balance. White people come into 
contact with the main characters; they are enslaved by whites. White-
ness should see itself as a piece of the story.

Mandy: I have a few points here. First, as a white woman, oh my God, 
how could we have done this? And who would I have been? Mrs. 
Garner? Second, it’s so easy to feel for Sethe because I’m a mother, 
and that transcends. For example, seeing your children’s feet grow 
bigger versus not. Morrison is brilliant writing about motherhood. 
Also, Morrison said, “I don’t want to write about white people, I 
want to write about Black people. This story needs to be told.” I 
don’t know if I can empathize with Black people, but yes with moth-
ers. And I feel guilty as a white person, that they did these things.

Robert: I assume that Black women are afraid of men, and not just white 
men. If I look at Trump, I see the same kind of insanity—Cuomo 
also. The Me Too generation and the reason for it: Women fear men, 
and with every reason to.

Nina: Piggybacking on Rick and Mandy‘s comments: To operate in a 
space of white male privilege, even if it’s not in your lineage, you 
should be able to find connection—how you would have played a 
role. Even if they don’t beat you, there are the rules of the South. 
Blacks know where we fall in the antebellum society. Where do you 
as white people fall? That pain—people don’t acknowledge mental 
health—like what [James Downey] said about concussions in his 
letter. We can’t say what other people feel as pain. There are stories 
of women in the field having babies, and we treat that as easy, versus 
modern medicine where we say people can’t tolerate any pain at all. 
We put that into our space, as we do in history and literature. You 
take it where you are, and feel that in today’s time. We could get into 
ideas of Black people’s inferiority (Michael Brown, for example) 
and why we’re still saying the same things. We can put ourselves in 
different shoes as we grow older. 
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Excerpt from Toni Morrison’s 
The Source of Self-Regard

I began thinking about Beloved in 1983. As it had been since the 
beginning of my writing years, I was drawn to it by my complicated 
relationship with history. A relationship that was wary, alert, but ready 
to be persuaded away from doubt. It was a caution based on my early 
years as a student, during which time I was keenly aware of erasures 
and absences and silences in the written history available to me—silenc-
es that I took for censure. History, it seemed, was about them. And if I 
or someone representative of myself ever were mentioned in fiction, it 
was usually something I wished I had skipped. Not just in the works of 
Harriet Beecher Stowe and Mark Twain’s unconscionable humiliation of 
a grown man at the hands of children; there was no respite in those years 
even in the encyclopedia or in history texts. While I maintain a cool eye 
while reading historical texts, it is an eye no cooler than the one histori-
ans maintain, and ought to maintain when reading fiction. Yet in spite of 
my wariness, my skepticism, there is a dependence, solid and continuous, 
that I have on history, partly for the data available to me there, but mostly 
for precisely those gaps, those erasures, that censure. It is in the inter-
stices of recorded history that I frequently find the “nothing” or the “not 
enough” or the “indistinct” or “incomplete” or “discredited” or “buried” 
information important to me. For example, in 1963, my first novel, The 
Bluest Eye, was a consequence of being overcome by the wholesale dis-
missal of a certain part of the population (to which I belonged) in history 
texts and literature. Of all the characters chosen for artistic examination, 
with empathy or contempt, vulnerable young black girls were profoundly 
absent. When they did appear, they were jokes or instances of pity—pity 
without understanding. No one it seemed missed their presence center 
stage and no one it seemed took them seriously except me. Now, I didn't 
blame literature for that. Writers write what they like and what interests 
them. And even African American writers (mostly men, but not all) made 
clear that, except as background, prepubescent black girls were unable to 
hold their interest or stimulate their curiosity. Nevertheless, writers' lack 
of curiosity was not the point. To me the enforced or chosen silence, the 
way history was written, controlled and shaped the national discourse.

However much historical analysis has changed (and it has changed 
enormously) and broadened in the last forty years, the silences regarding 
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certain populations (minorities) when finally articulated are still under-
stood to be supplementary accounts of a marginal experience, a supple-
mental record, unassociated with the mainstream of history; an expanded 
footnote, as it were, that is interesting but hardly central to the nation’s 
past. Racial history, for example, remains very much parallel to main 
historical texts, but is seldom seen as either its warp or woof, and sel-
dom threaded into the whole cloth. These ancillary and parallel texts are 
gaining wide readership while remaining the site of considerable contro-
versy. (Debates about reading material swirled in many high schools.) 
Although the silences provoked virtually all of my work, inhabiting them 
with one’s own imagination is easy to note, not so easy to do. I have to 
find the hook, the image, the newspaper article that produces sustained 
musing, a “what if ?” or cwhat must it have been like?”

Beloved originated as a general question, and was launched by a 
newspaper clipping. The general question (remember, this was the early 
eighties) centered on how—other than equal rights, access, pay, etc.— 
does the women's movement define the freedom being sought? One prin-
cipal area of fierce debate was control of one’s own body—an argument 
that is as rife now as it was then. Many women were convinced that such 
rights extended to choosing to be a mother, suggesting that not being a 
mother was not a deficit and choosing motherlessness (for however long) 
could be added to a list of freedoms; that is, one could choose to live a 
life free of and from child- bearing and no negative or value judgment 
need apply.

Another aspect of the women's movement involved strong encour-
agement of women to support other women. Not to have one's relation-
ship to another woman be subordinate to a relationship with a man. That 
is, the time spent with a female friend was not downtime. It was real 
time.

The completion of the debate was more complicated than that (there 
was much class conflict roiling in it) but those were the issues surfacing 
with gusto. I addressed the second one (women being important friends) 
in Sula. But the first one—freedom as ownership of the body, childless-
ness chosen as a mark of freedom, engaged me deeply. And here again 
the silences of historical accounts and the marginalizing of minority 
peoples in the debate claimed my attention and proved a rich being to 
explore. From the point of view of slave women, for example. Suppose 
having children, being called a mother, was the supreme act of freedom 
—not its opposite? Suppose instead of being required to have children 
(because of gender, slave status, and profit) one chose to be responsible 
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for them; to claim them as one’s own; to be, in other words, not a breed-
er, but a parent. Under U.S. slavery such a claim was not only socially 
unacceptable, it was illegal, anarchic. It was also an expression of intol-
erable female independence. It was freedom. And if the claim extended 
to infanticide (for whatever reason—noble or crazed) it could and did 
become politically explosive.

These lines of thought came together when I recalled a newspaper 
article I had read around 1970, a description of an abolitionist cause 
célèbre focused on a slave woman named Margaret Garner who had in-
deed made such claims. The details of her life were riveting. But I select-
ed and manipulated its parts to suit my own purposes. Still my reluctance 
to enter the period of slavery was disabling. The need to reexamine and 
imagine it was repellent. Plus, I believed nobody else would want to dig 
deeply into the interior lives of slaves, except to summon their nobility 
or victimhood, to be outraged or self-righteously gripped by pity. I was 
interested in neither. The act of writing is a kind of act of faith.

