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CHAPTER |

INTRODUCTION: THE PERCEPTION OF THE BODY IN TONI MORRISOSI'NOVEL

SULAAND DISABILITY THEORY

The theoretical reflection on disability has provided a new understandinaywgbeople
react to the disabled body and how they relate to the body in generalloReisvauld justify
approaching Toni Morrison’s nov8ulathrough the lens of disability concepts and theories: the
book features quite a number of disabled, ill and mad characters; more inmpottiaoigh,Sula
is a novel about embodiment — a careful recording of the characteesienqges as felt and
communicated through the body. Although there are times when the narrat@seggre
characters’ thoughts and feelings directly, more often than not the &athese thoughts and
feelings are intermediated by the description of the body. One such examptwlaen Nel
Wright is travelling by train with her mother and watches the exfme®f three black soldiers
shift from apathy to hatred: “She saw the muscles of their fagigen, a movement under the
skin from blood to marble. No change in the expression of their eyes, but a haedsiéat
veiled them” (21-22). The narrator typically delays explaining teaning of these shifts in the
body — sometimes for entire chapters, and even indefinitely. As a result, thadsoayes a
central place in the novel, as the source of meanings and the source ofatieen@ne has to

“read” the self in the lines and traits of the body. In this particular exariNgl interprets the



men’s expression as hatred towards her mother. Her explanation, however,dd deldyafter
the scene is over, and readers have had to imagine an interpretation of theingev, shame,
disgust, and so on. In instances such as this, the readers can no longer nddglaues to
construct meaning; instead, they have to read the bodies of the clsaraoteler to understand
their stories. Morrison thus bridges the gap between the lived refgigople living through

their bodies and the idea of characters as abstract collectidreughts and feelings.

The emphasis on embodiment is more than a matter of “realism,” or acauracy i
recording people’s lived experiencé&ilais not simply the story of bodies: it is rather a story of
bodies confiscated and then reclaimed. There is the account of Shadna is drafted into
military service and who returns after the war to his hometown almofietmty mad and so
changed that people have trouble recognizing him. Then there is thefskwy Peace,
abandoned by her husband and unable to provide food for her children; the only way she can
ensure that the children survive is to lay her leg on the railroekldral collect the insurance —
or so the rumor goes among the people of the Bottom. There is also the detyfight and
her loveless marriage to Jude, which turns her into a sort of acgés$er husband, “the hem —
the tuck and hold that hid his raveling edges” (82). More threatening thaornsgacial
institutions like marriage or motherhood, towering above all constrarits problem of racism.
Children and adults, men and women are all affected by it. Before thgiitbeehood is razed to
the ground, the black inhabitants of the Bottom gather to protest algeiingtexcluded from the
building of New River Road. They dash into the incomplete tunnel at the endrofthand try

to destroy it, but get caught underneath the ruins and die.

On the other hand, these stories end with the characters regaining coetrdieir
bodies. Shadrack’s madness is a strategy for survival, an arnhista@ncludes with death and
violence: he allows for one day in the year to be dedicated to “Nationati&ay,” believing

that in this way the rest of the year will remain beyond the scope ehemland death. This



armistice allows him to keep on living and prevents him from drifting iatoptete madness.
Like Shadrack manages to extricate himself from complete madness, Eesalives
independence — not only financial, but also from any kind of social presstiresigh the
sacrifice of her leg. Her self-mutilation is such a powerful geshateittexempts her from further
proving her motherly dedication to her children. No one doubts it except her dadghterh,
and her granddaughter, Sula. After the accident, Eva abandons her role as amdotleeomes
a “sovereign” instead. When her son turns to drugs and reverts to theskegss of a child, Eva
kills him and explains to Hannah that she can no longer be a mother: “theiespasa for him
in my womb” (74). Unlike Eva, Nel is too weak to achieve independence owhearal is even
unaware of the trivial role she is made to play in her marriage wab. Dn the other side, Sula,
returning to Medallion after many years, understands immediately how nathipnd selfish
Nel's husband is. Sula’s words and actions set in motion a series of éar@sd in Jude’s
departure; it is not until almost thirty years later that Nel understaod little Jude meant for
her. Even the mass drowning in which so many of the Bottom’s inhabitants gemisle seen as
a way of regaining control over the body and freedom to assign meaningstth: @eople
destroy the tunnel, they erase the traces of their exclusion; thageefte work of the thin-
armed Virginia boys, the bull-necked Greeks and the knife-faced man whd thavieaf-dead
promise” with their own bodies (161). They are now a permanent featurefoflidden
territory. The mass drowning expresses the determination to breakixagndaries, to encroach

on what had belonged hitherto exclusively to the white people.

As it appears from these examples fr8uaia violence and control are recurrent problems
in relation to the body. In order to better understand images of emboding&naimithout
limiting the discussion to either race, gender or disability, | focus gynagnt on body
difference. In particular, | am interested in the issues of assuming cowntrobne’s body and

connecting to others. | borrow terms and ideas from disability theory so asfioaiaracters’



reactions in the novel and | occasionally pinpoint possible limitatioom@sions in the

theoretical models.
1. The concept of “normal” body

If the body is a constant preoccupation in the novel, disability by itself is ntaths
Morrison follows the lines of intersection between disability, raxegender. Irsulg black
characters, especially black women, are disproportionately vulnerattdeioce and poverty.
Disability scholarship is particularly useful for understanding homoua forms of social
oppression are interrelated. After identifying disability as “the ingsterm in the race, class,
gender triad” Enforcing Normalcyl), Lennard Davis explains that all four concepts have
undergone an identical ideological shift in the late eighteenth aneairibtcentury, as a result
of the emergence and hegemony of the “norm.” Far from being a natural, spontzore®,
the norm is a set of concepts that have arisen from historical ciemast Davis explains why
the emergence of the norm created problems for bodies that do not confbenittdNbrm, Davis
claims, is prescriptive: “The concept of a norm, unlike that of an ideal aahlat the majority
of the population must or should somehow be part of the norm” (29). As a result, what was
previously perceived as physical variation is interpreted from that poias physical deviance
that needs to be corrected. While Davis focuses almost exclusivelyatnlitlishe sets up a
model that explains why there are commonalities among different typgpassion, whether
they are rooted in race, nationality, gender, class or ability. Hisytlvalidates the insights of
other writers reflecting on the confluence between disability and othes tyf oppressidnit
also justifies an interpretation of the bodySulafrom the perspective of disability models: such
an approach does not only describe how the body responds to a crisis, but also hoty disabili

madness and illness are related to issues such as racism and sexensafiid¢ time, however,

! Arthur W. Frank, for example, describes illnesgatives as a reaction against what he calls “nagdic
colonization” by analogy to political colonizati¢h0-13).
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one must not minimize distinctions among various types of social oppressioneainaheeng
different bodies. As Susan Wendell pointed out in relation to disabled people, one should no
overlook the particularities of concrete bodily experiences: “Sopijatession may be the only
thing the disabled have in common; our struggle with our bodies are extrereglyedi(Davis,
Disability Studies Readét64). Indeed, the charactersSaflaexperience oppression very
differently from each other: there are significant differences latween’s and women'’s
struggles, among various generations, and among people of various economic nezatise Ev
two friends who are the main protagonists of the book, Nel Wright and Sulg Exaesence
oppression very differently — to the degree that they become estrangecbimsiderable length

of time. Thinking back on their childhood together, Sula sums up their relatb®iras“two

throats and one eye” (147), capturing both the unity and separation betwssdhdret Nel.

Other than providing a framewaork for mapping the correlation of disab#gitg and
gender, disability studies have also provided tools for understandingataliitudes toward the
body and how these attitudes change. Of particular interest for umdigngt&ulais the idea that
the intrusion of illness and disability in people’s lives forces tleeaiter their attitudes towards
the body. The new perceptions often challenge conventional body imagery and htsty-rel
values. For instance, disability literature and disability culturdestge the generally accepted
idea of the human body as an autonomous being, isolated from other bodies and from its
environment. Susan Wendell thus calls into question the ideal of autonomyapdridence.
She notes that such an ideal is unrealistic for people with disahilitie often rely on help from
others. For Wendell, our “cultural obsession with independence” leadsgtighmatization of
disabled people. In order to counter the exclusion of the disabled, Wended,avguaust revise
our cultural attitudes: “we have to change social values to recognizeltieeof depending on
others and being depended upon” (“Towards a Feminist Theory of Disability” 11@pi

denying the importance of autonomy, Wendell argues that absolute independenaetenable



ideal, not only for the disabled, but also for the able-bodied. She thus prapogisal of
interdependence as an alternative. This alternative is not only eal ethvice — aimed at
integrating the disabled into society — but also a more realisticagpto the body in general:
“humans are not fully autonomous, but must always be understood in a condition of
interdependenceThe Rejected Body49). Debra Connors also insists that expectations of
independence from others are at odds with the reality of human experienceetidelepe does
not truly reflect anyone’s reality. As a species we are emphgtiogdrdependent. Disabled
people cannot be independent, not because we are pitiable or helpless butve@adauman’

(97).

In Sulg the issues of dependency and connectedness are explored from the persipective
the friendship between Sula Peace and Nel Wright as well ay fiatationships. Sula and Nel's
friendship is based not only on affinity, but also on a mutual need for anothseripeg: long
before they actually meet, the two girls have “already made each aibguaintance in the
delirium of their noon dreams. They were solitary little girls whosdlilmegs was so profound it
intoxicated them and sent them stumbling into Technicolored visions tretsaimcluded a
presence, a someone, who, quite like the dreamer, shared the delight of thgSitganme two
girls’ friendship is in direct opposition to the sense of disconnection batfanily members.
Their loneliness is the result of “distant mothers and incomprehenditdgesa(52), and their
case is in no way singular. The Bottom is populated by an endless galleryafisyrphandoned,
or neglected children. The adults are just as vulnerable when they dideavelisconnectedness
from the others. Shadrack, Hannah Peace, and Eva Peace lose theio tigsirnghen they
understand how isolated they have become. After Eva loses her childreget®n@arried, the
other two die — she feels life is unbearable; rather than feelitgfreoward the man who saved
her life, Eva “cursed him every day for thirty-seven years themearfid would have cursed him

for the rest of her life except by then she was already ninety years diorgotthings” (77).



