How to be Human: Deconstructing Identity,
Freedom, and Gender in Beloved
Eric Luxenberg
Tony Morrison’s Beloved revisits and confronts slavery, a notably
painful history that seems to vex the Western social psyche. Ironically,
slavery is forgotten in the very act of our gravely saying “slavery was
appalling and shameful; we will never forget it.” Morrison sets out to
revoke this forgetting, and she does so by exploring the humanity of the
enslaved and also of the enslavers. In this essay, I will analyze sections
of the text that evoke perplexion (to coin a term), resentment, or even
disgust in the reader. I will show how, in these instances, Morrison
deconstructs our understanding of humanity. In doing so, Morrison
engenders empathy in her audience. Empathy is a form of ownership
over an experience, and it is the lack of this bond that often plagues
contemporary discussion of slavery.
Morrison’s deconstruction of humanity pervades the text and
comprises a plethora of sub-constructs. I will mainly focus on three
different aspects of humanity: identity, freedom, and gender. The
previously mentioned instances of discomfort occur when Morrison
complicates these constructs. I will explore the manner in which
Morrison exposes and overturns assumptions we make about the
human experience and individuality. I will analyze the manner in
which the landscape of slavery is used as a vehicle to elevate and
explore the construct of freedom beyond the limitations of the novel’s
setting. Lastly, I will examine the prominent role of gender, identifying
Morrison’s deconstructive insights about motherhood and manhood.
Identity
Slavery operates in a realm of dehumanization. Morrison reverseengineers, so to speak, this dehumanization in order to delve into
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what constitutes humanity. She initiates her deconstruction with the
recounting of Sethe’s rape. Here, Morrison explores the individuality
that we associate with the victims of dehumanization.
In Western society, the individual is sacrosanct. Our culture is a romantic
one; it glorifies the efforts and accomplishments of individuals. Losing
one’s individuality is often portrayed as the worst possible plight. We
have constructed identity as being synonymous with individuality. But
this is erroneous, as all humans’ identities comprise standardized roles
like child, parent, and community member. Morrison complicates
the individualistic construction of identity, revealing previously
undermined meaning.
As Sethe describes how she was violated by the schoolteacher’s
nephews, her responses to Paul D’s questions are striking in their
disregard for her own being. Paul D asks whether they “used cowhide
on you” and “beat you and you was pregnant,” but to both inquiries
Sethe emphasizes “and they took my milk,” which defines the crime
in terms of its effect on her children (the milk acts as a metaphor for
her maternal connection to her children). This dialogue is upsetting to
the reader since Sethe’s detachment and lack of self-victimization seem
incongruous with the extremely personal violation of rape. It is this
very discomfort that serves as the alarm bell announcing Morrison’s
deconstructive forces at play. In her depiction of Sethe’s memory of
her own rape, Morrison overturns assumptions about individuality
to show how dehumanization’s power and thus danger is its ability
to extend past the affected individual. However, Morrison also
proposes the possibility of reclaiming one’s humanity by renouncing
individuality. As opposed to losing her identity and thus humanity,
as our bias drives us to perceive, Sethe creates her own humanity in
the face of dehumanization through her selfless abandonment of her
own individuality. It is important to note that Sethe’s rape can function
as an allegory for the whole of slavery; Morrison demonstrates that
slavery should not be forgotten in contemporary discussion because its
legacy and impact extends past those it affected directly.
Morrison portrays both the immediate and the indirect impacts of the
dehumanization of slavery. This impact interacts with and often defines
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the characters’ identities. The impact on Sethe is immediate, causing
her to live believing that “the future was a matter of keeping the past at
bay.” The psychological impact of slavery is so great that it dominates
Sethe’s ability to create novel experience in her life. We take for granted
the notion of having a past and a future as disparate entities. We know
that the past informs the future, but it is alien to consider the future as
wholly concerned with the past. This is Morrison’s deconstruction; we
construct identity with an expectation of having some form of future
that moves forward. The depiction of Sethe’s future, enchained by the
past, shows us how our construction of identity implicitly entangles
with hope. It would seem initially that our various identities all have
some future, some direction, and that this future then can either contain
hope or not. However, Morrison’s deconstruction reveals that humans
do not necessarily always have a future built into their identity. Again,
Morrison’s insight is both troubling and uplifting. One implication
is that a part of dehumanization’s effect is voiding our identity by
removing the possibility of future. Alternatively, Morrison’s coupling
of hope and the existence of a future suggest that, similar to how the
purely physical act of smiling can effect real happiness, moving away
from the past even when no future is visible can engender the very
hope necessary for crafting a future.
The indirect impact of slavery is explored through Denver’s attitude
towards the stories Sethe and Paul D tell. Denver feels that their
discussion of the past “made it clear [it] belonged to them and not her.”
This diction unsettles the reader since its tone is bitter and jealous,
unexpected sentiments to arise in someone who was not subjected
to slavery. This discomfort, again, marks Morrison’s deconstruction.