Sometimes what is there—what is already written—is perfect and 
imitation is absurd and intolerable. But a perfect thing is not everything. 
Another thing, another different thing is required. Sometimes what is al-
ready there is simply not enough; other times it is indistinct, incomplete, 
even in error or buried. Sometimes, of course, there is nothing. And for 
a novelist that is the real excitement. Not what there is, but what there is 
not.

A tall door rises up into this nothing; its hardware is heavy, secure. 
No bell invites your hand. So you stand there, perhaps, or move away 
and, later, sticking your hand in your pocket, you find a key that you 
know (or hope) fits the lock. Even before the tumblers fall back you 
know you will find what you hoped to find: a word or two that turns the 
\”not enough” into more; the line or sentence that inserts itself into the 
nothing. With the right phrase, this sense becomes murky, becomes lit, 
differently lit. Through that door is a kind of freedom that can frighten 
governments, sustain others, and rid whole nations of confusion. More 
important, however, is that the writer who steps through that door with 
the language of his or her own intellect and imagination enters uncolo-
nized territory, which she can claim as rightfully her own—for a while at 
least.

The shared effort to avoid imagining slave life as lived from their 
own point of view became the subtheme, the structure of the work. 
Forgetting the past was the engine, and the characters (except for one) 
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are intent on forgetting. The one exception being the one hungry for a 
past, desperate for being not just remembered, but dealt with, confronted. 
That character would be the only one in a position to accurately ren-
der judgment of her own murder: the dead child. Beloved. Thus, after 
following a number of trails trying to determine the structure, I decided 
that the single most uncontroversial thing one can say about the institu-
tion of slavery vis-à-vis contemporary time, is that it haunts us all. That 
in so many ways all our lives are entangled with the past—its manipu-
lations and, fearful of its grasp, ignoring or dismissing or distorting it to 
suit ourselves, but always unable to erase it. When finally I understood 
the nature of a haunting—how it is both what we yearn for and what we 
fear, I was able to see the traces of a ghostly presence, the residue of a 
repressed past in certain concrete but also allusive detail. Footprints par-
ticularly. That disappear and return only to disappear again. The endings 
of my novels have to be clear in my mind before I begin. So I was able to 
describe this haunting even before I knew everything that would lead up 
to it. 

Morrison, Toni. The Source of Self-Regard: Selected Essays, Speeches, and Meditations.
     New York: Alfred K. Knopf, 2019. 
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Excerpt from Howard Zinn’s 
A People’s History of the United States

Some historians think those first blacks in Virginia were considered 
as servants, like the white indentured servants brought from Europe. 
But the strong probability is that, even if they were listed as “servants” 
(a more familiar category to the English), they were viewed as being 
different from white servants, were treated differently, and in fact were 
slaves. In any case, slavery developed quickly into a regular institution, 
into the normal labor relation of blacks to whites in the New World. With 
it developed that special racial feeling—whether hatred, or contempt, or 
pity, or patronization—that accompanied the inferior position of blacks 
in America for the next 350 years—that combination of inferior status 
and derogatory thought we call racism.

…
Slavery existed in the African states, and it was sometimes used by 

Europeans to justify their own slave trade. But, as Davidson points out, 
the “slaves” of Africa were more like the serfs of Europe —in other 
words, like most of the population of Europe. It was a harsh servitude, 
but they had rights which slaves brought to America did not have, and 
they were “altogether different from the human cattle of the slave ships 
and the American plantations.” In the Ashanti Kingdom of West Africa, 
one observer noted that “a slave might marry; own property; himself own 
a slave; swear an oath; be a competent witness and ultimately become 
heir to his master…An Ashanti slave, nine cases out of ten, possibly 
became an adopted member of the family, and in time his descendants so 
merged and intermarried with the owner’s kinsmen that only a few would 
know their origin.”

African slavery is hardly to be praised. But it was far different 
from plantation or mining slavery in the Americas, which was lifelong, 
morally crippling, destructive of family ties, without hope of any future. 
African slavery lacked two elements that made American slavery the 
most cruel form of slavery in history: the frenzy for limitless profit that 
comes from capitalistic agriculture; the reduction of the slave to less than 
human status by the use of racial hatred, with that relentless clarity based 
on color, where white was master, black was slave.

The conditions of capture and sale were crushing affirmations to 
the black African of his helplessness in the face of superior force. The 
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marches to the coast, sometimes for 1,000 miles, with people shackled 
around the neck, under whip and gun, were death marches, in which two 
of every five blacks died. On the coast, they were kept in cages until they 
were picked and sold. One John Barbot, at the end of the seventeenth 
century, described these cages on the Gold Coast:

As the slaves come down to Fida from the inland country, they are 
put into a booth or prison…near the beach, and when the Europeans are 
to receive them, they are brought out onto a large plain, where the ship’s 
surgeons examine every part of everyone of them, to the smallest mem-
ber, men and women being stark naked…Such as are allowed good and 
sound are set on one side…marked on the breast with a red- hot iron, 
imprinting the mark of the French, English or Dutch companies...The 
branded slaves after this are returned to their former booths where they 
await shipment, sometimes 10-15 days…

Then they were packed aboard the slave ships, in spaces not much 
bigger than coffins, chained together in the dark, wet slime of the ship’s 
bottom, choking in the stench of their own excrement. Documents of the 
time describe the conditions:

The height, sometimes, between decks, was only eighteen inches; so 
that the unfortunate human beings could not turn around, or even on their 
sides, the elevation being less than the breadth of their shoulders; and 
here they are usually chained to the decks by the neck and legs. In such a 
place the sense of misery and suffocation is so great, that the Negroes... 
are driven to frenzy.

On one occasion, hearing a great noise from belowdecks where the 
blacks were chained together, the sailors opened the hatches and found 
the slaves in different stages of suffocation, many dead, some having 
killed others in desperate attempts to breathe. Slaves often jumped 
overboard to drown rather than continue their suffering. To one observer 
a slave-deck was “so covered with blood and mucus that it resembled a 
slaughter house.”

Under these conditions, perhaps one of every three blacks transport-
ed overseas died, but the huge profits (often double the investment on 
one trip) made it worthwhile for the slave trader, and so the blacks were 
packed into the holds like fish.

By 1800, 10 to 15 million blacks had been transported as slaves to 
the Americas, representing perhaps one-third of those originally seized in 
Africa. It is roughly estimated that Africa lost 50 million human beings 
to death and slavery in those centuries we call the beginnings of modern 
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Western civilization, at the hands of slave traders and plantation owners 
in Western Europe and America, the countries deemed the most advanced 
in the world.