The precariousness of life in Medallion only amplifies the charaalependence on each other,
to the point that survival itself depends on the others. When Eva’s husband alizerdeitis
three little children, the only thing that saves them from stamvadithe neighbors’ kindness. At
the same time, however, the novel exposes the perils of interdependenahdik Nel becomes
possessive of her friend, or when motherly care degenerates intergmed and control with the
characters of Helene Wright and Eva Peace. The novel thus acknowtleelpasic need for

human connection, highlighting both the benefits and the trappings of interdependenc

Related to the idea of human interdependence is the concept of the body’sextmes=c
to the environment. Texts recounting the experience of being wounded, sicktediascribe
the body as dependent on other bodies or objects in a far greater degrbe tmemmonly
thought. These foreign objects, through their constant vicinity to theetishbdy, eventually
come to be considered as a part of it; the apparent boundaries between ted giyaioin’s body
and the outer world become blurred. The disabled body is one with fluid boundariesg flowi
outside its physical limits and including foreign bodies. In “A Cyborg Matufé Donna
Haraway celebrates this blurring of the body’s boundaries as a pogédsilieconstructing the
body freely. Harraway uses the metaphor of the cyborg to describe a body #ratined ideals
of wholeness, unified identity and separateness. Instead, the cyborgfetdpdstial identities
and contradictory standpoints” (154) and it acknowledges its symbiatoredhip with
machines: “Why should our bodies end at the skin, or include at best otheréreiagsulated
by skin? [...] For us, in imagination and in other practices, machines can beefpicodevices,
intimate components, friendly selves” (178). Haraway mainly writes &deminist perspective,
but suggests that her theory is equally relevant for other types of sipprgsounded in physical
difference, like race or disability. Writers like Susan Wendell andrT8kgbers have pinpointed
the limitations of Haraway'’s theory. The cyborg theory is one-sidedrsSéxplains, as the body

is not merely a cultural object that can be reshaped at will;|gas'a biological agent teeming



with vital and often chaotic forces [...], capable of influencing and trangfgreocial languages
as they are capable of influencing and transforming it” (Dawis,Disability Studies Reader
180). In a similar vein, Wendell writes: “I do not think my body is a culturabssmtation,
although | recognize that my experience of it is both highly interpreted apéhfleaenced by
cultural [..] representationsThe Rejected Bodi4). As for the relationship between the human
body and prosthetic objects, Siebers feels that one should downplay theenagagcts of it.
Alluding in part to Haraway'’s cyborg theory, he writes: “Frequently, theatdjthat people with
disabilities are forced to live with — prostheses, wheelchairs,drand other devices — are
viewed not as potential sources of pain but as marvelous examphespbésticity of the human
form or as devices of empowerment” (177). The sense that the boundahne®ody, far from
being fixed, are perpetually fluctuating leads to a feeling of vultiléya but also of
connectedness with the surroundings and belonging to the community of friends dynd fami
These combined insights of these body theorists are useful for understaeditase, yet often
uneasy relationship between the characte®utdand their environment. The characters’ sense

of identity emerges at the confluence of the body and the space they inhabit.

2. Arthur W. Frank and the ideal body

Other than the issue of physical pain, Haraway’s theory discards thermroblosing
control over the body. While Haraway writes about the “responsibility¢adnstructing the
body (149), Susan Wendell and Arthur W. Frank consider that, contrary to commortipescep
the ability to control the body is extremely limited. Wendell thus tabiaut the “myth of
control” (The Rejected Bod33-94), while Frank writes that the body is by definition
incontrollable (49). INThe Wounded Storytell€t995), Arthur W. Frank explains that ill people
imagine their bodies differently, and some of his conclusions are applioatiabled people.
For instance, features like the increased sense of the body’s utgivéitiicand the valuing of

interpersonal relations are common to the perception of both illness anditglidatthe second



chapter of the book, Frank couples body qualities to reactions that peoplewasdsttheir ill
bodies. The four features Frank selects are contingency, “the body’s contllieingsubject to
forces that cannot be controlled” (31), which can trigger reactionceptace or attempts to
regain control (31-32); corporeality, or the condition of being “embodied,” with peeptaring
either associated or dissociated from their bodies (33-35); “shaneareality,” or “the shared
condition of being bodies,” with people imagining their bodies as either isolatedr{timadic”
body) or in relation with others (the “dyadic” body) (35-37); finally, presemzkabsence of
desire splits the bodies into productive ones and bodies lacking despectively (37-40). As in
the case of disabled bodies, the ill body, according to Frank, shares thesesfedh healthy
bodies, the only difference being that one of intensity. In healthy bodies, suclegialit
dormant or manifest themselves so subtly that they can be ignored; when(dindisability)
sets in, these same qualities are so exacerbated that people mustedg@@nt explain them.
Thus, Franks talks about “the fundamental contingency of life” (49) and, catimgen the
issue of desire or lack thereof, remarks that: “This plot of dessteahd regained informs all
lives at various points, but illness demands reflection on cyclebaf desire is lacking and
when the body produces desire” (39). Frank insists that his observatiort egetricted to
issues specific to illness, but extend to bodily experiences in gelvenatol, body-relatedness,
other-relatedness, and desire [...] gemeralbody problems” (29). As a consequence, Frank’s
model can be applied to all instances of embodime&ulg not only those related to iliness or

disability.

Frank goes beyond describing possible attitudes toward the body: he assighvaiiinic
to them. Ideally, the body accepts its contingency, does not dissociatebeahe body and the
self, places itself in relation with other bodies rather than emphgsigiindividuality, and
maintains its desire. The convergence of all these featurescpodinat Frank terms the

“‘communicative body”: “When a body that associates with its own contingencyawtward in



dyadic relatedness, it sees reflections of its own suffering in the bafdigisers. When the body
is a desiring one, the person wants and needs to relieve the sufferthgref (49). Frank’s

model is particularly relevant for a discussion of Toni Morris@utabecause it can explain the
various ways in which characters imagine their bodies, the pecubatigir values, and, finally,

the intertwining of attitudes toward the body and ethical choices.

3. Morrison’s version of the ideal body Sula

In Sulaas well, characters readjust their value system and their unéngtaf the body
as they grapple with body crises like being displaced, or becoming awhegrofulnerability
and mortality. From the variety of reactions to the perceived frailtyeobody, an ideal response
emerges: Sula’s. Much like the ideal disabled body described by Arthuravik ifThe
Wounded Storytellgf1995), Sula tolerates biological failure without dissociating Hefreeh the
body; she also seeks avidly to connect with others. At the same time, hoS@ass character
and the novel in general call into question the desirability of attitadgsharacteristics that
Frank seems to consider unequivocally positive. Most conspicuously, Mésmsnrel raises
doubts about the altruism and sincerity of what Frank would call “placing sek’and body
within the ‘community of pain’, or being “a bodgr other bodies” (37); the mothers $iilain
particular are particularly disturbing figures, by turns nurturing,raatlerous. Sula’s character
mistrusts people’s desire to be part of a community in the absence of gefinitewth the
others. When her alienated friend reminds Sula of her isolation, shis:réfes. But my lonely
is mine Now your lonely is somebody else’s. Made by somebody else and handed to you. Ain't
that something? A secondhanded lonely” (143). The novel does not questiolu¢éhefva
relatedness; rather, it separates real involvement with the frthiersimple gregariousness. All
too often, characters are shown flocking in groups out of cowardice and weaRo&, in
particular, is sensitive to the malignancy of insincere socialoatatespecially inside families.

The men come home looking for “milkwarm commiseration” and the married wbhmee
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“folded [...] into starched coffins, their sides bursting with other people’s s#idresams and
bony regrets” (122). Becoming part of a community forces one to be false noo athers, but

also to oneself.

By exposing the darker sides of interpersonal relationships, the efinelsrthe concept
of what Frank calls other-relatedness. More importantly, however, is thewlaredefines
crisis. For Frank, problems of embodiment appear at moments of discontirmety jlimess, for
instance, disrupts the habitual patterns of life: “During illness,lpegipo have alwaybeen
bodies have distinctive problerosntinuingto be the same sorts of bodies they have been” (28).
In contrastSulaalso shows the tediousness of continuity. The main character of tHemove
particular experiences predictability as a crisis: asiekeri her bed dying, Sula is troubled by
the sameness of life, not by the illness taking over: “That's the samd®ked at when | was
twelve, the same pear trees. If | live a hundred years my urine wiltflewame way, my
armpits and breath will smell the same. My hair will grow from the saneshiotlidn’'t mean
anything” (147). Rather than idealizing the healthy body, Sula perceivesig atdiment as
entirely prosaic. Rather than experiencing body continuity and preditgtasileither comforting
or normal, she rejoices in change. Even the extreme consequence of ilinelssnate proof of
body frailty — death — appears to the character as a rebirth, ceipglevoid of negative
connotations. Sula’s attitude cannot be explained merely through a yeammogelty; its roots
go back to her early years in the Bottom, when she notices the effediagezn her friends. Nel
and Shadrack are both afraid of violence and the perspective of losing coatrtieiv own
bodies. In order to avoid the boys who bully her, Nel devises a long, complicatedrmitert
home from school; she keeps up her daily routine of avoidance until Sula decidestepdta
this prolonged state of fear by confronting the boys. Shadrack is consumed lBob=upation
with avoiding danger to an even greater extent. Even if he has confinedadaeatingle day in

the year by instituting National Suicide Day, Shadrack is alwayaufebdd recognizes a kindred
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spirit in Sula because he perceives terror in her eyes and he adtiiliatihe same fear of death
that dominates his own thoughts. Both Shadrack and Nel become so preoccupiedidirig a
death and danger that they fail to notice how fear has taken oveivbgiHaradoxically, by
attempting to maintain control at all times over their bodies and avoihei®] Shadrack and Nel
lose their freedom entirely; for them, like for many other people in tit@mBpfear has become a
permanent state. Therefore, Sula’s refusal to place too much valuedictadsility can be seen

as a refusal to be afraid.

