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C H A P T E R  F O U R

Wanderlust, Hysteria, and Insurrection: 
(Re)presenting the “Beloved” Sweet Home Men

Robert E .  Randolph,  Jr .

I thought this has got to be the least read of all the books 
I’d written because it is about something that the characters 
don’t want to remember, I don’t want to remember, black 
people don’t want to remember, white people don’t want to 
remember. I mean, it’s national amnesia.

Toni Morrison1

My original intention in making Beloved was the same as 
Toni Morrison’s intention in writing the book: I wanted 
people to be able to feel deeply on a very personal level what 
it means to be a slave, what slavery did to a people, and also 
to be liberated by that knowledge. I never felt so free and so 
joyful as when I was working on Beloved.

Oprah Winfrey2

As Morrison states, Beloved is about remembrance, an act imbued 
with as much memory as disavowal. That is to say, people are 
often compelled to paradoxically commemorate trauma even 
as they are desperately trying to forget it. However, for Oprah 
Winfrey Beloved represents liberation, a kind of freedom obtained 
from empathy, a key tenet of “the gospel of Oprah.” After all, no 
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Robert E. Randolph, Jr.106

other modern American has been more publicly vocal about the 
causes of empowerment and self-actualization as much as Winfrey. 
To this end, the “Queen of All Media” pushes the boundary of 
African American representation both on the “small and big” 
screens, often choosing African American literature as her loca-
tion of cultural exchange. A voracious reader, Winfrey’s affinity 
for classic African American literature f lourished as a young girl. 
However, no book activated her imagination or spirit more than 
Toni Morrison’s Pulitzer Prize winning novel Beloved. Oprah felt 
a visceral connection to the book. “I felt absorbed by it,” she 
writes, “I felt I was in the interior of the words. . . . I felt in some 
way it was my own remembering.”3 This moment convinced 
her of the necessity to bring Beloved to the American public; she 
bought the film rights to the novel and served as the film’s execu-
tive producer and lead actress. Her inf luence is so evident that 
Jonathan Demme, the film’s director, referred to Winfrey as the 
“mother of the movie.”4 Winfrey reiterates this point: “I knew it, 
I knew Sethe, when I encountered her I felt that she was in some 
way a part of myself . . . I was overcome with the idea of bringing 
her to life.”5

With its emphasis on matrilineal heritage, the main charac-
ters—Sethe, Beloved, and Denver—are extremely central to the 
narrative and serve as a collective repository of cultural and com-
munal memory.6 Without equivocation, Beloved the novel is a 
woman’s text7. In addition, while the film focuses on the lives 
of Sethe and her daughters, Morrison’s novel details the lives of 
several male characters that are not sufficiently portrayed in the 
film. As Deborah Ayer asserts, “What goes on in the ghostly sub-
text of Beloved is an intense debate over the meaning of man-
hood and the possibility for enduring heterosexual love.”8 Indeed, 
these men represent “certain absences [that] are so stressed, so 
ornate, so planned, they call attention to themselves.”9 Because 
these absences are so conspicuous, my analysis seeks to foster con-
tinued scholarship and criticism about portrayals of Black men in 
contemporary Black films.

In this analysis, I contextualize the themes of (Black) spec-
tatorship, aesthetic appreciation, and cinematic politics of Black 
masculine representation. I contend that because the bodies and 
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Wanderlust, Hysteria, and Insurrection 107

minds of these three “Sweet Home” men are also sites of terror 
and exploitation, they equally symbolize the collective cultural 
values and memory of the Black slave community, and that their 
representation, or lack thereof, in the film signifies the epitome 
of White (masculine) privilege and power. If indeed Beloved oper-
ates in what Manthia Diawara calls “dominant cinema,” then the 
glaring absences and/or woefully wrought images of these men 
reifies American notions of Black nationhood as broken, irre-
deemable, and feckless.10 Despite the coterie of Black film crit-
ics and scholars, I am inspired by Toni Morrison’s Playing in the 
Dark and Hernán Vera and Andrew Gordon’s Screen Saviors, both 
of which evaluate Black representation as a function of White 
identity politics. While Morrison confines Playing in the Dark to 
the realm of literary production, her text provides an invaluable 
treatise on whiteness and its origins. Likewise, Vera and Gordon 
contend that “for the majority of Americans, Hollywood’s mov-
ies are a constant source of images, ideas, and ‘data’ about the 
social world.”11 I begin by discussing Beloved’s production, pri-
marily analyzing the directorship of Jonathan Demme. Then 
I address the lives of Paul D, Halle, and Sixo; all three men were 
central to the novel but have dubious depictions in the film. Paul 
D, “the last of the Sweet Home men” figures prominently in the 
film as a walking blues idiom, a wanderer who shows up at 124 
Bluestone Road and becomes Sethe’s “sight” of memory. Next, 
Halle, Sethe’s husband, is reduced to unbridled hysteria (tradition-
ally attributed to women), and represents Black men who broke 
under the psychological pressure of slavery. Finally, though only 
a f leeting image in the film, Sixo exemplifies Morrison’s notion 
of an authentic, self-actualized masculinity. His defiance and 
insurrection leads to his eventual torture and death. Perhaps these 
depictions provided too difficult to translate to film, a medium, 
which functions to reiterate, at times, racist and sexist notions of 
African Americans.