…
It was the potential combination of poor whites and blacks that 

caused the most fear among the wealthy white planters. If there had been 
the natural racial repugnance that some theorists have assumed, control 
would have been easier. But sexual attraction was powerful, across racial 
lines. In 1743, a grand jury in Charleston, South Carolina, denounced 
“The Too Common Practice of Criminal Conversation with Negro and 
other Slave Wenches in this Province.” Mixed offspring continued to be 
produced by white-black sex relations throughout the colonial period, in 
spite of laws prohibiting interracial marriage in Virginia, Massachusetts, 
Maryland, Delaware, Pennsylvania, the Carolinas, Georgia. By declaring 
the children illegitimate, they would keep them inside the black families, 
so that the white population could remain “pure” and in control.

All through those early years, black and white slaves and servants 
ran away together, as shown both by the laws passed to stop this and 
the records of the courts. In 1698, South Carolina passed a “deficiency 
law” requiring plantation owners to have at least one white servant for 
every six male adult Negroes. A letter from the southern colonies in 1682 
complained of “no white men to superintend our negroes, or repress an 
insurrection of negroes…” In 1691, the House of Commons received “a 
petition of divers merchants, masters of ships, planters and others, trad-
ing to foreign plantations…setting forth, that the plantations cannot be 
maintained without a considerable number of white servants, as well to 
keep the blacks in subjection, as to bear arms in case of invasion.”

A report to the English government in 1721 said that in South Caro-
lina “black slaves have lately attempted and were very near succeeding 
in a new revolution…and therefore, it may be necessary…to propose 
some new law for encouraging the entertainment of more white servants 
in the future. The militia of this province does not consist of above 2000 
men.” Apparently, two thousand were not considered sufficient to meet 
the threat.

This fear may help explain why Parliament, in 1717, made transpor-
tation to the New World a legal punishment for crime. After that, tens 
of thousands of convicts could be sent to Virginia, Maryland, and other 
colonies. It also makes understandable why the Virginia Assembly, after 
Bacon’s Rebellion, gave amnesty to white servants who had rebelled, but 
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not to blacks. Negroes were forbidden to carry any arms, while whites 
finishing their servitude would get muskets, along with corn and cash. 
The distinctions of status between white and black servants became more 
and more clear.

In the 1720s, with fear of slave rebellion growing, white servants 
were allowed in Virginia to join the militia as substitutes for white 
freemen. At the same time, slave patrols were established in Virginia to 
deal with the “great dangers that may…happen by the insurrections of 
negroes…” Poor white men would make up the rank and file of these 
patrols, and get the monetary reward.

Racism was becoming more and more practical. Edmund Morgan, 
on the basis of his careful study of slavery in Virginia, sees racism not as 
“natural” to black-white difference, but something coming out of class 
scorn, a realistic device for control. “If freemen with disappointed hopes 
should make common cause with slaves of desperate hope, the results 
might be worse than anything Bacon had done. The answer to the prob-
lem, obvious if unspoken and only gradually recognized, was racism, to 
separate dangerous free whites from dangerous black slaves by a screen 
of racial contempt.” 

Zinn, Howard. A People’s History of the United States. History is a Weapon, https:/www.
     historyisaweapon.com/defcon1/zinncolorline.html.
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Excerpt from Linda Villarosa’s 
“Medical Inequality”

The excruciatingly painful medical experiments went on until his 
body was disfigured by a network of scars. John Brown, an enslaved man 
on a Baldwin County, Ga., plantation in the 1820s and ’30s, was lent 
to a physician, Dr. Thomas Hamilton, who was obsessed with proving 
that physiological differences between black and white people existed. 
Hamilton used Brown to try to determine how deep black skin went, 
believing it was thicker than white skin. Brown, who eventually escaped 
to England, recorded his experiences in an autobiography, published in 
1855 as ‘‘Slave Life in Georgia: A Narrative of the Life, Sufferings, and 
Escape of John Brown, a Fugitive Slave, Now in England.’’ In Brown’s 
words, Hamilton applied ‘‘blisters to my hands, legs and feet, which bear 
the scars to this day. He continued until he drew up the dark skin from 
between the upper and the under one. He used to blister me at intervals 
of about two weeks.’’ This went on for nine months, Brown wrote, until 
‘‘the Doctor’s experiments had so reduced me that I was useless in the 
field.’’ 

Hamilton was a courtly Southern gentleman, a respected physician 
and a trustee of the Medical Academy of Georgia. And like many other 
doctors of the era in the South, he was also a wealthy plantation owner 
who tried to use science to prove that differences between black people 
and white people went beyond culture and were more than skin deep, 
insisting that black bodies were composed and functioned differently 
than white bodies. They believed that black people had large sex organs 
and small skulls—which translated to promiscuity and a lack of intelli-
gence—and higher tolerance for heat, as well as immunity to some ill-
nesses and susceptibility to others. These fallacies, presented as fact and 
legitimized in medical journals, bolstered society’s view that enslaved 
people were fit for little outside forced labor and provided support for 
racist ideology and discriminatory public policies. 

Over the centuries, the two most persistent physiological myths — 
that black people were impervious to pain and had weak lungs that could 
be strengthened through hard work—wormed their way into scientific 
consensus, and they remain rooted in modern-day medical education and 
practice. In the 1787 manual ‘‘A Treatise on Tropical Diseases; and on 
The Climate of the West-Indies,’’ a British doctor, Benjamin Moseley, 
claimed that black people could bear surgical operations much more than 
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white people, noting that ‘‘what would be the cause of insupportable pain 
to a white man, a Negro would almost disregard.’’ To drive home his 
point, he added, ‘‘I have amputated the legs of many Negroes who have 
held the upper part of the limb themselves.’’ 

These misconceptions about pain tolerance, seized upon by pro-slav-
ery advocates, also allowed the physician J. Marion Sims—long celebrat-
ed as the father of modern gynecology—to use black women as subjects 
in experiments that would be unconscionable today, practicing painful 
operations (at a time before anesthesia was in use) on enslaved women in 
Montgomery, Ala., between 1845 and 1849. In his autobiography, ‘‘The 
Story of My Life,’’ Sims described the agony the women suffered as he 
cut their genitals again and again in an attempt to perfect a surgical tech-
nique to repair vesico-vaginal fistula, which can be an extreme complica-
tion of childbirth. 

Thomas Jefferson, in ‘‘Notes on the State of Virginia,’’ published 
around the same time as Moseley’s treatise, listed what he proposed were 
‘‘the real distinctions which nature has made,’’ including a lack of lung 
capacity. In the years that followed, physicians and scientists embraced 
Jefferson’s unproven theories, none more aggressively than Samuel 
Cartwright, a physician and professor of ‘‘diseases of the Negro’’ at the 
University of Louisiana, now Tulane University. His widely circulated 
paper, ‘‘Report on the Diseases and Physical Peculiarities of the Negro 
Race,’’ published in the May 1851 issue of The New Orleans Medical 
and Surgical Journal, cataloged supposed physical differences between 
whites and blacks, including the claim that black people had lower lung 
capacity. Cartwright, conveniently, saw forced labor as a way to ‘‘vi-
talize’’ the blood and correct the problem. Most outrageous, Cartwright 
maintained that enslaved people were prone to a ‘‘disease of the mind’’ 
called drapetomania, which caused them to run away from their enslav-
ers. Willfully ignoring the inhumane conditions that drove desperate men 
and women to attempt escape, he insisted, without irony, that enslaved 
people contracted this ailment when their enslavers treated them as 
equals, and he prescribed ‘‘whipping the devil out of them’’ as a preven-
tive measure. 