Morrison reveals the tension in Denver’s identity; slavery defines her
identity, but she does not know slavery. This creates a lack of agency
over her own identity, motivating her quasi-jealousy over Sethe and
Paul D’s shared history of slavery. It is an inescapable foundation
of the human experience that forces beyond our control affect our
identities. We have no control over the sequence of base pairs in our
DNA, yet that simple code creates so much of our identity. Conceding
that our identities can be constructed beyond our control does not
negate our identities’ meaningfulness, nor does it mean that we cannot
exact ownership over our identities and be free of outside forces. This
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aspect of the novel, confronting that which enslaves us (literally or
figuratively), is my second area of focus in this essay.
Freedom
Though the physical hardship of enslavement is unimaginable and
unforgivable, Morrison demonstrates in Beloved that the most terrible,
powerful consequence of slavery is the psychological damage it causes.
Whether embodied in the ghost daughter that haunts Sethe or in
Paul D’s “tin box” heart, the true scars of slavery are not superficial.
They are the loss of humanity through the loss of freedom. It is facile
to explore the obvious violation of freedom that is slavery. Yes, the
enslaved cannot choose where they go, what they do, or even whether
they live or die. However, Morrison investigates a deeper notion of
freedom. Freedom is a nebulous term, and various ideologies perceive
it differently. However, while it is plainly difficult to define what we
mean when we throw around the word freedom, we treat freedom like
a unity. For such a complex, ill-defined construct, freedom is deployed
in literature and society exceedingly often. Morrison deconstructs this
unity, overturning the assumptions attached to the word.
Baby Suggs notes that the “nastiness of life” involved realizing “that
nobody stopped playing checkers just because the pieces included her
children.” This observation is intentionally distressing: the reader knows
this to be true even outside the realm of slavery. Morrison deconstructs
the human experience, showing that we are never absolutely free;
freedom does not wholly construct humanity. Even though slavery
removes freedom, the absence of slavery does not necessarily mean
the presence of freedom. As humans, it is unavoidable that we are
somewhat un-free. Merely existing in the space of reality means we are
subject to the meaningless whims of randomness. Thus, innate human
freedom is not being able to control what befalls us.
Baby Suggs approaches a deeper understanding of freedom when
she says that God “gave her Halle who have her freedom when it
didn’t mean a thing.” This sentence problematizes freedom; how can
freedom be meaningless if it is a unity that is always positive and ideal?
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Ultimately, Morrison’s deconstruction shows, freedom is the ability to
find joy and meaning in life. Baby Suggs’ identity encompassed her
children, and their well-being was hers. Slavery robbed her of their
lives, which did more damage to her than if it had robbed her of her
own. The gift of actual freedom from slavery meant nothing to her
since all that mattered to her was her children. Thus, slavery’s true
violation of innate human freedom was stripping Baby Suggs of her
ability to have value in her life. Human beings can exist in depraved
conditions and still possess freedom despite their circumstances
because of the meaning they derive from each other. This is the
“blessing” that temporarily made Sweet Home a sweet home for Sethe;
she had the ability to experience a connection with her husband and
children. Stripping humans from each other, causing isolation from
human connection, is the essence of the dehumanization of slavery.
One of the fundamental cores of human freedom is the ability to share
in the human experience with others.
In the previous section, I discussed the construction of futures within
our identities. This dynamic is deeply entangled with the notion of
freedom. One of Morrison’s most evocative moments is her observation
that Sethe’s previous plans “went awry so completely that she never
dared life by making more.” The diction here of “daring” problematizes
life by transforming it from a neutral presence to an active opponent.
When even life itself must be fought off and dared, we are not free.
Humans are born into life, so it is natural but seldom recognized that
essential freedom lies in not having to fight existence itself. There are
always forces at play in the realm of life that may oppose us, but the
terrible power of slavery is its theft of this freedom.
Morrison expands upon this exploration of life and freedom in her
re-counting of Paul D’s time in the chain gang. Again, Morrison
problematizes life with unexpected diction. In their songs, the
enslaved men “killed the flirt whom folks called life for leading them
on.” It is difficult to comprehend killing life in order to survive. But for
these men, “only when [time] was dead would they be safe.” The true
destruction of their freedom is the turning of hope into a malicious foe.
Morrison implicitly constructs freedom from the ability to hope. The
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specific action of the dehumanizing forces of slavery is inverting and
violating hope. Entangling freedom and hope with her deconstruction,
Morrison invites us to examine hope through a new lens. Our society
tells stories where characters have great hope and lose this hope as a
result of their oppression. But Morrison shows that hope is a freedom,
and a freedom can be stolen.