Cracking the Back of the Novel

Toni Morrison readily admitted that her students often asked why 
her books had not been “reinvigorated” by cinematic adaptation. 
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Robert E. Randolph, Jr.108

Without explicitly commenting on the pitfalls and politics of film 
adaptation and filmmaking, she gently chided them with a bit of 
quick wit. “I was always annoyed,” she said, “when my students 
would ask, ‘When is there going to be a movie?’ I told them 
that a novel is not what happens before the movie. Why can’t 
it just be a book?”12 So infatuated with the book, this concern 
seems to have never crossed Oprah’s mind. She personally called 
Morrison, offered her a check for the exclusive film rights to the 
book, and extended opportunity for Morrison to serve as the film’s 
screenwriter.13 Morrison quickly responded by saying, “I don’t 
do films.”14 Morrison instinctively knew that adapting a novel, 
even her own, was much like wading through treacherous waters. 
Furthermore, Howard Suber, film professor and critic, asserts that 
“if the book was very popular . . . the filmmaker has severe limita-
tions on how much can be changed.”15 In other words, readers 
expect an “accurate” depiction of the novel, that any significant 
deviation from the “sacred” text is viewed as sacrilegious. While 
a literary text is usually produced by one author (and perhaps an 
editor or two) for a specific audience, bringing a film to screen 
is tantamount to writing-by-committee when one considers the 
producers, directors, screenwriters, cinematographers, editors, 
financiers, and so on. Thus, a film may not necessarily represent 
the aims of any one person; there may or may not be a balance 
between artistic and capitalistic agendas.

Although the novel is concerned with the breadth of Black 
experiences and cultures, the screenplay is not. Akosua Busia, 
a Black writer, began the process of adapting the novel with a 
28-page treatment and subsequent screenplay. However, she was 
quickly replaced with Richard LaGravense and Adam Brooks 
because, according to Demme, Busia “tried to put too much of 
the book” into the screenplay (as quoted in Conner 215). Only 
through a lawsuit did Busia eventually receive credit for “crack-
ing the back of the novel.”16 The fact that two White male 
screenwriters received primary credit for a film about the lives 
of ex-slaves, especially Black women, and that Jonathan Demme 
directed it became a consistent criticism. However, Mia Mask 
warns against any racial essentialism, noting Demme’s two docu-
mentaries (Haiti: Dreams of Democracy [1987], and Cousin Bobby 
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Wanderlust, Hysteria, and Insurrection 109

[1991]), which dealt with Black subjects and cultures. Indeed race 
or ethnicity should not serve as the primary requisite for a direc-
torship, but one may question the motives and commitments of 
directors for doing such cinematic cultural work.

Oprah talks about the process of finding a director: “I talked 
to a lot of them-Black ones, White ones, female, foreign. Some 
didn’t share the vision I had, some had other commitments, and 
some told me that they didn’t feel they knew enough about the 
Black experience to take on the project.”17 Note that “some” 
directors have designated the topic of American slavery as a Black 
experience. Perhaps Oprah does as well, she confesses, “Now, it’s 
no secret that Jonathan is a White male, and I know to some folks 
that raises a red f lag. . . . If you knew his heart, it wouldn’t even 
be a question. Jonathan has a big Black heart.”18 Perhaps Oprah’s 
comments were an effort to preempt some of the criticism that 
still haunts Steven Spielberg’s The Color Purple.19 In effect, Oprah’s 
observation of Demme’s “big Black heart” ironically functions 
as an authenticating document.20 Thus, Oprah casts Demme as a 
slave narrator, as someone who not only knows about the Black 
experience but also, in fact, knows it intimately. During an inter-
view with Danny Glover, who plays Paul D, Charlie Rose ges-
tures toward the controversy of a White director taking up a text 
written by a Black author asking, “Jonathan Demme is not black. 
Did it make a difference?”21 Glover refused to acquiesce to racial 
innuendo and viewed the crux of the film as “elevating the pro-
cess of being a human being.” Thus, Demme’s race, at least to 
Glover, is inconsequential to his connection and commitment to 
accurate portrayals of the human condition. Days later, Demme 
affirmed Glover’s rebuttal when he admitted to Rose that he had 
read the script before he read the novel, and that he was taken 
aback emotionally, and cried when he came to the “Clearing 
Scene with Baby Suggs.”22