Today Cartwright’s 1851 paper reads like satire, Hamilton’s suppos-
edly scientific experiments appear simply sadistic and, last year, a statue 
commemorating Sims in New York’s Central Park was removed after 
prolonged protest that included women wearing blood-splattered gowns 
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in memory of Anarcha, Betsey, Lucy and the other enslaved women he 
brutalized. And yet, more than 150 years after the end of slavery, falla-
cies of black immunity to pain and weakened lung function continue to 
show up in modern-day medical education and philosophy. 

Even Cartwright’s footprint remains embedded in current medical 
practice. To validate his theory about lung inferiority in African-Ameri-
cans, he became one of the first doctors in the United States to measure 
pulmonary function with an instrument called a spirometer. Using a 
device he designed himself, Cartwright calculated that ‘‘the deficiency in 
the Negro may be safely estimated at 20 percent.’’ Today most commer-
cially available spirometers, used around the world to diagnose and mon-
itor respiratory illness, have a ‘‘race correction’’ built into the software, 
which controls for the assumption that blacks have less lung capacity 
than whites. In her 2014 book, ‘‘Breathing Race Into the Machine: The 
Surprising Career of the Spirometer from Plantation to Genetics,’’ Lundy 
Braun, a Brown University professor of medical science and Africana 
studies, notes that ‘‘race correction’’ is still taught to medical students 
and described in textbooks as scientific fact and standard practice. 

Recent data also shows that present-day doctors fail to sufficiently 
treat the pain of black adults and children for many medical issues. A 
2013 review of studies examining racial disparities in pain management 
published in The American Medical Association Journal of Ethics found 
that black and Hispanic people—from children with appendicitis to 
elders in hospice care—received inadequate pain management compared 
with white counterparts. 

A 2016 survey of 222 white medical students and residents published 
in The Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences showed that 
half of them endorsed at least one myth about physiological differences 
between black people and white people, including that black people’s 
nerve endings are less sensitive than white people’s. When asked to 
imagine how much pain white or black patients experienced in hypo-
thetical situations, the medical students and residents insisted that black 
people felt less pain. This made the providers less likely to recommend 
appropriate treatment. A majority of these doctors to be also still believed 
the lie that Thomas Hamilton tortured John Brown to prove nearly two 
centuries ago: that black skin is thicker than white skin. 

This disconnect allows scientists, doctors and other medical provid-
ers—and those training to fill their positions in the future—to ignore their 
own complicity in health care inequality and gloss over the internalized 
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racism and both conscious and unconscious bias that drive them to go 
against their very oath to do no harm. 

The centuries-old belief in racial differences in physiology has con-
tinued to mask the brutal effects of discrimination and structural ineq-
uities, instead placing blame on individuals and their communities for 
statistically poor health outcomes. Rather than conceptualizing race as a 
risk factor that predicts disease or disability because of a fixed suscepti-
bility conceived on shaky grounds centuries ago, we would do better to 
understand race as a proxy for bias, disadvantage and ill treatment. The 
poor health outcomes of black people, the targets of discrimination over 
hundreds of years and numerous generations, may be a harbinger for the 
future health of an increasingly diverse and unequal America. 

Linda, Villarosa. “Medical Inequality.” New York Times Magazine (August 2019).
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Excerpts from Saidiya Hartman’s 
Scenes of Subjection

…
The Property of Enjoyment
…I want to focus on a singular aspect of the slave’s existence in civil 

society—the submission of the slave to all whites. As Stroud notes, the 
great concession to the power of the master and to all whites was evi-
denced by laws that prohibited the slave from defending himself from 
the master to avoid vindictive punishment or from striking any white in 
self-defense. Such laws not only exacted strict submission extending to 
bloodshed and murder but also “furnish[ed] a pretext” and an induce-
ment to oppress and tyrannize the enslaved. Consequently, the enslaved 
were forced to “patiently endure every species of personal injury, which 
a white person, however brutal or ferocious his disposition...may choose 
to offer.” Along similar lines, Goodell, after reviewing state statutes that 
prohibited the slave from defending himself against the assault of any 
white person and punished such offenses by cropping ears, inflicting 
thirty lashes on a bare back, or bringing about death, concluded that “if 
civil government were designed for human demoralization and torture, it 
is not easy to see how its ends could be more effectually reached.”

To be sure, the laws of slavery subjected the enslaved to the absolute 
control and authority of any and every member of the dominant race. At 
the very least, the relations of chattel slavery served to enhance whiteness 
by racializing rights and entitlements, designating inferior and superior 
races and granting whites’ dominion over blacks. In light of such con-
siderations, the contours of antebellum enjoyment reveal less about “the 
nature of the Negro” than the terms of interracial interaction that engen-
dered the understanding and imputation of black excess. Given this, let 
me suggest that not only were the rights and privileges of white citizens 
undergirded by the subjection of blacks but, moreover, that enjoyment in 
turn defined the meaning of subjection. The interdiction against self-de-
fense and the inability of a slave to testify against whites permitted the 
slave to be used in any capacity that pleased the master or whomever. 
And as Goodell noted, in a rather indirect fashion, the uses of property 
also included the sexual violation of the enslaved. The few restrictions 
placed upon the uses of slave property concerned only the master’s rights 
of property. Indeed, the dissolute uses of slave property came to define 
the identity of the captive and hence the nature of the Negro. As well, 
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these actual or imagined usages established the parameters of interracial 
association.

Indeed, there was no relation to blackness outside the terms of this 
use of, entitlement to, and occupation of the captive body, for even the 
status of free blacks was shaped and compromised by the existence of 
slavery. Although, as I have argued, enjoyment was predicated on the 
wanton uses of slave property, it was attributed to the slave in order to 
deny, displace, and minimize the violence of slavery. As a result, in spec-
tacles like the coffle1, it appeared not only that the slave was indifferent 
to his wretched condition, but also that he had nonetheless achieved a 
measure of satisfaction with that condition. Thus the efficacity of vio-
lence was indicated precisely by its invisibility or transparency and in the 
copious display of slave agency. Like the imputation of lasciviousness 
that dissimulated and condoned the sexual violation of the enslaved, and 
the punitive recognition of will and responsibility that justified punish-
ment while denying the slave the ability to forge contracts, testify, or 
sustain natal and conjugal relations, enjoyment registered and effaced the 
violence of property relations.