To complicate Frank’s model even further, the main characters of the negtion the
idea of continuum between opposite states like order and chaos, life and deatingpey and
mortality. Time and again, the characters in the novel witness thebitigfwoexistence of what
would seem mutually exclusive states: “taking no direction from the bnafody of the
headless soldier ran on, with energy and grace, ignoring altogether thedisfide of brain
tissue down its back” (8). Unlike in Frank’s model, where the probleasssdf control, or
“contingency,” inSulathe crisis is triggered by the incongruous manifestation of both control and
lack thereof, the overlapping of life and death, like in the example abovehateeters in the
novel must reconcile themselves not with the idea of mortality oofosantrol, but with the
hybrid quality of embodiment, its ability to harbor combines antagonistiesstBy comparison,
Frank’s model is based on the assumption that the body imagines itself omawortietween
alternative impulses — the merging of opposite states of beingtiskeot into account.
Describing the range of reactions to the body’s loss of control dunegd| Frank writes: “As
body-selves, people interpret their bodies and make choices: the persahaaseek perfected
levels of predictability, at whatever cost, or can accept vaggggees of contingency” (32).
Frank continues to say that “most people do both, and strategies vary as i 3vlght to be
controlled, where, and how” (33), but the meaning here seems to be thatqueoglssivelgeek

control and accept chaos in their bodily experiences, depending on the cirmassiEsewhere,
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Frank refers explicitly to chronological succession and uses a spetabhor to suggest the
separateness of attitudes: “because the body is moving in time, the condétignaaftual body
represents a layering of types. Each of us is not one type or another, btibh@ f&hriéground and
background of types” (51). By contrast, the focuSimais on thesimultaneityof conflicting

body images and desires.

The body problems and the range of responses suggeS§athare thus more complex
and double-sided than the ones suggested in Frank’s study. The body'yfimgditmuch a
problem as its endurance. The body resists both dispersion and permanence. figieaktdell
is that it is forever,” Sula thinks (107) Her friend, Nel, feels tteceopposite: “Hell ain't things
lasting forever. Hell is change” (108). From an ethical perspec¢hieadeal body ifsulais
deeply immersed in its own individuality; it is also thirsty for otless and capable of empathy.
Neither monadic nor dyadic, the ideal body in the novel is portrayed as engagaxipating
fully and sincerely in the life of the self as well as in the life bko$. By contrast, Frank
proposes the communicative or “communing” body (49) as counteracting “moderigsy’'soc
emphasis on individual achievement” (37). Rea@aotathrough the lens of disability theories or
concepts highlights both the power of these theories to clarify problemsbotieanent and the

need to revise certain ideas so as to reflect more accuratelyriéy wf human experience.

In the second chapter of this paper, | use Lennard J. Davis’s conceptmdrimé to
justify the connection between various types of oppression based on body difefdribe
same time | show how Davis’s injunction to resist normalcy takes aestiteg form inSula
The novel does not only displace the “normal” body by foregrounding black, fenszbledi
characters; it invalidates the very assumptions on which the conagminofests, in particular,
the idea that bodies are stable and therefore can be compared to a ctemaharl sin Chapter
I, I adapt Arthur W. Frank idea of “contingency and the ideal body types helmesto explain

the numerous instances of violence in the novel and the charactergnesaztviolence. Finally

13



Chapter IV is a discussion of how ideals of interdependency (Wendell) and/tuic'doody

(Frank) compare to the ideal bodySnla
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CHAPTER Il

RETHINKING THE “NORM”: THE UNSTABLE BODY

One similarity between the disabled body and the body in Morrison’s novelidethef
instability. As Lennard J. Davis showsEmforcing Normalcy(1995), the modern concept of
normalcy revolves around measurable proportions and attributes. Thus, itbardderstand the
meaning of norm, one must, says Davis, turn to statistics. Davis’s ar@lylsésconnection
between the concept of norm and statistical science seems to underline #fanwthmethe
conventional understanding of the body: the assumption that the body is stable tténhesdy’s
characteristics are assumed to be stable, measurement cannot &kalflaogh Davis does not
address the issue of the fundamental instability of the?pdibcussing instead variation among
different bodies, the two concepts seem to be related. As a resulingeist‘tyranny of the
norm” (Enforcing Normalcy29) entails postulating an unstable body, and then showcasing its

manifestations.

Sulafeatures inconsistent bodies, which defy classification. The bodies motkel shift
continuously from one state to the other; they often experience the simultaneseisce of
conflicting states. One such instance occurs when twelve-year oldI&ydanith a little boy by

the shore of a river and accidentally causes him to drown, while her friensl INeking on:

’In Chapter 6 oEnforcing NormalcyDavis talks however about “the true self of tregmented body”
(139), as opposed to the illusory whole body. (188)
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She picked him up by his hands and swung him outward then around and around. His
knickers ballooned and his shrieks of frightened joy startled the biddghan
grasshoppers. When he slipped from her hands and sailed away out over thigeyater
could still hear his bubbly laughter. The water darkened and closed goiekiyhe place
where Chicken Little sank. The pressure of his hard and tight liters was still in

Sula’s palms as she stood looking at the closed place in the water. Thetedxuim to

come back up, laughing. Both girls stared at the water. (60-61)

Sula and Nel perceive the body as present and absent at the same timanTieelooger see the
boy, but they can still hear his laughter and feel the touch of his handidutike-nature of the
body is not merely the impression of a moment. At Chicken Little’s funbmatwio girls feel that
“only the coffin would lie in the earth; the bubbly laughter and the pressg#rs in the palm
will stay aboveground forever” (66). These scenes describe an unstatfidtiog body by
playing opposites against each other — like life and death, contairimerbffin) and dissipation
(the laughter), permanence (pressure of the boy’s fingers) and intenr(th body swallowed
by the water). Trudier Harris (1991) remarks on the contrast betitie= peacefulness of the
water [and] its destructive capabilities” when the river quietiyudfs the boy’s body (81). She
also notices how the characters give shape to a space that doestroaebdast not visually:
“Repeatedly, the smoothness of the water into which Chicken Littleisaeferred to as a
“place,” as if there is actually a marker there: 61, ‘she stoodrgaiithe closed place in the
water’; 62, ‘the dark closed place in the water’; 101, “the closed place wetlee spread before
them’; 118, ‘on the bank of a river with a closed place in the middle™ (82h Eheememory of
the event retains this duality: years after Chicken Little’stdeédel and Sula recall not only the
laughter of the boy and the clasp of his hands, but also the gap underneathrtivheraidis

body must have fallen.
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The passage thus foregrounds the ambiguities of the body, the waveringrbetueally
authentic, if contradictory, states of being. Some characters in teéhawme difficulties
acknowledging this overlapping, and imagine ways to control it. Such is Skagtacinvents
National Suicide Day to prevent the possibility of death occurring durengest of the year: “It
was not death or dying that frightened him, but the unexpectedness of both. In taitiogt)
he hit on the notion that if one day a year were devoted to it, everybody could geffitraut
way and the rest of the year would be safe and free” (14). Shadrack’s maadhsests toen of
thinking that he can separate life and death and regulate their bounBgiriestrast, Sula
imagines life and death as akin, with no boundaries of separation, so muchsée ttegfisters

her own death as an imperceptible shift between the two states:

The effort to recall was too great; it loosened a knot in her chesuthat her thoughts
again to the pain. While in this state of weary anticipation, she noticeshihatas not
breathing, that her heart had stopped completely. [...] Then she realized, oseathe,
that there was not going to be any pain. She was not breathing because shedidiat
[...] She was dead. Sula felt her face smiling. ‘Well, I'll be damned,” she thgiiight

didn’t even hurt. Wait'll | tell Nel.” (149)

The description of Sula’s death contradicts not only the characten’&xpectations, but most
likely the readers’ as well, when the narrative ventures furtlaerith usual scope. What both the
narrator’s transgression and Sula’s journey into death shows is flegadityi of boundaries,

literary or conceptual.

Ironically, Shadrack’s madness is caused by a traumatic event not heliaea Nel and
Sula witness, although much more violent in nature. The story of ShadrackWwggiadattle
scene during World War |. During the shellfire, Shadrack feels ne#henbr exhilaration, as he

had expected, but a concrete and rather mundane sensation of increasing iysicaa nail
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pierces through his boot into his foot. His body is not only susceptible to beingdyitralso
disperses into a hostile, potentially deadly environment: “The day wagrough to make his
breath visible, and he wondered for a moment at the purity and whiteness of Hiseatth
among the dirty, gray explosions surrounding him” (8). The body is thus doubly \binasait

is exposed to exterior intrusions and tends to expand outside its limitheBatrather mundane
sensations are negligible in comparison to what Shadrack sees nextn#khis head a little to
the right and saw the face of a soldier near him fly off. Beforehlel cegister shock, the rest of
the soldier's head disappeared under the inverted soup bowl of his helmetbBuatry taking
no direction from the brain, the body of the headless soldier ran on, with energpead g
ignoring altogether the drip and slide of brain tissue down its backin(&e horror of the
moment, Shadrack feels that the integrity of the body is illusory anththbbundaries of the
body are frail and deceptive. The barriers of the body raises do not prdvemt disintegrating:
neither helmet, nor skin or skull can protect the soldier's body. The fragchbody harbors life
and death simultaneously, both states equally forceful. The erasure of hesibdareen
apparently irreconcilable states torments Shadrack for months & oofil he finds enough

strength to naively reestablish them.

