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Abstract 

 

This essay discusses how language, culture and spirituality are intertwined and used as a 

defensive mechanism as well as an identity marker, with strong emphasis on Toni 

Morrison’s Beloved. Language is not just a means of communication, but an 

interweaving of cultural nuances and a means of establishing identity, demanding 

autonomy and defying powerlessness. Language is a tool that is embedded in the culture 

and traditions as well as the experiences of the user of that language. In Morrison’s 

Beloved, language is not just words used for the purpose of communication, but as a 

link between that which is real and that which is not; as a representation of a culture that 

celebrates the importance of remembering – linking the present with the past in a 

continuum that is particular to the culture, tradition and beliefs of the users. It also 

symbolises a means of defiance to powerlessness, by defecting from the norm. In 

Morrison’s Beloved, language as vernacular or “Black Man’s Talk” is characterised by 

puns, taunts, double-meanings and innuendos that are particular to the Black Race as a 

way of rejecting the status quo, of defying the white man’s language; of saying “Ah kin 

signify all Ah please, …., so long as Ah know what Ah’m talkin’ about” (Gates 212). 

 

Keywords: Identity, language, autonomy, culture, spirituality, African American, 

signifying, power  
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Introduction 

This essay focuses on the use of language as an identity marker and a defence 

mechanism, bounded by culture and experience. By focusing on language as a 

discourse, this essay explores how identity is constructed through language from a 

poststructuralist perspective. Henry Louis Gates Jr.’s interpretation of the works of 

Foucault and Lacan will be the focal point of discussion. Foucault’s theory is based on 

the relationship between historical discourse and the construction of social identities. 

Moreover, the interlinking nature of language and culture will be discussed from a 

poststructuralist and anthropological perspective. Lacan’s psychological theory of 

language and consciousness will be explored taking into consideration the claim of 

psychiatry being a “verbal science” (Barry 112). In Beloved, social identities are 

polarised, building dichotomous relationships between master and slave, man and 

woman, living and dead, remembering and forgetting. The one is dependent on the 

other, but in a dichotomous way, creating a distance between gender, race, culture and 

language. These dichotomous social constructions will be explored by laying emphasis 

on the interconnectivity between language and identity. Focus is also laid on how 

language is used as a bridge between reality and the supernatural, using songs, oriki, or 

poetry to establish a cultural discourse particular to the “Africanness” in African 

American culture. 

Language, according to Foucault, may be “raw and primitive, as a simple, a 

material form of writing’’; it may also be the ‘‘commentary’’ above the text, and it may 

be ‘‘the text’’ itself and that which is hidden underneath it (47). Foucault argues that 

language is a system that is built on consensus – people agreeing to use language in a 

particular way and form, defining, exploring and limiting the verbal system of the 

agreed form of use. This form of use then describes the symbolic use of language 
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between the signifier and the signified, which Foucault calls signifying and in Beloved, 

this is seen in how black slaves used their consensual language to “signify’’ how their 

identity is perceived, recognised, constructed and regulated. Foucault means that the 

ability of an individual to have agency in a language is linked to the process of identity 

formation. The process of identity comes with a demand for conformity to the approved 

form of language, how one speaks, acts or behaves; and a departure from the norm, 

which brings about a stigmatization, a labelling of those who depart from it, hence the 

creation of “Otherness’’ (Baxter 37).  

This definition of language and the unconscious may be properly understood by 

taking Saussure’s theory of language into consideration: ‘‘…meaning in a language is a 

matter of contrasts between words and other words, not between words and things. 

(…..).. That is, words and meanings have a life of their own and constantly override and 

obscure the supposed simplicities and clarity of external reality’’ (Barry 113).  For 

Saussure, language has to do with ‘concept’ and ‘sound image’, and his theory of 

language is referred to as ‘semiotics’. Language for Saussure is construed as ‘‘…the 

norm of all other manifestations of speech’’, that is, separating capacity from 

performance and defining it in isolation from the relation of the speaker to the situation 

(Barnow 261). Language, then, according to Saussure, is not a function of the speaker, 

but a product that is passively assimilated by the individual. He further defines language 

as a way of restricting the connection between the signifier – which he defines as the 

sound image of the mind – and the signified – which is the concept or ‘meaning’ (261). 