…
Disavowing the Claims of Pain
For those forced to “step it up lively,” the festivity of the trade and 

the pageantry of the coffle were intended to shroud the violence of the 
market and deny the sorrow of those sold and their families. These 
extravagant displays elided the distinction between submission and 
willfulness in the purposive denial of pain. This disavowal of the cap-
tives’ pain operates on a number of levels, from simple denial of pain to 
the stipulation of an excessive enjoyment. The terms of this disavowal 
are something like: No, the slave is not in pain. Pain isn’t really pain for 
the enslaved, because of their limited sentience, tendency to forget, and 
easily consolable grief. Lastly, the slave is happy and, in fact, his happi-
ness exceeds “our” own. As a consequence of this operation, the initial 
revulsion and horror induced by the sight of shackled and manacled 
bodies gives way to reassurances about black pleasure.

Sellie Martin, who was sold at age six along with his mother and ten-
year-old sister, described the “heart breaking scene” when the coffle de-
parted for market: “When the order was given to march, it was always on 
such occasions accompanied by the command, which slaves were made 
to understand before they left the ‘pen,’ to ‘strike up lively,’ which means 
they must sing a song. Oh! what heartbreaks there are in these rude and 



simple songs! The purpose of the trader in having them sung is to prevent 
among the crowd of negroes who usually gather on such occasions, any 
expression of sorrow for those who are being torn away from them; but 
the negroes, who have very little hope of ever seeing those again who are 
dearer to them than life, and who are weeping and wailing over the sep-
aration, often turn the song demanded of them into a farewell dirge.” By 
turning the song into a farewell dirge, the coerced performance becomes 
a veiled articulation of the sorrow denied the enslaved by the demand for 
song.

Martin’s account of his experiences was echoed by that of William 
Wells Brown. As a speculator’s assistant, Brown prepared the slaves held 
in the pen for inspection and sale. In effect, he set the scene for the buy-
ers’ entry:“Before the slaves were exhibited for sale, they were dressed 
and driven out into the yard. Some were set to dancing, some to jumping, 
and some to playing cards. This was done to make them appear cheerful 
and happy. My business was to see that they were placed in those situ-
ations before the arrival of the purchasers, and I have often set them to 
dancing when their cheeks were wet with tears.” Brown’s account of the 
rituals of the marketplace, like that of Martin, frames the ersatz merri-
ment of the enslaved as an inducement to exchange. Likewise, Stephen 
Dickinson remembered being paraded about the streets for an hour by an 
auctioneer who compelled one slave to carry a red flag and the other to 
ring a bell. Jollity from this perspective is not an index of the expressive 
capacities of the enslaved but rather a means toward the enhancement of 
value, the emblem of coercion, and an incident of fungibility.

Contrary to our expectations, gaiety articulates the brutal calculations 
of the trade. The self-betrayal enacted by stepping it lively and enthusi-
astically assisting in one’s sale underscores the affiliations of spectacle 
and sufferance. And, accordingly, fun and frolic become the vehicles of 
the slave’s self-betrayal and survival. By stepping it lively and “acting 
smart,” the captive was made the agent of his or her dissolution. The 
body of the slave, dancing and on display, seemingly revealed a comfort 
with bondage and a natural disposition for servitude. Those observing 
the singing and dancing and the comic antics of the auctioneer seemed 
to revel in the festive atmosphere of the trade and thus attracted specta-
tors not intending to purchase slaves. According to Cato Carter, “They 
used to cry the niggers off just like so much cattle and we didn’t think no 
different of it…Everybody liked to hear them cry off niggers. The cryer 
was a clown and made funny talk and kept everybody laughing.” Cath-
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erine Slim remembered seeing a coffle of slaves chained together, going 
south, some were singing and some were crying. Mary Gaffney ironi-
cally described the “fun” of the trade as “all the hollering and bawling.” 
Others, like James Martin, remarked upon the coerced theatricality of the 
trade: “And we sees others sol[d] on the auction block. They’re put in 
stalls like pens for cattle and there’s a curtain, sometimes just a sheet in 
front of them, so the bidders can’t see the stock too soon. The overseer’s 
standin’ just outside with a big black snake whip and a pepper box pistol 
in his hand. Then they pulls the curtain up and the bidders crowd ‘round. 
The overseer tells the age of the slaves and what they can do…Then the 
overseer makes ‘em walk across the platform. He makes ‘em hop, he 
makes ‘em trot, he makes ‘em jump.” Polly Shine recalled being driven 
with others like cattle to the marketplace: “Our master would put us in 
the road ahead of them and they would be on horses behind us as we 
traveled and they would follow and we had to travel pert, no laggin be-
hind if we did, he always had whip that he would tap us with boy! when 
he hit us across the legs we could step real lively and I don’t mean maybe 
either.” True to form, this theater of the marketplace wed festivity and the 
exchange of captive bodies. The distribution of rum or brandy and slaves 
dancing, laughing, and generally “striking it up lively” entertained spec-
tators and give meaning to the phrase “theater of the marketplace.” James 
Curry noted the disparity between the journey to market and the “studied 
nicety” of the slave. When the coffle is being driven, “no attention is paid 
to the decency of their appearance. They go bare-headed and bare-footed, 
with any rag they can themselves find wrapped around their bodies. But 
the driver has clothing prepared for them to put on, just before they reach 
the market, and they are forced to array themselves with studied nicety 
for their exposure at public sale.”

...
The simulation of consent in the context of extreme domination was 

an orchestration intent upon making the captive body speak the mas-
ter’s truth as well as disproving the suffering of the enslaved…In Slave 
Life in Georgia, John Brown, in his as-told-to narrative, illumines this 
chasm between truth and the body by elaborating the role of violence and 
ventriloquy in enhancing slave value. In order to penetrate the simulated 
revelry of the trade, he painstakingly described the New Orleans slave 
pen in which he was held:

The slaves are brought from all parts, are of all sorts, sizes, and ages, 
and arrive in various states of fatigue and condition; but they soon im-



46

prove in their looks, as they are regularly fed, and have plenty to eat. As 
soon as we were roused in the morning, there was a general washing, and 
combing, and shaving, pulling out of grey hairs, and dyeing the hair of 
those who were too grey to be plucked without making them bald. When 
this was over—and it was no light business—we used to breakfast, get-
ting bread, and bacon, and coffee, of which a sufficiency was given to us, 
and that we might plump up and become sleek. Bob would then proceed 
to instruct us how to show ourselves off…The buying commenced at 
about ten in the morning, and lasted till one, during which time we were 
obliged to be sitting in our respective companies, ready for inspection. 
…After dinner we were compelled to walk, and dance, and kick about 
in the yard for exercise; and Bob, who had a fiddle, used to play up jigs 
for us to dance to. If we did not dance to his fiddle, we used to have to do 
so to his whip, so no wonder we used our legs handsomely, though the 
music was none of the best…

As the importance of “looking bright” under such circumstances may 
not be readily understood by the ordinary run of readers, I may as well 
explain that the price a slave fetches depends, in great measure, upon the 
general appearance he or she presents to the intending buyer. A man or 
woman maybe well made, and physically faultless in every respect, yet 
their value be impaired by a sour look, or dull, vacant stare, or a general 
dullness of demeanor. For this reason the poor wretches who are about to 
be sold, are instructed to look “spry and smart”: to hold themselves up, 
and put on a smiling, cheerful countenance.