As early as 1990, Demme had expressed an interest in mak-
ing films on “black subjects, racial subjects, [and] interracial 
subjects.”23 However, he seemed to express a lack of sensitivity 
about Black life when he suggested that the cast of Beloved “be 
given special lessons in dialect and accent.” Morrison discour-
aged Demme’s proposal.24 Valerie Smith views Black vernacular 
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Robert E. Randolph, Jr.110

markers in Black films as an “authenticating document,” an aural 
quality that attempts to convince the viewer that the director’s 
endeavor is accurate and trustworthy.25 That Demme would even 
suggest this poorly thought-out strategy traipses blithely into cin-
ematic minstrelsy.

Mask suggests that Winfrey chose Demme, an “A-listed” 
director because of the considerable prestige and heft he could 
lend to the project.26 By asking whether Demme could navigate 
“racial representation,” Mask inquires: “[Would] Demme under-
stand Morrison’s long-term project of examining constructions 
of blackness?”27 That is, does Demme have the faculty to access/
imagine Black ancestral memory? Again, one of the primary ques-
tions of this examination hinges not upon racial/ethnic identity 
but cultural acuity: Can white filmmakers obfuscate real/imag-
ined national, racial, or political allegiances to accurately depict 
meticulous cinematic renditions of Black life?

Let the Grown Men Come

While Beloved represents a departure from African American 
films of the past five decades, dealing with the psychological 
affects of slavery, the production of the film was f lawed from 
the beginning. The first misstep was to conceptualize and con-
textualize the film as simply a story about the interior lives of 
women.28 “It’s an anthem movie for women,” Joe Roth, chair-
man of Walt Disney Studios, exclaimed.29 Everything about this 
movie coalesces around women, and viewers may be tempted to 
call it a feminist film. However, to assume that Beloved is just (or 
simply) a feminist novel undermines Morrison’s artistic aim. In 
an interview, Morrison asserts, “I detest and loathe [those catego-
ries]. I think it’s off-putting to some readers, who may feel that 
I’m involved in writing some kind of feminist tract.”30

Morrison may have chosen Margaret Garner’s story as the 
primary site of “rememory,” but she had plenty of Black male 
slave narrators to draw upon, men like Josiah Henson, Frederick 
Douglass, and William Grimes. Moreover, Morrison’s text pri-
marily explores the structures of communities and less about 
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Wanderlust, Hysteria, and Insurrection 111

individuals. She emphasizes this point, “[Slavery] has to be the 
interior life of some people, a small group of people, and every-
thing that they do is impacted on by the horror of slavery, but they 
are also people.”31 Thus the question most often answered in these 
narratives deals with how enslaved persons and their communi-
ties might have begun to constitute a pragmatic idea of freedom? 
How do enslaved persons, despite the psychological horrors, take 
ownership of their mind and body? While Sethe proves useful 
for this inquiry, Paul D does as well. His journey starts at Sweet 
Home, continues on to Georgia and Delaware, and ends at 124 
Bluestone Road. Separated from Sethe by 18 years of walking and 
a load of misery, he enters Sethe’s yard. At this point in the novel, 
all we know is that he is the “Last of the Sweet Home Men,” but 
we know nothing of where he has been and what he has seen. 
For 18 years, Paul D has been a walking man—a blues idiom that 
bespeaks life’s uncanny charm and grotesqueness, a man worn 
smooth by life’s horrors and hopes.32 Paul D’s wanderlust is not 
completely driven by a desire to roam but by survival.

Paul D’s dearth of representation looms heavily over the film; 
most notably his “post-slavery traumas are abridged in the motion 
picture in favor of emphasis on Sethe’s self-sabotage, trauma, 
re-memory, and guilt.”33 Paul D’s time on and his escape from a 
chain gang in Alfred, Georgia are wholly excised from the film. 
The circumstances of his confinement provide one of the most 
bitter moments of the novel. He and his fellow inmates are sub-
jected daily to the lascivious nature of White prison guards:

“Breakfast? Want some breakfast, nigger?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Hungry, nigger?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Here you go.”
Occasionally a kneeling man chose gunshot in his head as the 

price, maybe, of taking a bit of foreskin with him to Jesus. . . . 
Convinced he was next, Paul D retched—vomiting up nothing at 
all. An observing guard smashed his shoulder with the rif le and 
the engaged one decided to skip the new man for the time being lest his 
pants and shoes got soiled by nigger puke.34
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Robert E. Randolph, Jr.112