In this respect, language, in terms of signification, for Saussure, “is a system of signs in 

which the only essential thing is the union of meanings and sound-images, and in which 

both parts of the sign are psychological” (261). “Signification”, in standard English, 

denotes the meaning that a term conveys, or is intended to convey (Gates 52).  
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For Lacan, language is central in understanding the unconscious, and the 

unconscious is structured like language (Barry 112-3). This creation of “Otherness” is 

‘‘in Lacan’s sense’’ ‘‘the black Other of discourse’’ which also constitutes the “Other’s 

discourse as its rhetoric’’ (Gates 55). In comparison to Saussure, then, Lacan’s 

definition of language lays emphasis on the rhetoric, the “supplanted semantics’’ which 

replaces Saussure’s ‘semantic register (53) with the rhetorical, challenging the meaning 

of a ‘meaning’, thus creating a homonymic pun that challenges the status quo through 

subversion (54-5). In this manner, Gates differentiates between that which is considered 

the ‘’white person’s standard English’’ and the black vernacular discourse, that which 

creates an ‘‘emancipation’’ or a dichotomous relationship between black and white, 

between vernacular discourse and standard discourse, between “signification and 

Signification’’ (51); the former being of interest in defining African American 

vernacular discourse. This interconnection between the unconscious and language leads 

to the premise that language is connected to identity. According to Lacan, “The 

unconscious is the ‘kernel of our being’, but the unconscious is like a language, and 

language exists as a structure before the individual enters it’’ (Barry 114). In Beloved, 

Lacan’s claim of literary polarisation is seen in how ‘’language gestures beyond itself, 

beyond logic and grammar, rather in the way that poetic language often does’’ (115).  

Moreover, the notion of signifying will be discussed as a use of language from 

an anthropological perspective.  According to Gates (54), ‘‘The black term of 

signifyin(g) has as its associated concept all of the rhetorical figures subsumed in the 

term Signify’’. In this manner, focus is on how words are used to engage in ‘‘rhetorical 

games’’ (54) and how ‘‘words and meanings have a life of their own and constantly 

override and obscure the supposed simplicity and clarity of external reality’’ (Barry 

113).  Gates (52) means that the term “signification’’ in standard English denotes the 

meaning that a term  conveys or is intended to convey, but, in African American terms, 
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this term has been “wittingly’’ (re)named anonymously and unrecorded in Antebellum 

America by African Americans (51), thus creating “a  hyponymic pun of the 

profoundest sort’’(52), separate and distinct from the white man’s definition of 

“Signification’’ in standard English (52).  

Language is a psychological tool and this essay explores the use of language as a 

way of establishing autonomy and defying oppression (using puns, word plays, songs) 

and how language can be used a defence mechanism by focusing on the African 

American culture of using language as a barrier, a defence, saying one thing, but 

meaning another. Mentions of the Yoruba god of duality, Esu Elegbara, will be made to 

emphasise how this use of language is particular to African Americans historically, with 

focus on how this duality is represented in Beloved, as well as contemporarily, with 

focus on the African in African Americans today. The Signifying Monkey by Henry 

Louis Gates Jr. will be used as a reference in analysing the use of language as an 

identity marker, a deviation from norm, and a symbol of defiance that brings out the 

African in African American culture today – music, fashion and religion. 

 

Chapter One - Language and identity – ‘What’s in a name? 

In this chapter, this essay attempts to link the symbolic meaning of language, or 

symbolism, to identity. How does language define who we are? How do words or even 

names define our identities? Sapir summarizes views on the relationship between 

language and culture as follows: 

Human beings do not live in the objective world alone, nor alone in the world of 

social activity as ordinarily understood but are very much at the mercy of the 

particular language which has become the medium of expression for their 

society. It is quite an illusion to imagine that one adjusts to reality essentially 

without the use of language and that language is merely an incidental means of 



Hansson 8 

 

 

 

solving specific problems of communication or reflection. The fact of the matter 

is that the ‘real world’ is to a large extent unconsciously built up on the language 

habits of the group …. We see and hear and otherwise experience very largely as 

we do because the language habits of our community predispose certain choices 

of interpretation (qtd. in Wardhaugh 230).  