When spoken to, they must reply quickly, with a smile on their lips, 
though agony is in their heart, and the tear trembling in their eye. They 
must answer every question, and do as they are bid, to show thernselves 
off; dance, jump, walk, leap, squat, tumble, and twist about, that the 
buyer may see they have no stiff joints, or other physical defect…Not 
a word of lamentation or anguish must escape from them; nor when the 
deed is consummated, dare they bid one another good-bye, or take one 
last embrace.

…
While Slave Life in Georgia “dare[d] not—for decency’s sake—

detail the various expedients that are resorted to by dealers to test the 
soundness of a male or female slave,” instead preferring to settle for 
understatement and indirection in outlining the “horrible picture” of 
slavery, the WPA testimony is replete with the details of these indecent 
tests for soundness. As one former slave recounted, the woman displayed 
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on the block “would have just a piece around her waist; her breast and 
thighs would be bare. De seller would turn her around and plump her to 
show how fat she was and her general condition. Dey would also take 
her breasts and pull dem to show how good she was built for raisin’ 
chillun.” The sexual dimensions of the enjoyment of slave property were 
unashamedly expressed in regard to issues of breeding and in the prices 
fetched for “fancy girls.”

…
As it turns out, what was being staged in these varied renderings 

of the coffle and the auction block was nothing less than slavery itself, 
whether in the effort to mute the extreme domination of slavery and the 
violence that enabled this sale of flesh through the simulated jollity of the 
enslaved or the clownish antics of the auctioneer, reconcile subjugation 
and natural law, document the repressive totality of the institution, or 
fashion a subject who might triumphantly negotiate her debasements. An 
anxiety about enjoyment distinguishes the site of exchange. This can be 
seen in assurances to buyers about the jollity of the slaves on display and 
the intensity of abolitionist efforts to prove the commonplace that slaves 
were neither happy nor indifferent to being sold like cattle and separated 
from their families. 

1Coffle: a group of prisoners, enslaved people, or animals chained or tied 
together in a line.

Hartman, Saidiya. Scenes of Subjection: Terror, Slavery, and Self-Making in Nineteenth 
     Century America. New York: Oxford University Press, 1997.
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Excerpt from Kristine Yohe’s “Margaret 
Garner, Rememory, and the Infinite Past”

Although Morrison has explained that she intended to create a novel, 
not a documentary, key elements of the plotline of Beloved were inspired 
by the historical record, especially concerning Margaret Garner. As An-
gelita Reyes explains, here, “Morrison is not as concerned with recording 
historical facts as she is with constructing meaning and emotional truth 
out of them” (77). The fraught history of United States slavery perme-
ates Beloved, with powerful examples both narrow and broad. With its 
setting focused on Sweet Home, a farm in northern Kentucky, and 124 
Bluestone Road, a house in Cincinnati, Ohio, the novel draws upon ge-
ography and fact to undergird its imaginative explorations. As Morrison 
has explained, she initially was inspired to create the novel after learning 
about a significant historical figure, Margaret Garner, whom she first dis-
covered through her work as a book editor on the seminal collection The 
Black Book, edited by Middleton A. Harris and published by Random 
House in 1974. 

Margaret Garner is remembered today because of her daring reaction 
to her failed escape to freedom. On a snowy night in January 1856, Mar-
garet Garner, along with her husband, Robert, his parents, and their four 
children, escaped from Maplewood Farm in Richwood, Kentucky, where 
they were all enslaved, into what they hoped would be the beginning of 
freedom in Cincinnati, twenty miles away. Traveling by horse-drawn 
sleigh overnight to the riverfront town of Covington, Kentucky, the 
group then continued on foot over the frozen Ohio River into Cincinnati, 
specifically to the home of a free cousin, Elijah Kite. While the plan was 
for them next to proceed northward to freedom in Canada via the Under-
ground Railroad, with the assistance of white Quaker abolitionist Levi 
Coffin, instead the house was surrounded, and they quickly were caught 
by the enslaver, Archibald Gaines, along with law enforcement officers. 
Faced with a certain return to the horrors of slavery, Robert and Margaret 
initially resisted capture: he shot and wounded two deputies, and she cut 
her toddler daughter Mary’s throat with a butcher knife and struck the 
other children with a shovel. She later explained that her goal was to kill 
them and herself, preferring death for them all to re-enslavement. Mary 
died, and the surviving family members were captured and imprisoned.

The case drew national attention, with the dominant question be-
ing whether or not Margaret Garner would be charged with destruction 
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of property or murder. Delores Walters explains the broader context: 
“Pro-slavery proponents considered Margaret’s act of infanticide evi-
dence of the savagery of Black women, thus justifying slavery, while an-
ti-slavery activists vilified slavery itself, not its victims,” who, they said, 
were forced to such violence by the evil system (4). Renowned abolition-
ist Lucy Stone spoke in the packed courtroom, shocking everyone with 
her blunt allegation that the pale skin of three out of four of Margaret’s 
children—whom newspaper accounts describe as “almost white”—came 
about because they were conceived from rape by the enslaver, Archibald 
Gaines: “The faded faces of the negro children tell too plainly to what 
degradation the female slaves submit. Rather than give her little daughter 
to that life, she killed it. If in her deep maternal love she felt the impulse 
to send her child back to God, to save it from coming woe, who shall 
say she had no right to do it?” (qtd. in 30 Critical Insights Weisenburger 
173). In his important book about Margaret Garner, Modern Medea: A 
Family Story of Slavery and Child-Murder from the Old South (1998), 
Steven Weisenburger supports Stone’s allegation and corroborates this 
theory with documentation showing that Gaines was present at Maple-
wood before each of Margaret’s three last pregnancies. Although news-
paper accounts in Cincinnati Gazette state that Stone discussed possibly 
buying her freedom or beseeching Gaines to grant it, no mercy was 
offered to Margaret Garner, and the legal proceedings took their course. 
Because a murder charge would have meant that her deceased daughter 
was considered to be a human being, the overarching legal mandates 
instead prevailed. Margaret Garner, therefore, was convicted of the crime 
of destruction of property, returned to the custody of the enslavers, and 
literally sold down the river, dying two years later from typhoid fever in 
Mississippi.