Although Morrison does not directly show Paul D’s abuse, the 
reader cannot glibly believe he was spared the indignity of such a 
trespass. To avoid a possible NC-17 (No Children 17 and Under 
Admitted) rating, Mia Mask speculates that Paul D’s sexual abuse 
was excluded from the film.35 Such renderings of Black male sex-
ual abuse are difficult to digest, but they could prove to be just 
as powerful as those of Black women. Moreover, depictions of 
Black male sexual abuse, while lamentable, are insightful, for it 
denies the “economy of stereotype.”36 Here, Morrison resists any 
Black nationalistic notions of Black men as wholly immune to 
sexual abuse; and her presentation is not only allegoric but scath-
ingly demonstrative. While most readers of African American 
fiction unhesitatingly accept depictions of female sexual abuse, 
Morrison’s images of sexually traumatized Black males constitute 
a new literary and historiographical sensibility. Indeed, African 
American literary fiction scarcely illustrates this particular theme. 
However, two nonfiction examples readily come to mind: 
Frederick Douglass’s Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an 
American Slave (1845) and a often overlooked passage in Harriet 
Jacobs’s Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl (1861). In Chapter 10 
of Douglass’s narrative, he catalogs the vile cruelties of Edward 
Covey, known county wide as a first-rate “nigger breaker.” At 
various intervals of this chapter, Covey whips Douglass for minor 
infractions or for no reason at all, insisting that Douglass shed his 
clothing before the beatings. In one instance, Covey demoral-
izes him to such an extent, Douglass begins to contemplate sui-
cide. The scenes of this chapter are replete with images of sadistic 
bondage, torture, and humiliation, themes also present in Harriet 
Jacobs’s story of Luke, who is often chained to his master’s bed. 
“[Some] days,” Jacobs explains, “he was not allowed to wear any-
thing but his shirt, in order to be in readiness to be f logged.”37 
However, even with Jacobs’s own knowledge of the demoralized 
Luke, she proclaims: “Slavery is terrible for men, but it is far more 
terrible for women. Superadded to the burden common to all, 
they have wrongs, and sufferings, and mortifications peculiarly 
their own.”38

Additionally, Morrison riffs on Black male sexual abuse again 
when Paul D is raped by Beloved in the woodshed, the site of 
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Wanderlust, Hysteria, and Insurrection 113

her murder. Prior to this scene, Paul D had questioned Beloved 
about her origins, where she was from, and how she had come 
to be at 124. Her cryptic and elusive responses only seem to 
embolden Paul D more. He continues interrogating her until she 
cries and Sethe comes to her aid. As a result of this exchange, 
Paul D and Beloved view each other as a threat to their plans of 
a happy home with Sethe. Beloved fixes Paul D and begins to 
move him, first from Sethe’s bed to the kitchen, then from the 
kitchen to the woodshed. The fact that Paul D cannot control 
his movement reminds him of his time on the chain gang. Once 
again, he finds himself confined, at the whim of another, and 
without agency. This injury is further compounded one night 
when Beloved visits him in the woodshed. Initially, she asks him 
to touch her “on the inside part.” He rebuffs her and she decides 
to rape him. During this scene, the red light signifies blood and 
sacrifice and not ecstasy or eroticism. Although Paul D is greeted 
with the same red light when he first enters 124, at the climax 
of his rape, he repeatedly screams “red heart,” a reference that 
alludes to his rusted-shut tobacco tin. The contents of this tin are, 
of course, all those traumas he has endured. However, it is this last 
final act by Beloved that unmans Paul D, thus ripping the lid off 
his tin of well-guarded trials and travails. The significance of this 
scene may be lost on an audience that has not read the book prior 
to viewing the film. Again, a Black man is the victim rather than 
victimizer, which American society so often imagines. Demme’s 
“revision of Black male sexuality may well be [Beloved’s] most 
radical contribution to the African American film tradition.”39 
Beloved reinjures a soul already wracked with grief. Humiliated 
and bereft of his manhood, Paul D leaves 124 soon after.

In the film, Sethe invites Paul D into the house, and he is 
immediately greeted with the sounds and sights of 124’s haint. 
While inundated with undulating red light and grotesque images, 
he perseveres and enters the house. No sooner than Sethe and 
Paul D begin to kiss and embrace each other, the baby ghost 
starts throwing chairs and tables. Paul D “beats back” the baby 
ghost, an act that marks a return of decidedly masculine energy 
to the house, thus solidifying his messianic and paternalistic role. 
Ref lexively, Paul D’s suffering requires no redemptive male/God 
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Robert E. Randolph, Jr.114

to assuage, but a woman with “iron-eyes and a back to match” 
whose pain equals his own. Because of their shared persecu-
tion and cathartic bond, he rejoices in the sight of Sethe, and the 
house becomes a site of repose for a spiritual and physically ailing 
Black man.