Sapir’s quote can be seen in how Morrison interweaves the supernatural with the 

natural, creating a continuum between this world and the next through language. In 

Beloved, the reader is from the very beginning introduced into the world of the 

supernatural, that we are not alone in the physical world and that through words, we 

concretize the social activities of the supernatural and through remembering, we keep 

them alive. We remember them by giving them names, we keep them alive by calling 

on them. In Beloved, we see language as a means of expression that does not conform to 

normalised language use: the use of repetitions, metaphors, puns, allusions and other 

types of wordplay dominate the language use in the novel, which according to Barry 

are, ‘‘...often the mechanisms which make manifest the content of the unconscious’’ 

(114). The house which Sethe and her children lived in had a name, an identity – “124 

was spiteful. Full of a baby’s venom. The women in the house knew it and so did the 

children’’ (Morison 3). This way of describing a house with qualities, giving it life, 

character and emotions is what Lacan refers to as condensation, where several things 

might be compressed into one symbol (Barry 114).  However, in Beloved, language is 

not just a means of expressing the unconscious, but also a way of showing the 

interconnectivity of cultural significance with identity of the characters in the novel. In 

other words, in Beloved, for the African American, language is not just a tool for 

communication, but a means of claiming identity, a means of bridging the gap between 

the unconscious and reality and a means of claiming autonomy – in this case – in the 

face of slavery, ‘‘by giving names to those anonymous people called slaves’’ (Rushdy 
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569). The house had come to represent not just memories (Morrison 4), nor a ‘’house 

palsied by the baby’s fury of having it’s throat cut’’ (6), but also ‘’a person rather than a 

structure. A person that wept, sighed, trembled and fell into fits’’ (35). 

A common African saying that Morison uses as a trope in Beloved is “The 

Ancestor lives as long as there are those who remember’’ (Rushdy 576). House 124, as 

referred to by the narrator becomes a focal point for Sethe and her family to remember 

the dead, their history and sufferings. This is also seen in Baby Suggs reasoning of how 

the house was different from any other, of how it is “suspended between the nastiness of 

life and the meanness of the dead.’’ House 124, through language, is given a name, a 

soul, emotions and intents. It becomes a bridge between the unconscious and reality for 

the occupants of the house and using language specific to the cultural heritage of these 

occupants, House 124 is a psychological link between the past and the present, the 

living and the dead – something that the local people did not understand when they pass 

by the house (Morison 5). 

The use of language as an identity marker will be further explored in Beloved. 

How do words or even names define our identities? In Beloved, Sethe’s reverie of how 

the words spoken to her by her mother and Nan, in a language forgotten, was still a part 

of her because the message was alive, even if the words were not different words:  

They were words that Sethe understood then but could neither recall nor repeat 

now. She believed that must be why she remembered so little before Sweet 

Home except singing and dancing and how crowded it was. What Nan told her 

she had forgotten, along with the language she told it in. the same language 

ma’am spoke, and which would never come back. But the message – that was 

and had been there all along (Morison 74).  

These words, spoken in a different language, strange but at the same time 

familiar to Sethe, create that desire to connect to a culture that is represented by 
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unfamiliar words, binding the past to the present, the unconscious to reality, and that 

which is regarded as a stigmatized usage of language which defers from the norm and 

used by “Others”.  

Moreover, the concept of language as an identity marker can also be seen in how 

Sweet Home could not really be accepted as home for black people. By calling the slave 

plantation Sweet Home, the slave owners create a dichotomous representation of what 

Sweet Home represents.  In the beginning, at Sweet Home, run by the Garners, there 

was a “special kind of slavery, treating them (the slaves) like paid labor, listening to 

what they said, teaching what they wanted known’’ (165). But there was a world out 

there, a reality that Mr Garner knew, that Baby Suggs feared, “…when those boys ran 

smack into their nature” (165). After Mr Garner’s death, Baby Suggs’ fears became the 

reality, when Teacher took over the farm and Sweet Home became anything but sweet.  