Yohe, Kristine. “Margaret Garner, Rememory, and the Infinite Past: History in Beloved.” 
     Critical Insights, Salem Press, 2015.
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Excerpt from Michelle Alexander’s 
The New Jim Crow

The Birth of Slavery 
Back there, before Jim Crow, before the invention of the Negro or 

the white man or the words and concepts to describe them, the Colonial 
population consisted largely of a great mass of white and black bonds-
men, who occupied roughly the same economic category and were treat-
ed with equal contempt by the lords of the plantations and legislatures. 
Curiously unconcerned about their color, these people worked together 
and relaxed together.  —Lerone Bennett Jr. 

The concept of race is a relatively recent development. Only in the 
past few centuries, owing largely to European imperialism, have the 
world’s people been classified along racial lines. Here, in America, the 
idea of race emerged as a means of reconciling chattel slavery—as well 
as the extermination of American Indians—with the ideals of freedom 
preached by whites in the new colonies. 

In the early colonial period, when settlements remained relatively 
small, indentured servitude was the dominant means of securing cheap 
labor. Under this system, whites and blacks struggled to survive against a 
common enemy, what historian Lerone Bennett Jr. describes as “the big 
planter apparatus and a social system that legalized terror against black 
and white bondsmen.” Initially, blacks brought to this country were not 
all enslaved; many were treated as indentured servants. As plantation 
farming expanded, particularly tobacco and cotton farming, demand 
increased greatly for both labor and land. 

The demand for land was met by invading and conquering larg-
er and larger swaths of territory. American Indians became a growing 
impediment to white European “progress,” and during this period, the 
images of American Indians promoted in books, newspapers, and maga-
zines became increasingly negative. As sociologists Keith Kilty and Eric 
Swank have observed, eliminating “savages” is less of a moral problem 
than eliminating human beings, and therefore American Indians came to 
be understood as a lesser race—uncivilized savages—thus providing a 
justification for the extermination of the native peoples. 

The growing demand for labor on plantations was met through 
slavery. American Indians were considered unsuitable as slaves, largely 
because native tribes were clearly in a position to fight back. The fear 
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of raids by Indian tribes led plantation owners to grasp for an alterna-
tive source of free labor. European immigrants were also deemed poor 
candidates for slavery, not because of their race, but rather because they 
were in short supply and enslavement would, quite naturally, interfere 
with voluntary immigration to the new colonies. Plantation owners thus 
viewed Africans, who were relatively powerless, as the ideal slaves. The 
systematic enslavement of Africans, and the rearing of their children 
under bondage, emerged with all deliberate speed—quickened by events 
such as Bacon’s Rebellion. 

Nathaniel Bacon was a white property owner in Jamestown, Virginia, 
who managed to unite slaves, indentured servants, and poor whites in a 
revolutionary effort to overthrow the planter elite. Although slaves clear-
ly occupied the lowest position in the social hierarchy and suffered the 
most under the plantation system, the condition of indentured whites was 
barely better, and the majority of free whites lived in extreme poverty. 
As explained by historian Edmund Morgan, in colonies like Virginia, the 
planter elite, with huge land grants, occupied a vastly superior position to 
workers of all colors. Southern colonies did not hesitate to invent ways to 
extend the terms of servitude, and the planter class accumulated unculti-
vated lands to restrict the options of free workers. The simmering resent-
ment against the planter class created conditions that were ripe for revolt. 

Varying accounts of Bacon’s rebellion abound, but the basic facts are 
these: Bacon developed plans in 1675 to seize Native American lands 
in order to acquire more property for himself and others and nullify the 
threat of Indian raids. When the planter elite in Virginia refused to pro-
vide militia support for his scheme, Bacon retaliated, leading an attack 
on the elite, their homes, and their property. He openly condemned the 
rich for their oppression of the poor and inspired an alliance of white and 
black bond laborers, as well as slaves, who demanded an end to their 
servitude. The attempted revolution was ended by force and false prom-
ises of amnesty. A number of the people who participated in the revolt 
were hanged. The events in Jamestown were alarming to the planter elite, 
who were deeply fearful of the multiracial alliance of bond workers and 
slaves. Word of Bacon’s Rebellion spread far and wide, and several more 
uprisings of a similar type followed. 

In an effort to protect their superior status and economic position, the 
planters shifted their strategy for maintaining dominance. They aban-
doned their heavy reliance on indentured servants in favor of the impor-
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tation of more black slaves. Instead of importing English-speaking slaves 
from the West Indies, who were more likely to be familiar with European 
language and culture, many more slaves were shipped directly from Afri-
ca. These slaves would be far easier to control and far less likely to form 
alliances with poor whites. 

Fearful that such measures might not be sufficient to protect their in-
terests, the planter class took an additional precautionary step, a step that 
would later come to be known as a “racial bribe.” Deliberately and strate-
gically, the planter class extended special privileges to poor whites in an 
effort to drive a wedge between them and black slaves. White settlers 
were allowed greater access to Native American lands, white servants 
were allowed to police slaves through slave patrols and militias, and bar-
riers were created so that free labor would not be placed in competition 
with slave labor. These measures effectively eliminated the risk of future 
alliances between black slaves and poor whites. Poor whites suddenly 
had a direct, personal stake in the existence of a race-based system of 
slavery. Their own plight had not improved by much, but at least they 
were not slaves. Once the planter elite split the labor force, poor whites 
responded to the logic of their situation and sought ways to expand their 
racially privileged position.

By the mid-1770s, the system of bond labor had been thoroughly 
transformed into a racial caste system predicated on slavery. The degrad-
ed status of Africans was justified on the ground that Negros, like the 
Indians, were an uncivilized lesser race, perhaps even more lacking in 
intelligence and laudable human qualities than the red-skinned natives. 
The notion of white supremacy rationalized the enslavement of Africans, 
even as whites endeavored to form a new nation based on the ideals of 
equality, liberty, and justice for all. Before democracy, chattel slavery in 
America was born. 

It may be impossible to overstate the significance of race in defining 
the basic structure of American society. The structure and content of the 
original Constitution was based largely on the effort to preserve a racial 
caste system—slavery—while at the same time affording political and 
economic rights to whites, especially propertied whites. The Southern 
slaveholding colonies would agree to form a union only on the condition 
that the federal government would not be able to interfere with the right 
to own slaves. Northern white elites were sympathetic to the demand for 
their “property rights” to be respected, as they, too, wanted the Consti-
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tution to protect their property interests. As James Madison put it, the 
nation ought to be constituted “to protect the minority of the opulent 
against the majority.” Consequently, the Constitution was designed so 
the federal government would be weak, not only in its relationship to 
private property, but also in relationship to the rights of states to conduct 
their own affairs. The language of the Constitution itself was deliber-
ately colorblind (the words slave or Negro were never used), but the 
document was built upon a compromise regarding the prevailing racial 
caste system. Federalism—the division of power between the states and 
the federal government—was the device employed to protect the insti-
tution of slavery and the political power of slaveholding states. Even 
the method for determining proportional representation in Congress and 
identifying the winner of a presidential election (the Electoral College) 
were specifically developed with the interest of slaveholders in mind. 
Under the terms of our country’s founding document, slaves were defined 
as three-fifths of a person not a real, whole human being. Upon this racist 
fiction rests the entire structure of American democracy.