Paul D clings to Sethe and positions her as the precipice of 
his salvation. With her, he gains his bearings and contemplates a 
lengthy pause to his wandering. At the first sign of the ghost, he 
rethinks his stay at 124, and he advises Sethe to move. She refuses, 
telling him, “I got a tree on my back and haint in my house and 
nothing in between but the daughter I am holding in my arms. 
No more leave, no running from nothing, you hear me, I will 
never run from another thing on this Earth.” This repudiation 
causes Paul D to ponder his wanderlust. While sleeping next to 
Sethe during his first night at 124, Paul D’s tobacco tin contents 
are rendered into what Conner calls “newsreel-style black and 
white f lashes.”40 Demme’s decision to cast these poorly wrought 
memories in such a manner seems arbitrary and incoherent. 
Rather than exploring these memories, the audience witnesses 
Paul D twitching and writhing, in a rather cliché manner, which 
signifies the disruptive nature of the memories. What is fasci-
nating, at least for this project, is how these “newsreel” remem-
brances are primarily relegated to images of men in the throes 
of agony, hysteria, and bereavement. In other words, the images 
revolve around implements of suffering, both physical and psy-
chological. There are no fond memories, not even remembrances 
of Sethe’s arrival at Sweet Home. Simply, his past does not merely 
haunt but stalks, denying Paul D a moment of peace. These har-
rowing experiences, one may conclude, leads him to seek a home 
with Sethe at 124; and the fate of these men, Halle and Sixo, lead 
him to stop walking (read: running). We see an image of Halle 
holding Beloved, then him in chains screaming something inco-
herently in the loft; we also see a picture of a younger Paul D 
with the bit in his mouth and wildness in his eyes, and finally, 
we witness Halle giving in to his madness and smearing butter all 
over his face. During these f lashing images, Sethe’s voice is heard 
decrying how Schoolteacher’s nephews took her milk. The next 
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Wanderlust, Hysteria, and Insurrection 115

day, Sethe’s words about “no more running” have taken root, and 
he tells her about his plans to look for work. Therefore, his desires 
to move about and move on are stayed by his love for Sethe, his 
keen sense of belonging, and his willingness to be rooted to the 
land (much like Brother, an old, wise tree at Sweet Home).

Paul D’s character is never fully f leshed out, and viewers may 
underestimate the importance of Paul D’s return at the end of the 
film. Perhaps the “iron-eyed” Sethe is stronger than most of the 
men in her life—though severely wounded by the “shamelessness 
of life”—she escapes, survives, and resigns to live a happy life with 
her children. Dreadfully, that happiness is short lived (28 days, 
Sethe tells Paul D), and “the Misery” swiftly snatched away all 
that she loved. After Beloved is exorcized from 124, Sethe still 
cannot rid her psyche of “the Misery.” Paul D returns and offers to 
care for the still-ailing Sethe; she thinks “no,” fully accepting her 
own brokenness.41 However, after reluctantly looking into Paul 
D’s eyes, she recognizes “the thing in him, the blessedness, that 
made him the kind of man who can walk in a house and make the 
women cry. Cry and tell him things they only told each other.”42 
I submit that Paul D’s “blessedness” is his kinship with women: 
the fact that Black men were, under the slavery regime, routinely, 
and perhaps systematically, subjected to the same sexual trauma as 
women. While women and men may physically experience sexual 
trauma differently, the act of sexual violence is based in the same 
ideologies of power and denial of agency, which is felt regardless of 
sex or gender performance. Despite Sethe’s admonishment earlier 
in the novel, Paul D empathizes with “a coloredwoman roam-
ing the roads with anything God made liable to jump on you.”43 
Morrison implies by the end of the novel that Sethe and Paul D 
are, quite simply, soul mates; they have experienced and survived 
sexual horrors by the same tormentors. Despite obvious gender 
differences, Morrison’s novel asserts that the Black experience, 
especially during the slave era, is characterized by the same dis-
tresses: trauma, loss, and so on. Paul D and Sethe’s shared memories 
not only necessitate their tension but also resolves it. All of these 
aforementioned nuances crumble under the strain of adaptation, 
which ultimately claims another casualty, Halle.
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Robert E. Randolph, Jr.116