Another instance of the shifting body in the novel exposes the prejudicgalf ra
difference, even inside the black community. Helene Wright, daughteCafcde prostitute, is
relieved that her own child has inherited more distinctly black feaflinespassage reporting the
mother’s appraisal of her child’s appearance is slightly copasalirs. Wright is torn between
rejoicing in Nel's black traits while finding them downright plain andrewgshing for some
“improvement.” As the narrator puts it, Helene Wright felt “gratefugpldown in her heart, that
the child had not inherited the great beauty that was hers: that her skin kad itubat her
lashes were substantial but not undignified in their length, that shakeadthe broad flat nose

of Wiley (although Helene expected to improve it somewhat) and his gen@siud8). There
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is, in Mrs. Wright's judgment, a direct relation between the body’saappee and its morality,
and the long lashes of a baby predict a penchant toward moral looselasslife. Helene
imitates the behavior of her grandmother, who has shielded her from “her metidblood”

by raising her “under the dolesome eyes of a multicolored Virgin MaB)" (As curious and far-
fetched as Helene Wright's evaluation of her child might appear, her opar@ssared by the

people in the Bottom. When Nel is twelve years old,

she was the color of wet sandpaper — just dark enough to escape the blowétcifithe p
black truebloods and the contempt of old women who worried about such things as bad
blood mixtures and knew that the origins of a mule and a mulatto were one aachéhe s
Had she been any lighter-skinned she would have needed either her mothectsoprot

on the way to school or a streak of mean to defend herself. (52)

Even the way one perceives race is thus informed by general attitmdedd the body: in this
hypothetical case the narrator relates, the violence and moral saggtistified by the belief
that racial boundaries must be enforced. There is a clear conflateeebephysical features and
moral values in this example of racial discrimination. The “pitch-BlabKdren, exemplifying

the “purity” of the race are thus called “truebloods”; as for Helemether, she is identified as a
“Creole whore” for the most part, as if there is a relation betweemixed lineage and her
occupation. The way Nel narrowly escapes prejudice and a darker color weellplfeed her in
a vulnerable position, while her pitch-black peers enjoy a privilegagssghbws how intensely
the characters in the novel are preoccupied with maintaining clederbdyetween races,

however ambiguous real bodies are.

Thus, there emerge two opposite attitudes toward the body’s instabilityf meadion,
resulting in efforts to reassert the boundaries between different oritepparsditions; the other

of acceptance, even celebration of it. Sula allows herself to expefrerety, without fear, the
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body’s antagonistic tendencies. When she experiences the body’s dissipatisraldl to
connect with others, although death is always a threat. As the body turnssintfrael of the
possibility of distraction” (148), she is able to understand herself balttevugh she feels “a

loneliness so profound that the word itself had no meaning” (123).
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CHAPTER Il

THE VULNERABILITY OF THE BODY — VIOLENCE AND RACISM

1. Violence as contingency

As Trudier Harris observes, “in almost every one of the years Margauses upon in
Sula a death occurs.” Not only that, but “all of them are violent [deatf@8). Many of these
deaths are accidental, and come so unexpectedly that the body seems permarrenbyirdndf
annihilation. The most harmless activities, like playing, sleeping @okireg, can bring about
death in the most unexpected ways. This apparently permanent hovering odgetioé @death
explains why so many of the characters in the story consider takingtalbEprecautionary
measures to protect themselves. From clothing to rituals, from the waletbie their houses to
way they relate to other people, all the daily gestures are a refl@dtihis pervasive fear. Fhe
Wounded StorytelleArthur W. Frank remarks that iliness entails a sense of loss of cox&ol
an unpredictable body. People who cannot come to terms with the body’s unpilitglictab
“contingency,” struggle to restore predictability and assume caoittbkeir bodies. Frank does
not define contingency in medical terms, but more broadly as “the body’'s conditiomgf bei

subject to forces that cannot be controlled” (31).
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There are three main sources of violence or endangerm8ualdrthe manifestations of a
violent God, racial and gender-related vulnerability and poverty. Ofterg ae®us types of
vulnerability overlap, to the point that it becomes impossible to undtrpiexact nature of a
violent incident. Such is the case when many people of the Bottom die wheattdmapt to
destroy “the tunnel they were forbidden to build” (161) and drown when a shicdgs®dl It is
difficult to decide whether this tragedy is simply accidentalaor ke imputed to the denial of
jobs to the people of the Bottom for over ten years. On top of this, the massmdy takes place
on National Suicide Day, a holiday celebrated only by the black people of Medallionthgo in
seemingly straightforward, factual recounting of the event, the namétoduces ambiguities

that cannot be resolved.

2. Metaphysical contingency

Most interpretations of violence emanating from God are based on the passa8al§
which explains why everyone in the Bottom is convinced that Sula is evihegy are reluctant

to chase her out of town:

In their world, aberrations were as much a part of nature as grace. Thelynwaubre
run Sula out of town than they would kill the robins that brought her back, for in thei
secret awareness of Him, He was not the God of three faces they sang héplkhew
quite well that He had four, and that the fourth explained Sula. They lealdWith
various forms of evil all their days, and it wasn’t that they believed Would take care
of them. It was rather that they knew God had a brother and that brotherdpzaed

God'’s son, so why should he spare them? (118)

Allen Alexander interprets the presence of a dangerous God in Morrisonls aevan echo of
traditional African deities, with human attributes and not entirehebelent. Unless the

characters are assimilated into white culture, Alexander claimswiligeject “Western notions
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of dualism, the belief that good and evil exist as separate forces” (300¢. tikiseems to
explain the passage about the four faces of God, the idea that beligf i deity is a rejection
of the duality good —evil doesn’t seem to worlSima Paradoxically, by casting all the
responsibility of evil on Sula and turning her into a scapegoat (Reddy 39), tlle pethe
Bottom cast themselves as innocent and effectively separate gaoéhiil inside their

community. The narrative of separation seems effective, changing them

in accountable yet mysterious ways. Once the source of their pensisf@itune was
identified, they had leave to protect and love one another. They began to dfedrish t
husbands and wives, protect their children, repair their homes and in dematal

together against the devil in their midst. (117-18)

Despite this overflowing of generosity and love, the scapegoat strateggantially flawed, for
the people of the Bottom are not really purged of meanness. The only chdregaent their
entire venom is concentrated against Sula — at least that's how gliedasnnings to be: “Their
eyes so intent on the wayward stranger who trips into their net, they kel éotthe cobalt on
their own back” (120). Thus, the act of purification is merely a mattezlbfieception from the
main character’s perspective. While the people in the Bottom &ekite keeping evil at bay by
distancing themselves physically from it, Sula thinks their reactiomssteom fear of
acknowledging the duplicity of their own nature. By contrast, Sula practitespection,
reproaching herself for watching her mother burn and feeling “thrilled” (bf Qetecting
weaknesses to which she had thought she’d be impervious, such as becominiyecsmads
her lover. Thus, Sula paves the way for her friend’s journey from selptieeeeligiousness,
which “hid from her the true motives for her charity” (139), to the final adioin of what she

really feels in the last lines of the book.
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3. Racism and sexism as forms of contingency

The issues of racial oppression and oppression of women in Toni Morrison’s havel
gained a lot of attention from critics, who have linked these concebts pervasiveness of
violent imagery. InSulg except for the death of Chicken Little, all other instances camhedli
to discriminatory political and socioeconomic policies. Such is the draftypolibe case of the
men who go to war, or the denial of jobs to the black people of Medallion, wigelsathem so
much that they rush to their death unwittingly. This is certainly a morrtctype of racism than
what one character from the story experiences traveling south in adwr&i car, but the
conseguences are just as terrible. The repeated violence and tdwterbaefforts to assume
control over their own bodies hints to the historical circumstances efjaogry racism and the

condition of women at the beginning of the twentieth century.

In spite of the abundance of violence and social oppression in the 8ola$§ not a
story of victims. Quite the contrary: even as they seem at their ngptrdée moment, the main
characters always find the means to survive. Marc Ledbetter ssigg€sttims and Postmodern
Narrative or Doing Violence to the Botlyat in Morrison’s novels violence does not only

summon images of death — it has a decisive role in identity formation:

Characters see and understand themselves and the world most profoundly when in the
grip of terror. Using tradition, apocalyptic language, the restoratitmedfelf develops
through a spiritual journey that involves violence and chaos which ta&esctérs to the

extremes of human endurance and, in turn, allows, even forces, self-disc@vedg)(

It is true that characters often learn from traumatic experietft@sdevelop strategies for
survival or ways to intimidate, punish, or protest against those who have dibiege. But just
as often, they fail, giving in to fear or indulging in self-deprecation. Smaxample is Jude

Greene. After attempting vainly to get a “manly” job building a newd inaviedallion, Jude
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understands that neither him, nor the other black men from the Bottom witjetvaired.
Determined “to a man'’s role anyhow,” he decides to get married so as ttshemeone to take
care about his hurt” (82), “someone to shore him up” (83). Surely enough, Jadgedriife is
just what he imagined it would be: Nel, attentive to her husband’s needs, pyitesthy
whenever Jude comes back home complaining about “white man running it” andoesiugre
“some whiney tale that peaked somewhere between anger and a lappinfpdesimgort” (102-
103). Although the discrimination is real, Jude’s behavior takes away all meyofadignity he
had left. Even worse, Jude’s need for comfort only creates more misery aroyridrhivhen the

burden of family life becomes too heavy, he simply leaves.

As a counterpart to these stories of faillBeladescribes the ways in which characters
reinvent themselves in order to survive. The “1919” chapter at the begiohihe book recounts
Shadrack’s war experience and subsequent madness. The focus is notresdslling the
ravages of the war: the description of Shadrack’s military lifegdéss than a page in the novel.
Rather, the chapter follows Shadrack as he slowly invents another Wwaingfand a different
way of looking at the world around him. Although people in the Medallion are shockee to s
him so changed and find themselves regretting the young man he was befone Steadack’s
ability to rebuild an identity and place some order in his vision of the worlzhistheless
impressive and it is described in the book as a rebirth: “the frsp if his new life [was] deeper
than the hospital drugs; deeper than the pits of plums, steadier ttamtiee’s wing; more
tranquil than the curve of eggs” (14). There is no hint of defeat or weakribss passage,
despite the fact that Shadrack never regains his sanity. Pany},@iimmenting oBeloved
confirms that madness can be one of the possible “strategies faafu(@21). Thus, Gilroy
talks about “deliberately going mad in order, as one of the characgsrimnghe book, ‘in order

not to lose your mind” (221). Gilroy’s remark explains Shadrack’s velaticcess in resuming a
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more or less normal life among the people of the Bottom, who in theictume to accept him as

one of theirs.