Alexander, Michelle. The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of Colorblind-
ness. New York: The New Press, 2010.
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The first two volumes of the I/O Book Club Journal came 
out in 2020. We received these responses to reviews included 
in Volume Two (Anthem by Ayn Rand) and we decided to 
publish it here, to keep the conversation going! We love the 
dialogue that is being created here—it’s why we created the 
book club! We encourage you to send responses to the cur-
rent volume—we’ll publish your response in the next journal 
(which we hope to have coming out a lot more regularly in 
the future).

From the Readers:
Responses to Volume Two, 

Anthem by Ayn Rand
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Nahshon Willoughby

Vincent : Omnia: Veritas
Happy New Years to all, even though time is an illusion or at its best 

an attempt to understand and record decay. Anywho, that’s my opinion 
at least. First I would like to say that I am very pleased with your pub-
lication. I did not expect it to be so free and “real.” We are not used to 
expressing ourselves in prison. 

Also, I would like to express my thanks to Julie and ? stack of 
books-flag? (whatever that means, I dig it) for educating me on certain 
facts about our capitalist friend Ayn Rand. I didn’t know she was so bat 
shit crazy. I did know that she is not a very good author in my opinion.  
Regardless, both of your reviews were well written and illuminating. 

I would like to offer one suggestion nugget (it’s a vegan nugget).  
Please consider hitting our entries with a spell check before printing. I 
don’t have access to a dictionary at the time (no hard backs in long term 
lock-up, you might read someone to death) and I am a horrible speller, (is 
that a word...spellie?) at times. 

I would like to offer this thought exercise if I may:
Imagine a world inhabited by beings that can control reality with 

thought.  Beings who can direct and control unseen forces at will. Small 
gods if you like. These beings, let’s call them “Humans,” are all shapes 
and sizes, all colors. Every one an individual. But also, and this is where 
it gets strange, also they are all parts of a greater being.

I know, crazy huh? It’s not like the same theme is repeated through-
out physical reality on every conceivable level, like cells in your body, or 
how a field of snow is made up of a shit-ton of individual snow flakes.  

Anyway, these strange “Humans” have been held in subjugation 
since before anyone can recall. Taught from an early age that the world is 
dull and grey, that they themselves are animals powerless and doomed to 
a life of toil. 

But its not all bad. You see the “Masters” of this slave race provide 
lots of fun shiny yummy things. Drugs, sex, rock and roll as the old say-
ing goes. As well as power, hate, greed, sickness...all the good stuff.

You see, the “Masters” have all the poor little “Humans” in a men-
tal fog of sorts. A dream within a dream. “All that sounds crazy,” “Just 
fantasy,” “Yeah, sure, like I can change reality with my mind.” Ha ha ha 
ha ha. 
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But while the “Humans” sleep, poisoning themselves physically, 
mentally, spiritually, the “Masters” remain awake and they remember. 
They use their power to exploit those beneath them.  They try to hide the 
light. But, like trying to hide a candle beneath your bed (don’t try that at 
home kids) the truth cannot remain hidden.

Well, weird huh? :) 

I would like to leave you with this poem:

How they struggle to maintain
The illusion they create
Weaving worlds held by sorrow
Smothered by greed and hate
“You are nothing but a beast”
Their motto and their creed
For to see the truth of light inside
is forever to be freed
On every level of this realm
The rules are for all to see
The shadow can never drown the light
The sun will rise indeed. 
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Richard Flake

Even though I did not pull my part and write a review about the book 
Anthem I still would like to leave my mark by saying that it was one hell 
of a good read and as far as the reviews went, I enjoyed them also, espe-
cially one on page 20 where it said that “We live in a world that tries to 
crush our individuality.” This statement is as real as it get because there 
is no doubt that the keepers of our system (government) are using lies 
that sound good to “crush” us.

Now in all honesty and for me anyway this book didn’t open any 
doors to having a deep down discussion because as real as this book 
could be, I just don’t see this far left agenda in our near future. Howev-
er and what it is worth our country is in a game of tug of war with both 
sides wanting to win and I would hope, wish and pray that our next book 
will be one that sparks a fire deep within and open doors to having a dis-
cussion about things that no one else want to have. For example I would 
like to know why some people believe that I, as an old southern white 
man, should be held responsible for things that happened before Aug 2 of 
1963 the day I was introduced to this world. I will stand with those who 
are right and fight against those who are wrong. However I shouldn’t be 
expected to apologize for anything that happened before the day I entered 
this world. 

I would also like to know why do some people think that I should 
agree on what and how they believe and if I don’t then I am the one that 
is wrong? Wow, what fun would there be if we all thought the same way. 
Besides common ground can be found in any direction and do people 
really believe that if we destroy the past it will make for a better future?  
When you look deep into these questions then you will see that these are 
some of the major problems that are dividing us and I believe that all 
major problems have a simple solution, but I also know to find that sim-
ple solution can sometimes be a major problem. So with that I suggest 
this—like all brothers and sisters we will never completely get along.  
So let’s throw that hope out the door and find some common ground and 
remember to find happiness. We must live life the way it is and not the 
way we want it to be. Also the Bible said that we must love one another, 
but it doesn’t say anything about liking each other. Know that I love you 
all, but also know there are a few that I just cannot stand. 





I/O Book Club is a project of Asheville Prison Books, a volunteer-run 
collective which has distributed free literature to people incarcerated 
in the southeast since 1999. We currently distribute books to North 
and South Carolina.

Incarcerated people send us mail directly to request reading materials. 
Requests may be general, such as asking for a genre, or very specific, 
such as certain titles or authors. We have a library of mostly donated 
books to pull from and try to fulfill the requests as best we can. We 
then package the books up and mail them out.

We send books to folks who are locked up because it’s a way to reach 
through the bars and show solidarity with the people trapped behind 
them. As a project rooted in anti-authoritarian politics, APB rejects 
the traditional framing of prison as the solution for crime or as a ve-
hicle for rehabilitation; instead, we understand prison as an institution 
on the front lines of upholding an unjust social and economic order 
based in large part on white supremacy. Finding ways to connect 
with, humanize and meet the every day needs of incarcerated people 
is a crucial part of building collective power to challenge the legiti-
macy of this repressive institution.

Asheville Prison Books is completely volunteer operated. All dona-
tions go towards shipping and materials. To donate, please find us on 
PayPal @AVLPrisonBooks. For other ways to get involved, please 
see our website at avlpb.org.

Prisoners can write to us at the following address to request books:

Asheville Prison Books Program
c/o Downtown Books and News
67 N. Lexington Ave.
Asheville, NC 28801

Please include your number and let us know about any book restric-
tions at your facility. We love to receive art as well. Let us know if 
you’re comfortable with us posting it on our website (and how you’d 
like to be credited).