This is in line with Foucault’s argument of the symbolic use of language between the 

signifier and the signified. Even as Sethe and Paul D try to recreate ‘sweet’ memories 

from Sweet Home, burying in the unconscious the pain and dehumanisation from the 

past, Denver is quick to break their disillusionment, ‘’How come everybody run off 

from Sweet Home can’t stop talking about it? Look like if it was so sweet you would 

have stayed’’, to which Paul D, with a sigh agreed, ‘‘True, true. She’s right, Sethe. It 

wasn’t sweet and it sure wasn’t home’’ (Morison 16). As long as the kind Mr. Garner 

was alive, the slaves could ignore the fact that they were slaves and ignore the 

dichotomous reality of their conditions, but the truth is they could only, truly call 

anything theirs, away from Sweet Home. At Sweet Home, her children were 

“pickaninies’’ (Morison 176), they were not hers to love and hence could not be named, 

‘’Or maybe I couldn‘t love em proper in Kentucky because they wasn‘t mine to love. 

But when I got here, when I jumped down off that wagon – there wasn‘t nobody in the 

world I couldn‘t love if I wanted to’’  (Morison 191). At Sweet Home, Baby Suggs was 
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‘’Jenny’’, a silent ‘’sixty-odd-year-old slavewoman who walks like a three-legged 

dog...’’(166). She could only see her owns hands, hear her own heartbeat, when she was 

free, ‘‘These hands belong to me. These my hands’’ (166). 

The interconnectivity between language and identity is further seen in how a 

name could either negate or confirm the state of being. For instance, Sethe’s mother 

refuses to acknowledge her captivity and refuses to reproduce for her captors by not 

naming the children that were a product of her captivity. By casting away the product of 

slavery and holding fast and naming that which is born of free will, Sethe’s mother uses 

language to define her identity and that of her offspring: 

 

‘Telling you. I am telling you Sethe,’ and she did that. She told Sethe that her 

mother and Nan were together from the sea. Both were taken up many times by 

the crew. ‘She threw them all away but you. the one from the crew she threw 

away on the island. The others from more whites she also threw away. Without 

names, she threw them. You she gave the name of the black man. She put her 

arms around him. The others she did not put her arms around. Never. Never. 

Telling you. I am telling you, small girl Sethe’ (Morrison 74). 

 

In the same manner, Sethe paid the price of humiliation, giving her body to the 

stonecutter in exchange for the name, Beloved, for her nameless child, “crawling 

already? girl’’, whom she would rather see dead than taken into captivity. ‘’Would he 

give his privates to a stranger in return for a carving’’ she said of Paul D and his 

criticism of her love for her children. In naming her child, she put words to her 

emotions, her pains and her loss. Baby Suggs takes up the issue of name and identity 

with Mr Garner when she asks him, “‘Mr Garner’, she said, ‘why you all call me 

Jenny?’’’. To which he replied, “cause that what’s on your sales ticket, gal. Ain’t that 
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your name? Ain’t that what you call yourself?’. “Nothing,’’ she said. “I don’t call 

myself nothing’’’ (167). As a result, Baby Suggs refuses to call herself  “Jenny 

Whitlow’’, even if Mr Garner thought “Mrs Baby Suggs ain’t no name for a freed 

Negro’’; because that was the remaining link between her past and her future – Baby 

Suggs was all she had left of the “husband’’ she claimed’’ and “ …how could he find or 

hear tell of her if she was calling herself some bill-of-sale name?’’ (168). A name, for a 

black slave, was more than what one is called, it is an identity that is tied to one’s 

destiny, just as Stamp Paid was ‘‘misnamed’’ as “Joshua’’ but “renamed himself when 

he handed over his wife to his master’s son’’ in order to avoid killing anybody but 

staying alive, his new name, “Stamp Paid’’ figuratively means he had paid his dues and 

that “he didn’t owe anybody anything’’ (218). Language, thence, is the vehicular 

interconnectivity between the unconscious and the real, between the present and the past 

and that which helps us keep our memories alive. 