Other veterans in the book, who return home sane, have to suffer the indgnidieisi
prejudice. As Eileen Barrett observes, during the 1920s, the black soldiengngeftom the
Great War found that, in spite of their sacrifice, they weresstiject to racial persecution; their
return home in 1919 was marked by the highest number of lynchings in the Unitsd(38t
The veterans that Helene Wright and her daughter see on the train rairtloat for “colored
only,” have “closed face” and “locked eyes”; even their hatred is inteedala mere “movement
under the skin” (21). Plum, the beloved son of Eva Peace, returns from waimaaleliot,

exasperating his mother with his weakness until she sets him on fire.

Racial discrimination ranges from political oppression to economic diseenpumt.
Following the relative prosperity of the war, new building projects amengld for Medallion, but
they exclude giving work to the black people of the Bottom. The geographic exclusian of
black community is mirrored by an economic exclusion. The very firstspaigae book describe
the relationship between the white community of Medallion and the blackepedpe Bottom
as one of economic inequality. The white men who come to the Bottom are in the bofiness
“collecting rent or insurance payments” (4), while the black spoorecsahave been out of work
for eight years. The story of how the Bottom began describes a new kirgibbbrgpression, one
that is not based on political, but economic disempowerment: “A good whiterfaromised
freedom and a piece of bottom land to his slave if he would perform some vemlidiffiores.
When the slave completed the work, he asked the farmer to keep his end ofde Baeedom
was easy — the farmer had no objection to that. But he didn't want to givey lgmd” (5). So
the farmer gives his former slave some land up in the hills, relagdum that “It's the bottom of
heaven — best land there is” (5). Towards the end of the novel, the prol#eonoimic

deprivation becomes even more keenly felt. When survival is rendered ibpdssthe people
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of the Bottom, they rebel but they only manage to kill themselves. Katy R@80), addressing
the idea of suicide and the larger issue of violence in Morrison’s noegdsts the idea of
passivity and victimization. For Ryan, the body in these novels is not a graytuatic
circumstances; instead, it derives power from its ability to vétitsviolence, from its
willingness to place itself into harm’s way, as it were. Ryan thus &hl&at “revolutionary

suicide” in the case of the mass drowning under the tunnel:

Suicide Day leads not to glorified, individual deaths but to a politicaégirin which
identity is collective: The bodies of the indistinguishable Denag never found, and no
one knows who went first. For those people in the Bottom who "did not believethtat
was accidental life might be, but death was deliberate" (90)-the marctdttheaunnel

advances with a fatal intention. (402)

The account of the event seems to confirm Ryan’s observations, for thnansists on the
high spirits of the crowd marching down towards the tunnel, “as though thdyewasalhope”
(160). The people from the Bottom clearly feel that their protesting wdfeict @ change. The
drowning of the people foreshadows the involvement in the second World Warnvamsaes of
killings among the black, for the year is 1941 and hope for a change still Hieapieixcited
about other people’s wars” (160). As Ryan puts it, “by the next January 3, H'mdiational
Suicide Day will be replaced by an international one”(402). Thus the novetdatheircle:
although the participation in the first World War had not brought about treofrethat black

people expected, the people in the Bottom are ready to march towards deattjadmce

As for the black female charactersSualg their plight is even worse than that of men, for
they enjoy even less freedom. Nel and Sula are only twelve, but they alredetgtand the
limitations of their status: “Because each had discovered yeare lleéd they were neither white

nor male, and that all freedom and triumph was forbidden to them, they had seteaaiing c
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something else to be” (52). For Sula, the only alternative is to regoble of motherhood, for
only in this way can she enjoy the same freedom as the men. She confessesesibatidn to
her friend Nel that even if she had children she would abandon them to presdreedam: |
really would act like what you call a man. Every man | ever knew lefthiidren” (143). Unlike
Nel, who describes independence as “acting like a man,” Sula feeleettddm and caring for
one’s children are not roles that belong naturally to either men or nvdfoe Nel, who feels she
needs to provide for her children, freedom comes much later, when they no lcedjbene
In1965, Nel can afford to look around her, because there is nothing else to do. Rentgthbe
past, she sorts she is able to finally separate between tlegamtthings in her life and the truly
important. Neither the loss of husband or the estrangement of her childrérpdnt only the

loss of her friend, Sula.

4. Arthur Frank’s body types and the characteiSuh

Whether violence and oppression are related to race, gender, or thé igemara
condition, the reactions to violence approximate the responses to contingemayithaFrank
describes. Some of the central characteBuiaveer towards acceptance, others towards
rejection of the body’s unpredictability. Shadrack is an example of waakEalls “disciplined”
bodies, who fear most of all loss of control and attempt to reassert “pialiigt’ One of the
most painful discoveries Shadrack makes after watching a soldisrttag the body is
unpredictable. After coming out of shock, he “looked around for his hands. His glaace
cautious at first, for he had to be very careful — anything could be anywBgr&hadrack’s later
efforts aim to restore the body’s predictability by reestablishingoitsdaries and setting up
barriers between the body and the chaotic world outside. His body recoveiagrea
functionality inside his shack by the river, which he keeps miltaelat and clean. Time is also
segmented carefully, with days of soberness clearly separatediftys where he drinks, and

destruction and madness concentrates in the third day of January soribtiteontaminate” the
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rest of the year. To ensure that the body is safe from outside intrustbissevented from
dispersing itself, characters like Shadrack imagine or build de@ensills, and their efforts are
reflected in the narrative by what Patricia McKee callstpats of containment” or “patterns of
expulsion” in “Spacing and Placing Experience in Toni Morris&uk&” McKee associates the
patterns of containment with Shadrack and Helene Wright, “who practiciecstintainments and
limitations of experience that keep things in their places” (7) angatterns of expulsion with
the Peace women, who “enforce violent expulsions from their houses andtties, intent on

getting rid of things and keeping their distance rather than keeping ot@gr” (

Shadrack tries to regain a sense of safety by reinforcing the bounddrisdotly: he
feels safe when he is put in a straightjacket in the hospital and i®divid a sense of identity
when he is locked in a prison cell. Shadrack constantly fears thats timelsody keeps itself
strictly delimited from the outward world, loss of identity and death widliocHis fears are
confirmed later in the novel, when water swallows up Chicken Little’s bodythariite “licking
[Hannah’s] blue cotton dress” dissolves barriers and destroys her bodya&tiadesire to
reestablish the limits of the body is obvious when, after regainifigwaleness in the hospital,
he stares apprehensively at the food tray hoping that the food would noufisideathe set
boundaries. There are multiple correspondences between the descriptiod afifl the human
body, and the entire scene echoes the previous description of the soldim€sthmed “soup

bowl” (8):

Before him a tray was a large tin plate divided into three trianglemeé triangle was
rice, in another meat, and in the third stewed tomatoes. A small round depledd a
cup of whitish liquid. Shadrack stared at the soft colors that filled thasgles: the
lumpy whitenessf rice, thequivering bloodomatoes, the grayish-browmeat.All their
repugnance was contained in the neat balance of the triangle - a batarscothed

him, transferred some of its equilibrium to him. Thus reassured that ttes thisitred and
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the brown would stay where they weraveuld not explode or burst forth from their
restricted zones he suddenly felt hungry and looked around for his hands. (8, my

emphasis)

When searching for his hands, Shadrack discovers two “lumps beneatigthblaeket on either
side of his hips” (9). The cover satisfies the need for a containungfwgte, which projects a
sense of order and ensures that the matter is not exposed and does not sprBatwlien
Shadrack uncovers his hands as he tries to eat, he imagines seeing thegegnmonstrously
into fingers: “Slowly he directed one hand toward the cup and, just as he wascaggread into
fingers, they began to grow in higgledy-piggledy fashion like Jack’s lzdmmdtover the tray
and the bed” (9). Barriers set up to protect the body’s integrity end up hheiogposite effect
when they melt together and fuse with the body. Since de&hl@often occurs when the body
fails to maintain separateness between itself and the borderingesyi$@drack’s terror at

feeling his fingers fuse with his shoelaces is understandable.

Helene Wright's attitude is very similar to Shadrack’s: for tew, the body’s
unpredictability is a source of worry. Taking her grandmother’s adMcg Wright is
“constantly on guard for any sign of her mother’s wild blood” (17)/ From her poineof, the
body is or needs to be under constant supervision, rigidly controlled so thatinsesafely
within certain limits. For Helene Wright, these limits are not playsas they are for the war
veteran; instead, she places her life inside certain moral, radiglass-related norms that she

follows rigorously and imposes on her daughter.

Coming from the South, Helene Wright is keenly aware of the perception, avhiteg
people, that black people are somehow subhuman. Even in Ohio, she feels that steeh@eeds
permanently on the guard so as not to confirm such expectations, and the reastons white

characters in the novel prove her right. For instance, a white bargemsking himself “When
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[...] will those people ever be anything but animals” (63). Eager to distarself from such
perceptions, Mrs. Wright embraces white middle class values: keepihgus® perfectly clean
and orderly, she is a woman with unflinching views on morality and eagerde bgerelative
economic prosperity. Helene Wright's love for order and control are defirtenrgposed from
the outside, from her desire to replicate the image of the white body anduée et she
associates with white middle-class society. Although she is conténheri own appearance,
Helene cannot help but feel that her daughter’s features need to be daaeectach as possible.
Nel's “generous lips” (18) and “plain brown eyes” (28) are beyond repaithétbroad, flat
nose” (18) can be lengthened with a clothspin and the unruly hair straightéinéidesot comb.
(55). This is what Arthur Frank calls the “mirroring body” — one that “gr@dself in conformity
to an internalized set of ideal images” (44). Frank’s definition applies, however, if by “body
image” one understands not only a set of physical features but also a deesfagsociated to a
specific body type. In Helene Wright's case, the traits she attributbe white body seem to

include moral and religious righteousness as well as economic ease.