The seeds of Halle’s descent into madness are sown when 
he agrees to be educated by his owner, Mr. Garner. Although 
he offers to teach all of his Sweet Home men the alphabet, Halle 
is the only one to accept. Halle’s rationale was that “if you can’t 
count they can cheat you. If you can’t read they can beat you.”44 
However, the other Sweet Home men mock his naiveté. They 
understand, all too well, that they had already been cheated and 
beaten by the mere fact of their servitude, a concept that escapes 
Halle until he witnesses Sethe’s violation. All rationality and logic 
abruptly pivots at this moment, and he succumbs to the realities 
of slavery—aff liction, sorrow, and strife. In essence, he surrenders 
his sanity to learn this lesson. With the “milk they took on his 
mind,” he smears butter and clabber over his face.45 However, this 
scene is scantily depicted in the film, with only a few seconds of 
actual screen time. If Halle’s psychological devastation had been 
extended and left for the audience to ponder, its intensity would 
have been powerful and could have reminded/introduced viewers 
of an awful truth: some people did not survive the ravages of slav-
ery. The image of Halle’s butter-play is so vivid and disturbing, 
a sign of disillusionment and agony, it leaves Paul D bereft and 
becomes an addition to his tobacco tin. Again, as with Paul D, 
Morrison unf linchingly subverts hegemonic modes of Black mas-
culinity. However, the complex tapestry of variant Black male 
emotion is withheld from the audience.

Halle’s story is integral in several ways. A veritable list of “what 
ifs” abound if he is simply excised from the text—both the film 
and novel. First, Halle, through his actions, set into motion a 
whole host of events that reverberate throughout the novel. What 
if he had not bought Baby Suggs out of slavery? What if Halle 
had escaped the clutches of his own madness and made to 124 
Bluestone Road? And the queries could go on and on. One could 
argue that Halle surrendered to the pressure of slavery, that the 
aftermath of such trauma was not only detrimental but fatal. 
Sadly, Halle’s demise serves as a prime example of slaves who 
never escaped the slavery with their psyches intact.

Though Garner allows Halle to “buy” Baby Suggs out of slavery, 
this act alone is not at all an emblem of manhood, independence, 

10.1057/9781137282460 - Presenting Oprah Winfrey, Her Films, and African American Literature, Edited by Tara T. Green

C
o

p
yr

ig
h

t 
m

at
er

ia
l f

ro
m

 w
w

w
.p

al
g

ra
ve

co
n

n
ec

t.
co

m
 -

 li
ce

n
se

d
 t

o
 U

n
iv

 N
o

rt
h

 C
ar

o
lin

a-
G

re
en

sb
o

ro
 -

 P
al

g
ra

ve
C

o
n

n
ec

t 
- 

20
15

-0
4-

13



Wanderlust, Hysteria, and Insurrection 117

or humanity; it is only an illusion of these properties. The act of 
buying an individual out of slavery, even one’s mother, still sig-
nifies at the very least a complicit consent of human trafficking. 
Halle’s intention is well meaning; he wants to buy her the one 
thing he cannot give her. However, at some level, his purchase, as 
it were, means that he is participating in a system that attempts to 
discern the value of a human life. Undoubtedly, there was a sense 
of achievement for Halle, whose original plan was to purchase 
Sethe and his children as well. Indeed, it is this ingenuity and 
gumption that attracts Sethe; he does not vie for Sethe’s atten-
tion in so much as he earns it. But this pride, if I can call it that, 
is his undoing; for it lulls him into a false sense of manhood, one 
defined by his education and labor and not his spirit. In a system 
that puts a premium on hard work and labor, Halle would be 
at the top. He has not learned, as Paul D has, at the end of the 
novel, that manhood is not a matter of what he does but who he 
is, that no further definition is required. So when Halle witnesses 
the ultimate violation of his wife by Schoolteacher’s nephews, 
insanity consumes him. He learns that despite education they can 
cheat him, beat him, and take his wife and violate her body. Sethe 
had always assumed that he had left Sweet Home without her; 
however, when Sethe learns of this revelation, she is grief stricken 
and enraged because Halle saw the boys violate her and “he let those 
boys go on breathing.” But Paul D quickly chastises her, explain-
ing that a “man ain’t a goddamn ax. Chopping, hacking, busting 
every goddamn minute of the day. Things get to him. Things he 
can’t chop down because they’re inside.”46 Halle’s madness forces 
the reader to concede what America has been trying to forget: the 
long-lasting psychological damage that lingered well after physical 
trauma had healed, especially those traumas inf licted upon their 
loved ones who they were powerless to protect. Deleting Halle 
from the movie does not assuage these particular traumas and his-
tories; ironically, it highlights them even more. While hysteria can 
be read as a resignation to the realities of slavery, it can also be read 
as a form of resistance. Halle’s hysteria further illustrates, just as 
Sethe does with her “Misery,” that there were no “happy darkies” 
content with their master’s paternalism.
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Robert E. Randolph, Jr.118