The act of Sethe’s attempted and partially successful murder of her
children is a powerful deconstructive force that intertwines with the
concept of freedom. Sethe sees the slave catchers, and realizes that her
children could face the same life in slavery that she did. She “collected
every bit of life she had made… [and] dragged them through the veil,”
which represents death. To Sethe, “out, away, over there [was] where
no one could hurt them.” Death is “where they would be safe.” Here,
Morrison overturns the assumed hierarchy built into the opposition of
death and life. What does it mean for death to be better than life? The
implication affirms Morrison’s previous observation on freedom. The
construction of human freedom, Morrison reveals, is reliant on the
supremacy of life over death. The nature of freedom is such that it is
mostly qualified through how it may be stolen. Thus, the great loss of
freedom for the enslaved is the loss of the supremacy of life over death.
This is the connection to humanity; to be human is to live. Slavery does
not dehumanize by making its victims into de facto animals, as we
commonly view dehumanization. The true dehumanization is the theft
of the will to live, which is entrenched in humanity.
Gender
The last facet of the human experience I will explore in this essay is
gender. It is almost strange to consider gender in the landscape of
slavery, since slavery dehumanizes, and gender is a human construct.
However, gender plays a vibrant role in the novel. Sethe’s actions in
the novel are often constructed from her role as a mother; in fact
her identity is often lost in this role. Paul D struggles to reclaim and
redefine the manhood robbed of him through slavery. Through Sethe,
Morrison examines motherhood and womanhood. Through Paul D,
Morrison explores how manhood is constructed. Since slavery has
consumed the identities of Paul D and Sethe for years, blooming into
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their true selves as they shed the shackles of their past is a vibrant
canvas of insights about gender.
Morrison constructs womanhood internally, rather than superficially.
Attraction is a major reality that often defines womanhood. However,
Morrison complicates the traditional notion of attraction. First,
Morrison writes that with her eyes closed, Sethe “was not so attractive”
to Paul D. It was her eyes “that kept him both guarded and stirred him
up.” Morrison’s diction constructs attraction as an empowering force
that women can wield. Paul D remarks that without the eyes, Sethe’s
was a “face he could handle,” implying that the attraction can have
power over him. Morrison’s linking of attraction to the eyes, an image
associated with identity, redefines an attraction devoid of superficiality.
The implication of Morrison’s exploration of womanhood is that
womanhood is not constructed in physical appearance, which is often
allowed to define women.
Motherhood plays a critical role in the novel. Beloved’s murder is
an act of motherly love. As previously discussed, Sethe was only
concerned with the loss of her milk for her children which resulted
from her rape. Motherhood defines and sometimes consumes Sethe.
Morrison complicates motherhood by exposing what is primal about
motherhood. Morrison achieves this deconstruction through imagery
depicting Sethe’s attempted murder of her children. Sethe “flew,
snatching up her children like a hawk on the wing; how her face beaked,
how her hands worked like claws.” The image of a bird of prey conveys
a brutal primal nature. We often construct motherhood in the realm
of civility, but Morrison reminds us that motherhood is not a unity.
The primal lurks under the surface of motherhood, granting it power.
Motherhood is an integral component of humanity. Yet it is also primal.
The implication of Morrison’s deconstruction of motherhood is that
the primal underpinnings of motherhood survived the dehumanizing
experience of slavery, allowing the enslaved to rebuild their humanity
from motherhood.
But how does manhood fare under dehumanizing forces, and what is
manhood? Morrison complicates masculinity through the metaphor
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of the ax. Paul D explains Halle’s mental break by asserting “a man
ain’t a goddamn ax.” Rather than the strength and invulnerability often
conflated with manhood, evoked in the phrase “chopping, hacking,
busting every goddamn minute of the day,” manhood is not unfeeling.
In reality, “things get to him.” Slavery and abuse are “things he can’t
chop down because they’re inside.” Morrison further complicates
manhood through Paul D’s fear of exposing his heart to Sethe. The
modern assumption about masculinity is that a man is fearful of
exposing his feelings. However, Paul D feels shame that “there was no
red heart bright as Mister’s comb beating in him.” Morrison inverts
emasculation in on itself; Paul D fears his lack of emotion, rather than
its surplus. This suggests that manhood is truly constructed from
passion and emotion, rather than from strength or solitude, embodied
in the “ax” that is no man.
Afterthoughts
Deconstruction challenges and overturns assumptions. Beloved as
a whole confronts slavery as an entity and seeks to reevaluate it and
connect it to the modern world. Morrison forges this connection
through her deconstruction of the various facets of human experience.
Morrison explores what constructs the humanity of the characters
in the novel, and thus connects us to slavery through empathy and
understanding. Her insights about identity, freedom, and gender
are presented in realistic terms. There is certainly nothing flattering
in Paul D’s feeling that the transition from cow to human woman is
not so tremendous. But Morrison does not seek to flatter; the task of
deconstruction by nature breaks down our reality and exposes the
underbelly. Morrison writes from a realistic viewpoint, depicting
man’s inhumanity to man with no holds barred—she readily confronts
the inhumane failures of the black community. Morrison’s realism and
deconstructive lens are effective in un-forgetting slavery and extracting
meaning from the experience.