Among the black people of the Bottom, in Medallion, Helene cuts an impréiggive:
she is a respected authority among them, but when she takes a traim Idaek®rleans to visit
her dying grandmother, all the frailty of her persona is exposed. As soon as geligon the
train, the conductor rebuffs her for crossing through a whites only raibcal adds
unceremoniously: “Now git your butt on in there” (21). In spite of all her beauty agdrel
demeanor, Helene is still a “gal” (18). Left without resources, Mrggwsheepishly smiles back
at the conductor and obeys, to the silent anger of the other black passenggenThe
misadventure shows how untenable Helene Wright's attitude is, both bétaimsdffective and
because it isolates her from her peers. Even her daughter, Nel, wheestiies event, makes a

resolution never to retrace her mother’s steps.
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Helene Wright's desire to replicate the white body extends to her daugiftate ‘you
sittin’ there, honey, go ‘head and pull your nose,” she suggests to Nel at some geergtory.
But after the trip to the South and especially after becoming frieridsSwia, Nel starts to reject
her mother’s values; she has no interest in either lengthening her redssgittening her hair:
“after she met Sula, Nel slid the clothpin under the blanket as soon gstsirethe bed, [...] and
although [...] there was still the hateful comb to suffer through each Satewdaing, its
consequences — smooth hair — no longer interested her” (55). This intrduricest feature in
Frank’s body typology that explains how characters in the novel relateht@#r: other-
relatedness. The most appropriate example to illustrate the positvefsither-relatedness is the
friendship between Nel Wright and Sula Peace. The closeness betwesm $ella compensates
for the isolation they feel inside their own families and alldvesit “to grow on”: “Daughters of
distant mothers and incomprehensible fathers (Sula’s because heawablelés because he
wasn't), they found in each other’s eyes the intimacy they were lookih(bf). The paragraph
also points out the danger of dysfunctional relations, and especiallyothlerps of estrangement
inside families. The novel contrasts the falsity of family life toftrendship of Nel and Sula

until the very last lines of the book.

Eva Peace, Sula’s grandmother on the other side, would be best described as a
“dominating” body, which “defines itself in force” and “assumes the contingency of disess
never accepts it.” At the same time, “the [dominating] body’s will tugasrest the other rather
than toward itself” (Frank 46). Although she misses one leg, Eva does not bigeréther
accentuates its absence by wearing mid-calf dresses. Heritidalkiilsource of power, as she
tells the children frightening stories about the loss of her legrdimidiates adults by proudly
displaying both the empty space where below her left thigh and the igtadeg. This display is
not so much a matter of coquetry as it is a way of asserting power and:d@ntraght leg is

described as being not beautiful, but “magnificent” and “glamorous.” Mitgdbr both Eva
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and, later, Sula, is the result and the means to assert control and ingdogdlt Like her
grandmother, Sula is intuitively aware that the mutilated body has titg sdbitontrol through
fear or intimidation. When the white older boys try to harass her arfddred, Sula scares them
off by slashing off the tip of her finger. Her gesture does not come froplikealel imagines
later, or from defiance, but rather from a desire to protect legrdriEva, who is forced by
circumstances to sacrifice her leg in order to provide for her ehil@ula makes a very
deliberate decision to confront the boys. Although Nel and Sula could continue avoidingithe
boys by taking a different route home, Sula decides one day they should tadeottest way”
home, knowing that they will meet the bullies. While Sula’s only regriat she had cut off
“only the tip of her finger” (54), Eva is overwhelmed by hatred for the man who abahdene

and caused the loss of her leg, BoyBoy.

Eva'’s increasing desire to retain control, resulting in the death of bothitanen, will
ultimately lead to her downfall. Similarly, when Sula becomes possesdnes lmver, Ajax, she
loses him. Possessiveness and control appear to be a matter of bounslagakéir flexibility
and growing rigid, restricting freedom of movement and hurting the body, like Skiadshoes:
“Exhausted, his feet clotted with pain, he sat down at the curbside to tdke sifioes. He [...]
fumbled with the laces of the heavy high-topped shoes. [...] he fought a risiegdyisat was
not merely anxiety to free his aching feet; his very life depended ogl&@se of the knots” (12).
Eva’s house/womb cannot expand to contain a full-grown man, and Ajax detects fthef$he
nest” (133) in Sula’s tidied up house. The tendency to impose order and clemaidinssociated
throughout the book with the self within fixed boundaries. Although charactersis@seesire
a sense of order in their lives and the community privileges it onyeindication of chaos, the
connotations or order and (fixed) boundaries tend to become increasingly negatieestory

progresses.
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For instance, as characters search for safe boundaries to contain tlesy thegi
discover that seclusion inside protective walls is not necessdelyksin Luisa Badt, in her
article on the psychological and political interpretations of thee§sant literary return to the
mother” (567) in Morrison’s novels, analyzes the characters’ desirdedle body inside
protective walls as a longing to return to the womb. Badt also desthrédangers of searching
for safety: “There are those who are subsumed by the mother, never to resimg.dnd
merging with the mother, one risks self-annihilation” (574). Thisesipely what happens to
Plum, a heroin addict after his return from the war, who is killed by his motitause of his
helplessness. When Eva tries to justify her act to Hannah, she explaiftsarenwasn’'t space

for him in my womb. And he was crawling back” (71).

The best example of the “communicative” body, which “accepts its contingenuart
of the fundamental contingency of life” and sees itself as part of maaity is Sula in the last
part of the novel. Having accepted in turn the body as contingent (she witredsdgglee body
suffering and dying, including her own) and yielding control over the body (she umdisrttat
it would have been useless to try to take control over her lover’'s body ynevadPeace
controlled the bodies of the people she loved), Sula’s last thoughts recordeaavel are for
her friend, Nel. What distinguishes Sula from Nel and all the other p&opiehe Bottom is her
relentless curiosity and her frankness, towards herself as mimias others. Sula is
impervious to conventional morality to such a degree that some commehtaterdescribed her
as “clearly immoral” (Harris 78). Sula’s apparent lack of empathgafgrother human being, in
particular is probably her most troubling characteristic, as it isthatical to the tenets of the
community and to most human relationships” (Harris 79). This is certhi@lreason for Sula’s
isolation in the Medallion community, where she is feared even by her goimehmHowever,
Sula does not see herself as amoral; on the contrary, she points outienkahat she might be

the “good” one. In other words, Sula has built her own ethical system, ong @isademanding
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and precise perhaps as Nel's Christian values. At the center didtieéd to venture out of the
trodden path. As Terry Otten explains in his study of the theme of the Fbdrrison’s novels,
the author oSula“projects a fortunate fall idea through characters who must debedglse
identity ascribed to them as blacks in a spurious ‘garden.’ Those co-opted pstéme, such as
[...] Helene Wright [...], or those totally victimized by it [...] suffernedeemable defeat. Only
those courageous enough and strong enough to risk freedom gain a measure of gitolfy” (
Otten’s analysis is correct, then the final conversation betveenvb friends makes sense, as

Sula’s parting words are an invitation for Nel to reconsider her values:

“How do you know?” Sula asked.

“Know what?” Nel still wouldn’t look at her.

“About who was good. How do you know it was you?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean maybe it wasn't you. Maybe it was me.” (146)

As this passage suggests, it is not only the individuals who have tontihemselves, but the
community as well, questioning its moral standards, stretching ths bimis tolerance and, like
Sula, imagining a different morality. Sula redefines sin as theakfa fall: when she thinks of

her neighbors in Medallion, she imagines them as

spiders whose only thought was the next rung of the web, who dangled in dark dry
places, suspended by their own spittle, more terrified of the freadallthe snake’s
breath below. [...] If they were touched by the snake’s breath, howevettiaawere
merely victims and knew how to behave in that role [...]. But the freeotalho, that

required- demanded — invention, a thing to do with the wings, a way of holditegthe
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and most of all a full surrender to the downward flight if they wished te thsir

tongues or stay alive. (120)

Sula’s beliefs are in stark contrast to Christian ideas of innocendeerf, there are no innocent

victims, only complacent ones. The only responsibilities are suruibself-knowledge.

Another passage that highlights how different Sula’s perception is frewther

characters describes how she imagines her lover’'s body:

If | take a chamois and rub real hard on the bone, right on the ledge of youbohegk
some of the black will disappear. It will flake away into the chamudswenderneath there

will be gold leaf. | can see it shining through the black. | know it is thefe..]

And if | take a nail file or even Eva’s old paring knife — that will do — amdfse away at
the gold, it will fall away and there will be alabaster. The alabastenas gives your
face its planes, its curves. That is why your mouth smiling does not reachyes.

Alabaster is giving it a gravity that resists a total smile. [...]