Beloved illuminates social hierarchy, the agency of bodies, and 
the aesthetics of freedom. More than any other Black male in 
American literature, Sixo illustrates this point well. Sixo, one 
of the most self-actualized Black male characters in the African 
American literary tradition, operates within “the tradition of 
John,” a Black folkloric idiom employed for “a new mode of black 
masculinity.”47 Rudolph Byrd provides a new blueprint for the 
modern Black man trapped by chauvinism, sexism, and homopho-
bia. Drawn from an enslaved man of the same name, John the 
Conqueror or High John the Conqueror’s characteristics are 
redemptive, transgressive, resourceful, and rooted in “mother-
wit, laughter, and song; confident and durable constitution; in 
his youth: mannish; bodacious, defiant, willful, risky behavior. 
He loves the Spirit: Loves men and women (sexually and non-
sexually), ‘loves difference, loves creativity, song, and dance, loves 
himself. Irregardless [sic]’.”48 Likewise, Sixo remains Morrison’s 
portrait of a free Black man without any dispossessed ideas of 
who he should be; he “f lourishes in the ‘Be’ class.”49 This fact 
makes his problematic absence in the film all the more unfortu-
nate. There are very few cinematic portrayals of self-actualized 
Black men, and Sixo’s addition would have helped elevate this 
indifference in Hollywood.

Sixo’s “indigo” skin color denotes his fertile/virile nature and 
his closeness to the land; furthermore, it also links him directly to 
Africa and signifies “untainted blood.”50 He represents the pos-
sibilities of manhood despite his enslavement. He does not rely on 
any White or Eurocentric vestiges of self-definition. Sixo’s body 
is held in bondage, his mind is not. Besides Baby Suggs, he is, argu-
ably, the freest character in the book. Schoolteacher catches Sixo 
with meat from a stolen shoat. Ever the trickster, Sixo attempts to 
reason himself out of trouble, arguing that the meat did not con-
stitute theft because “Sixo plant rye to give the high piece a better 
chance. Sixo take and feed the soil, give you more crop. Sixo take 
and feed Sixo give you more work.”51 Sixo’s defense is not novel, 
and Henry Bibb writes:

But I did not regard it as stealing then, I do not regard it as 
such now. I hold that a slave has a moral right to eat drink 
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Wanderlust, Hysteria, and Insurrection 119

and wear all that he needs, and that it would be a sin on his 
part to suffer and starve in a country where there is a plenty 
to eat and wear within his reach. I consider that I had a just 
right to what I took, because it was the labor of my own 
hands. Should I take from a neighbor as a freeman, in a 
free country, I should consider myself guilty of doing wrong 
before God and man. But was I the slave of Wm. Gatewood 
to-day, or any other slaveholder, working without wages, 
and suffering with hunger or for clothing, I should not stop 
to inquire whether my master would approve of my helping 
myself to what I needed to eat or wear. For while the slave is 
regarded as property, how can he steal from his master?52

But Schoolteacher whipped him anyway to “show him that defi-
nitions belonged to the definers—not the defined.” The “master’s 
tools”—reading and writing, logic and language—fail both Sixo 
and Halle. Lovalerie King notes that Sixo is a “highly disrup-
tive presence” at Sweet Home primarily because he refuses to 
speak English.53 I believe this linguistic resistance is a result of this 
exchange with schoolteacher.

Sixo’s romantic commitment to Patsy, the Thirty-Mile Woman, 
provides a profound model that subverts popular American notions 
of Black intimacy. He makes several thirty-four mile round trips 
to see her, a feat many slave men had to make if they took a mate 
off their plantation. Under the heavy burdens of slavery, she 
holds his sanity together. He explains to Paul D that “[she] is a 
friend of my mind. She gather me, man. The pieces I am, she 
gather them and give them back to me in all the right order. It’s 
good, you know, when you got a woman who is a friend of your 
mind.”54 Again, Morrison does not privilege women over men 
but to juxtapose and complement each other. Whereas most cin-
ematic depictions of Black men revolve around an imagined las-
civious nature, Sixo illustrates love, romanticism, and the erotic. 
The inclusion of this relationship in the film would have provided 
a stark contrast to both Sethe and Paul D. Of course, this por-
trayal provides a direct counter narrative to other roles such as 
Gus and Mede, in The Birth of a Nation (1915) and Mandigo (1975), 
respectively.
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Robert E. Randolph, Jr.120