Then | can teach a chisel and small tap hammer and tap away at the aldhaigite
crack then like ice under the pick, and through the breaks | will sdeame fertile, free

of pebbles and twigs. For it is the loam that is giving you that smell. (130)

Many critics interpret this passage as a redefining of beautyalleeKne Stern, for example, this
passage suggests an added ethical component to beauty. First, Stens akiggiassage
challenges and replaces the Western perception of beauty as visualemtigtealdf requires
participation, involvement and warmth on the part of the beholder: “In [Morrispatisitives,
beauty depends on the beholder’s craft or intention and results from labor upodyreither by

the hands or the imagination” (Conner 78-79). More importantly, this kind afybeeat one
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creates through touch and imagination highlights the constructedness offaaghsiand

includes an ethical dimension that Western aesthetics neglects:

Morrison is fascinated by how the imagination comes to bear on the seosetofd
produce or stage beauty. She invents scene after scene in which theqetioats
aesthetic response, touch and imagination, conspicuously oppose or counterthalance
visual and objective tendencies of western thinking about beauty. Howeversdisri
shift of attention to the tactile and imaginary does not serve merelate the problems
of visual beauty [...]. Rather, [...] her “beauty formula” seems to define essaaly
ethical and inclusive response to human bodies, one that extends tendemess to e

person and precludes doing harm. (Conner 79)

As Katherine Stern suggests, this passage seems to highlight achethiaally “appropriate”
understanding of beauty. Interestingly, the entire process is likeneel Witk of a sculptor
carving into bone, gold and alabaster. These repeated allusions ssa&rast the idealized
beauty depicted in art and the reality of particular bodies. The pas=agely reinstitutes the
human body as the primary site of beauty rather than a certain artigiit ®ist, as Sula feels
compelled to go beyond the “bone,” the “gold” and the “alabaster” to find her answthe
same time, the unmoving beauty of the art object is devalued in thiaddringer a sign of
imperishable beauty, the alabaster mask has a rigid quality that ingtmseA’s smile: “The
alabaster is what gives your face its planes, its curvesisiwat your mouth smiling does not
reach your eyes. Alabaster is giving it a gravity that resists astoikd” (130) One might
therefore infer from Morrison’s book, that beauty lies primarily in ceang the plasticity of the
living body and nature, not in the frozen object of art. Lack of change is cgmdiat Sula
abhors most. At the same time, the emphasis is placed equally on Sula’sregefithe
beautiful, the fleeting perception that she strives for, as it is dimds, Morrison rewrites

beauty: neither objective nor subjective, it derives from a feelimgiafan interconnectedness in
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which both sides are equally important. At the same time, beauty is ntihatdisent, separable
from the rest of one’s existence; it is only one single strand in a mutymicexperiences, along

with love, happiness and the search for authenticity in the case of Sula
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CHAPTER IV

CONNECTEDNESS — THE SELF AND THE COMMUNITY

In Sulaviolence on its own is not as damaging as some characters’ responsgsrto it
instance, Nel despises her mother when she notices how servile Hetetnvard white people
and how frightened she is of them. Jude, BoyBoy and many of the men in the noestaiecp
as weak and childlike, as they are entirely dependent on women to supportubsrnsancially,
or to regain some sense of self-confidence. When BoyBoy returns to MedaNisit his former
wife and flaunt his newly found prosperity and his last conquest, Eva is not taxghis show
of independence. She likens BoyBoy’s overblown confidence to that of a child who $tesatia

some ordinary skill:

Eva looked out of the screen door and saw a woman in a pea-green dress leaning on the
smallest pear tree. Glancing back at him, she was reminded of Plum’shiecéev
managed to get the meat out of a walnut all by himself. Eva smiled again, aed fiau

lemondade. (36)

A generation later, Jude Greene repeats BoyBoy’s fate. His magiagéhing more than an alibi
meant to conceal how helpless and needy he is: “He needed someone to care atytdis h
care very deeply. [...] And if he were to be a man, that someone could no longemneter”
(82). Without downplaying the impact of violence and raciSalais concerned mostly with how
characters’ responses have a negative impact on their own lives dralioed of others, more
so than the economic and social conditions. Above all, the novel seems to suggestaeopl

responsible for what they do and how they relate to others.
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In spite of the presence of violence in their lives, many of the cieasanSulamanage
to build friendships and retain a sense of connectedness with the anidewith one’s
environment. Arthur W. Frank, referring to possible responses to illness gfépkcing one’s

self and body within the ‘community of pain™ (37). On a more general level, tigtens
“inclusion,” “access,” “connectedness” on one side and “exclusion, dliswol,” and
“segregation” on the other side keep resurfacing in discussions abdailitgisahether the main
concern is the civil rights of people living with disabilities loe heed to rethink cultural attitudes
and concepts. “Normal” bodies privilege autonomy, separateness anchegslevhile disabled
authors present the body as living in a relationship of symbiosis witlrisusdings,
neighboring bodies and objects. The two differing perceptions of the bodyiendtathe
environment are more than a strictly physical matter; they influéecevay identity is imagined
and the degree to which individuals consider themselves as disaiges ®r undistinguishable
parts of a community. Connectedness lies at the core of the disabledimityrsndentity.
Describing the criteria for selecting the literary works which wdad included in his anthology
of writings of disabled authors, Kenny Fries explains: “If asked whagéd#se fact that all the
work in Staring Backhas been written by a writer who lives with a disability and that | chose
each piece first and foremost for its literary merit, binds togéftiework, | must reply it is the
theme of human connection — connection with the past, connection one another, convittcti
our bodies, connection with ourselves” (3). Disability literature arabdity culture thus
propose an alternative to the generally accepted concept of the body asdeteped isolated
from other bodies. Texts recounting the experience of being wounded, sick ordlidediebe a
body with fluid boundaries, flowing outside its visible physical limitsntmrporate “foreign
bodies” as parts of one’s identity. Whether these are animate (friendy, fie@nabers or lovers)
or inanimate (prostheses, wheelchairs, houses, places) there is aref®ealiing of communion
between the body and its surroundings, enhanced by the suggestion that the boofritheries
body, far from being fixed, are perpetually fluctuating.Sirg the relation between the black
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community and the place where they live exemplifies the close connectiozebetelf and the
environment, while the friendship between Sula Peace and Nel Wright ergshihs need for

human connectedness.

1. Relation between the body and its environment

From the very first lines, the book shows people and the place they inbabtirg in

an organic relation:

In that place, where they tore the nightshade and blackberry patches froradteeio
make room for the Medallion City Golf course, there was once a neighborhetmbdt
in the hills above the valley town of Medallion and spread all the way tovdrelt is

called the suburbs now, but when black people lived there it was called tbBt)

Both the place and the people are shaped by the presence of the other. Inmadter ptace for
the golf course and the suburbs, the buildings as well as the trees ofitira Biust be brought
down; the hills change their name, not only their appearance, after the blatkicibyrieave. In
their turn, the former inhabitants of the Bottom undergo significant ceaagattered all over the
valley and farther away from Medallion, they no longer form a community. AgWght
ponders in the “1965” chapter, “there weren't any places left, justategasuses with separate
televisions and separate telephones and less and less dropping by” (166).afRespli@uch
attached to the place they inhabit that the novel portrays racism as désmal. @ he “nigger
joke” in the opening chapter explains how the black people were banisheth&dentile valley
land to the hilly surroundings of Medallion, and the end of the novel reporisigther exodus,

thus placing the black community in a state of eternal “homelessness”

To reinforce the idea of racial oppression, the narrator trackothplete erasure of the
past as the Bottom turns into the Medallion City Golf Course. As thephmataf uprooting
suggests, the displacement of the black community is a form of annihiltigoarasure of
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geographical features results in the erasure of the people who have obdedrth& place: “The
beeches are gone now, and so are the pear trees where children sat cnidweliarough the
blossoms to passersby” (3). On the other hand, the novel cancels this doubtedardsuplace
and its people by bringing before the eyes of the reader the entire cdgnwitimits quirky
inhabitants and their sometimes strange lives. At the same time whueliseare described as a
sort of non-place, as Nel describes it. In order to build the golf course ninaators must
remove all shape, color, smell and human presence from the land. They melgh#estripped
and faded buildings that clutter the road,” “raze” and “knock to dust” allibgaduntil “there

will be nothing left of the Bottom” (3). The entire novel is thus a prooésestitution of a place

and its people through memory.

Perhaps no other character embodies the close connection between plaeesatidike
Shadrack. His experience during World War | in France suggests thaethery of his
hometown is as much part of his being as his “grave black face” (13). Ordytiveesertainties
remain after the shock of the war has erased everything else frona&tisdnind. While all
other memories are forgotten, the image of the Bottom and its peopkgékte saw a window
that looked out on a river which he knew was full of fish. Someone was speaklpgusbf
outside the door...” (10). This memory gives Shadrack a sense of directionrpndegowhen he
doesn’t even know who he is and saves him from complete madness. Even if hpgecquih
a set of “very official looking papers,” Shadrack’s only certairgiesthe concreteness of his

body and the existence of a place where he belongs:

Twenty-two years old, weak, hot, frightened, not daring to acknowledge thbdabet

didn’t even know who or what he was... with no past, no language, no tribe, no source,
no address book, no comb, no pencil, no clock, no handkerchief, no rug, no bed, no can
opener, no faded postcard, no soap, no key, no tobacco pouch, no soiled underwear and

nothing nothing nothing to do... he was sure of one thing only: the unchecked
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monstrosity of his hands. He cried soundlessly at the curbside of a smak$tkdw
town wondering where the window was, and the river, and the soft voices gisedhe

door... (12)

The reassurance of a place and a community to which he belongs gives Stiedsticdngth to

confront what he really is and reach Medallion — damaged, but alive.

Shadrack is not the only inhabitant of Medallion who derives a sensé fvtbsethe
place he inhabits. Space is so important for the charact8rgdthat, often, the relation between
character and place is the first thing the narrator describes, theushapter on Helene Wright
starts with the intriguing statement that “It had to be as far away frerfSundown House as
possible” (17), announcing the Helene’s fear of racial discriminatiowedl as her rejection of
the past and her own self. Once the importance of placement issestdpthe narrator follows
Mrs. Wright travel between Medallion and the Sundown House in New Oylaaahdraces the
dramatic identity shifts that the character suffers between tlog#s.pr he fluctuations in Helen
Wright's being expose the gap between the real and the invented seH|gbdear witness to
the impact of geography on people: if in Medallion Mrs. Wright was “a wontemwen all
social battles with presence and a conviction of the legitimacy @iutleority,” (18), as soon as
she get on a South-bound train and gets admonished by the white conductor, shettans int
street pup that wags its tail at the very doorjamb of the butcher shop heehdsdked away
from only moments before” (21). Mrs. Wright measures her success in tifie distance she has
managed to put between herself and her former life: “All in all her lileavsatisfactory one.
[...] She would sigh sometimes just before falling asleep, thinking that shiedeed come far
enough from the Sundown House” (19). By shifting characters from one place ta atigthe
novel emphasizes how much the self depends on its surroundings and exposes theemuessis

in the characters’ identity.
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If the hills of Medallion are an expression of the black community’s doleaentity,
individual differences are marked through the different configurafitimechouses. People’s
social and economic status is apparent in their house’s placement iottine BAfter Eva Peace
achieves some level of prosperity, she moves from the edges of the towynfe'si back from
the road” (33), closer to its center, on Carpenter Road. The chapter imigp8uta and Eva
Peace by placing both characters of in a particular setting befoedingvanything else about

them, their circumstances or family:

Sula Peace lived in a house of many rooms that had been built over a period/eafs/e

to the specifications of its owner, who kept adding things: more starwthere were

three sets on the second floor — more rooms, doors and stoops. There werbabbart t
three doors, others that opened out on the porch only and were inaccessible from any
other part of the house; others that you could get to you only by going through
somebody’s bedroom. The creator and sovereign of this enormous house [...] was Eva
Peace, who sat in a wagon on the third floor directing the lives of herethifdends,

strays, and a constant stream of boarders. (30)

Before Eva’s story is even begun, her whimsical personality, her aytand strong will is felt

in the architecture of the house. As for Sula, the Peace home witeit®®m and chaos allows
her to explore the world freely and order her impressions of it bylhdfgen the friendship
between Sula and Nel extends to an appreciation of the other’s house: [Suafe, likes the
peaceful, unchanging atmosphere in Nel's house, where she is unusually calm aidkgirie
turn is fascinated by Sula’s enormous house, with its never ceasing dikmexpansion and
unpredictable architecture reflecting the owner’s whims and needis.g¥eference for the Peace
house is a sign of rebellion against the oppressive order of her own home anadhezis efforts
to discipline the body. The girl envies Eva’s ability to retain full caraver the space, which she

rearranges according to her needs, as well as over her own bodyh&hcisator and
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sovereign” of the house and of her body. Helen Wright's home suggests the cattstapt to
model and control the body according to moral rules, while the Peace hbese there is a
climate of freedom bordering on anarchy, and where “all sorts of people droppedamlace
where the body is the one that molds the environment (29). Eva Peace contetuallis her
house, adding architectural features (“more stairways, more rooms, dooteapsi 31).
Impractical as some of these changes may seem, they allow Eva to Hespédojlity to control
her environment. Rigid and fluid architecture are rooted in the body and te#duwo different
views about the body and how it relates to the outward world. For Eva, itagtdraal structures
that need to yield to the self, and not the other way around. Whether thenalesttectures are
physical features of the environment, or social and moral expectatian&gkes pleasure in
reversing the balance so that the self becomes sovereign. Not only thebubtise people in it
as well are refashioned to satisfy the owner’s slightest whim Varé&serves the right to regulate
her tenants’ lives as she pleases. She makes quick decisions about thénpgeephouse with a
complete disregard for what anybody else may think, reassigning namesandiesen racial

identities.

Eva'’s delectation in exercising power, so apparent in the way she rulesuse, shows
her determination to play a masculine role: all other women in the Bottxoapit Sula, later on)
depend on their husbands to provide a home. Even the seemingly strong-minded Hejahe Wri
lives in the house that her husband “put her in” (17). By contrast, Eva imatweonly build her
own house, but to build a better version than her husband had. Instead of a shaky one-room cabin,
Eva moves to an impressive house, so large that it can accommodatedsnegitsas her
family. Just like BoyBoy indulges in womanizing without concern for hidlfaiiva allows
herself the same sexual freedom without concern for what is expected ‘vz old as she
was, and with one leg, had a regular flock of gentleman callers, and althoutjl abe

participate in the act of love, there was a good deal of teasing and pan#iteughter” (41).
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By contrast, Helene Wright, and to a certain extent, Nel Wright, mold thezssato
conformity to moral precepts and social expectations — and this priscso expressed in the
relation they have to their spatial surroundings. Helene’s house istthardwsign of her dogged
pursuit of middle-class status, with its “brick porch and real ladeiosrat the window” (17).
Nel Wright, in spite of her reluctance to yield to her mother as d,dfecomes in her adult years
a bland version of Helene. The concern for compliance with the role she mustifdés Nel's
natural impulses and feelings to the point that, when she finds her husbaim Bedevith Sula,
she can'’t stop thinking that the bedroom must seem “small” and “shamblytfiariit would
have been better if | had gotten the dust out from under the bed” (106). It ellkambist thirty
years to acknowledge what she feels about Jude and Sula’s betrayadgiFimeny ofSula
establishes place as another dimension of the body, while the way in whicharisalate to

each other is essential in this story about family and friendship.

2. Connection between characters: family relations, friendship

The relationship between the body and the house it inhabits is in many wags teim
the interplay between the individual and the community. Although vitaktcharacters’
development, the community of Medallion can be unforgiving, inflexible iniiesrand
oppressive. Nel, for instance, envies Sula’s freedom, but is unable to brealténe her mother
has set for her. Dutiful wife and mother, she feels strangely disciaa&om her children and

the people of Medallion, longing for the friendship of Sula. As Mark C. Connenasse

Most readers view Morrison’s emphasis on community in an overwhelminglyvgositi
light, seeing the community as nurturing, cohesive, and healing, and the indévidual
place within the community as one of security and comfort. [...] But in fact the
communities depicted throughout Morrison’s fiction, frohe Bluest Ey& Paradise

are predatory, vampiric, sterile, cowardly, threatening; and theidgo@ivmust struggle
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desperately to survive in the midst of this damaging communitytruggte that is often

a losing one, resulting in the fragmentation and destruction of these desgivas. (49)

In Sula the community often has a damaging impact on its members, particularly those
who stray from the ascribed path — but Medallion is at the same time a sbst@ngth,
comfort, and a place of belonging. More importantly, the rules of life irothie &re often bent to
accommodate an uncommon occurrence or an atypical individual. When Shatinaas, tis
neighbors are scared by his madness at first, but they grow increasitejiyaant of his behavior
and fears and incorporate National Suicide Day into their lives. Fits akgative potential, the
community’s understanding and acceptance is extremely importatitdbaeacters. Even Sula,
the most defiant character in the novel, imagines a day when the peopldaifidviemight
reconsider their rules and standards of propriety to embrace the mutgiteen the most terrible
sins Nel can conceive will have been committed, Sula claims, “theydline all right” (145-

146).
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CHAPTER V

CONCLUSION

The body’s relationship with the space it inhabits and the other bodies, its
communicativeness, or fight for autonomy raises problems of independenc® deppendence.
In Sula there is also a permanent tension between characters with opposing idegeobl¢ine
of autonomy versus dependency on other bodies. Often, these conflicts @ireedusy one and
the same character. Eva, for instance, welcomes strangers in her housessubigiant of her
own children’s presence. She sees herself as a separate being antleefdtdren in spite of
her love for them. Adults, she believes, are to live independently or els&/kden Plum comes
back home after the war and lives in his mother’s house, she feels thigilre on his part to
conform to “be a man” (72). Eva’s murderous act is, from her perspective, no more than an
attempt to restore some dignity to her son: “I done everything | could to makeaviemhe and
go on and be a man but he wouldn’t, and | had to keep him out so | just thought of a way he could
die like a man not all scrunched up inside my womb, but like a man” (72). For Hannah,
dependency and love are connected. She requires an explanation from Eva aed asks
repeatedly whether she loved her children. Eva, however, feels thahgrite survival of her

children exempts her from loving them. She is proven wrong in the end: afteaRtu
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Hannah die, Eva remains estranged from the rest of her family and endsnypsing home.

By contrast, the only thing that survives the passage of time, the disment of the
Bottom, and even death, is the friendship between Nel and Sula. Dependent on edotgotiae
up in a hostile environment, the two friends are so closely connected that geppheal and
Shadrack cannot tell them apart. Long after Sula’s death, Eva Peacdgé\el that there is no
difference between herself and Sula. Through the friendship of Nel andHeuteviel makes the
transition from the realm of violence and fear to a world of peace with baesetonnectedness
with the others. Dependence and the fluctuating edges of the body, peaesygmptoms of
vulnerability in the beginning of the novel as Shadrack tries to make sEhisewar experiences,
are revalued in the novel through the friendship of Sula and Nel. If Eva &eates a house fit
for her body, Sula creates a community around her (bodily) experiences ameashe df
sharing even her last and loneliest one with her friend, Nel: “Waitlll Nid,” she promises
herself when she realizes she is dead. If the novel starts by preskeatbuayly as vulnerable,
Sulaprogressively introduces a vision of the body whose permeability cotiaipsomise of

reaching a state of “matchless harmony” (123) with oneself and with ths.othe

The issues of control over the body and connectedness among the members of a
community cannot be separatedsmlafrom the larger context of African-American history and
the legacy of slavery. Sasha Weiss, noticing the important pladdéhaody assumes in
Morrison’s novels, explains it in connection to the writer’'s need to tran&faican-American
history into a literary text. Referring to an interview Morrison hahtgd to The Paris Review in
1993, Weiss explains that, in order to make these historical experience maéiate to
readers, the writer had to ground the story in the individual and his/héy brpériences:
Morrison “describes sensory, bodily experience with more keenness and anynin almost
any other contemporary novelist. Speaking alB®libved]...], she goes some way to explaining

why: her aim is to make her novels be ‘truly felt,’ to ‘translate thetiéal into the personal
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(17). Building a narration based on the concrete body experiences hasdhefeftg only
making history more palpable to readers, but it also lends a second life¢e intise histories
might have otherwise been forgott&ulathus renders visible a community that had long been

marginalized in American literature.
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