During a planned escape from Sweet Home, Sixo and Paul D 
are captured. Still, Sixo fights, grabbing the rif le of one of his 
pursuers and cracking the rib of another. And it is not his retalia-
tion that unnerves schoolteacher and his posse but Sixo’s song. It 
is this behavior, a singing slave facing certain death, that appears 
to be erratic, perhaps mad. During this melee, one of the White 
men strikes Sixo with his rif le. Sixo’s resolve is uncompromis-
ing, his will unyielding. Because of these qualities and under 
schoolteacher’s rhetorical posturing, Sixo must die. Schoolteacher 
decides that Sixo “will never be suitable” for any future purpose. 
Consequently, the posse attempts to burn him alive.55 But Sixo’s 
indomitable spirit cannot be suppressed; he starts to laugh and 
sings “Seven-O! Seven-O!” Failing to understand the source of 
his astaticism and elation, his roasters shoot him to shut him up. 
His life positions him as the devil in his master’s eyes but his 
death situates him as saint in the eyes of the reader because we 
know that “his Thirty-Mile Woman got away with his blossom-
ing seed.”56

Paul D, Halle, and Sixo collectively illustrate a rare moment 
in Black cultural history where a man’s masculine identity did 
not rely on emblems of wealth. Often masculinity is defined by 
one’s ability to provide monetarily for a family. This is an unfor-
tunate characteristic because for many Black men, due to a lack 
of education or means, money is difficult to obtain, which leads 
some Black men to f lee/f ly from their communities and families. 
As we see in the novel, these men have different views of what 
constitutes a good life and how best to live it. Paul D longs for an 
end to his incessant walking and home and family; Halle dreams 
of freedom for his family, if not for himself; and above all Sixo 
desires the propagation of his blood line and freedom for Patsy, the 
woman who gathers “the pieces of his mind.” Collectively, these 
men, though fictional, represent a genealogy of Black masculinity.

Filmmaking is empire building—both maintenance and 
defense. It has never been mere entertainment.57 And despite the 
trajectory, delivery, or even exterior facade (or interior conscious-
ness), all film concerns itself with the racial, social and historical 
structures/strictures of the culture from which it comes. There 
are highly vested interests in whether a film portrays the shattered 
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Wanderlust, Hysteria, and Insurrection 121

psyche of a formerly enslaved person. W. E. B. Du Bois reminds 
us that “art is propaganda and ever must be.”58 To this end, what 
good is a Beloved if it does not deal with the context of its subjects 
directly. Manthia Diawara suggests that “dominant cinema,” pri-
marily produced by Whites, portrays Black characters “for the 
pleasure of white spectators,” by making these characters “less 
threatening to Whites either by White domestication of Black 
customs and culture—a process of deracination and isolation—
or by stories in which Blacks are depicted playing by the rules 
of White society and losing.”59 Of course, ever the optimist, 
Winfrey frames Beloved as her Schindler’s List (1993), which means 
that “it is a harrowing fact-based story about people who outwit 
and outlast war, holding out for a future that no one intended 
them to have.”60

More often than not the film industry traffics in the language of 
commerce while obscuring the commerce of language, the results 
of which are condensed, uninspired, and often pedestrian render-
ings of life. Film, as a creative medium, is rife with possibilities 
and opportunities to present the unimaginable, the unattainable, 
and the ineffable. Thandie Newton recalls Toni Morrison’s note 
about her character: “Beloved is the bit in you [that] you can-
not betray.”61 Beloved is not only Sethe’s pain, shame, and guilt 
but also America’s. Perhaps, the reception of the movie and its 
criticisms all stem from some place within us—the collective 
American consciousness, Black and White—to refute and deny 
this history. Although Oprah’s rendering of Beloved is not rep-
resentative of all formerly enslaved persons in the United States, 
it nevertheless figures prominently in the repertoire of Black resis-
tance, which subsumes those collaborative and associative texts—
cinematic, musical, literary, and so on—that not only contest and 
resist the spaces/places that Black folk inhabit but also reject hege-
monic ideologies of Black history and culture. While the film 
does not f lesh out the traits and traumas of these enslaved men, it 
nevertheless does attempt to affect national dialogues about slav-
ery and race. Oprah is to be commended for her attempt despite 
the fact the film fails to foster that dialogue. There are very 
few literary adaptations of African American literature.62 Some 
artifacts cannot be appreciated in their own time. “If you don’t 
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Robert E. Randolph, Jr.122

acknowledge the pain in truth, then you carry forward the pain in 
distortion,” Oprah said. “It’s no different from your own personal 
history and wounds. If you don’t heal your personal wounds, they 
continue to bleed. And so we have a country of people who have 
continued to bleed.”63
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