 

Chapter Two – Language, Culture and Power (Esu Elegbara and the Signifyin(g) 

Monkey) 

You know, right at Christmas 

They asked me if my blackness, 

Would it rub off? 

I said, Ask your mama. 

- Langston Hughes 

In defining language, Gates takes up Mikhail Bakhtin’s interpretation of how culture 

and autonomy make language more than both a communicative tool and a means of 

information. Gates means that language, then, for the Afro-American becomes more 

than just ‘a game of information-giving’, but a play of sorts, where ‘the signifier wreaks 

havoc on the signified’, through the use of opaque speech, making speech “deferred’’ 
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instead of “proffered’’, where there is a dichotomous relationship between the spoken 

word and how it is comprehended (58). He further emphasises Bakhtin’s notion of this 

interconnectivity between language and identity as: “The word in language is half 

someone else’s. It becomes ’one’s own’ only when the speaker populates it with his 

own intentions, his own accent, when he appropriates the word, adapting it to his own 

semantic and expressive intention” (qtd.in Gates 1).  

In this chapter, focus is laid on the concept of ‘’Otherness’’ as a discourse, a 

departure from the standard and a way of making language ‘’one’s own’’. This use of 

language is that which is defined as signifyin(g), ‘’a black double-voicedness’’ that 

‘’entails formal revision and an intertextual relation’’ (Gates 56) which, contrary to 

standard English, is often learnt “as a part of adolescent education’’ (57). In other 

words, one is not born with the ability to signify, which is arrived at by the explication 

of black cultural forms (57). Signifyin(g) is the slave’s trope (57), learnt as a means of 

surviving the hardship and injustice of the slaveowners’ treatment, a means of escaping 

reality and living in an alternative reality, finding grace that could only be imagined 

(Morison 103)  where autonomy exists, where the slave is the master of himself and can 

“decide what to do with the day” (111).  Gates’ (57) definition of signifyin(g) as “a 

trope in which are subsumed several other rhetorical tropes, including metaphor, 

metonymy, synecdoche, and irony (master of tropes) and also hyperbole, litotes, and 

metalepsis” will be the focus of analysis of making language one’s own in black 

rhetoric. 

In Beloved, the concept of signifyin(g) is a trope that is visible in the narrative, 

confirming the theory of Otherness and establishing the use of language as a form of 

identity. In order to establish this connection, this chapter will analyse the concept of 

signifying as a “technique of indirect argument or persuasion’’ (Gates 59) through three 
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different rhetorical tropes subsumed in signifyin(g) as presented in Beloved. 

Roger D. Adams sums up these three rhetorical tropes as follows: 

Signifying (……) refers to the trickster’s ability to talk with great innuendo, to 

carp, cajole, needle, and lie. It can mean in other circumstances the propensity to talk 

around a subject, never quite coming to the point. It can mean making fun of a person or 

situation. Also it can denote speaking with the hands and eyes, and in this respect 

encompasses a whole complex of expressions and gestures (qtd. in Gates 59). 

To understand the duality of signifyin(g), one must understand the African in the 

African American discourse. An early example is the journey of West African slaves on 

some of the slave ships via the great passage. Although they lied on the bottom of the 

ships, bound together in chains, piled as logs and lying in their own filth, living and 

dead, bound together, hungry, cold and helpless, the slaves sang, murmured and 

chanted, separately, and to some extent, together, to keep the pain away and keep their 

memories alive, by signifyin(g). The duplicity of the black man’s discourse has its 

origin in Esu Elegbara, the Yoruba god of duplicity or the “Monkey”, which is one of 

Esu’s bynames (Gates 20). Gates (25) further summarises the role of Esu in African 

American discourse by laying emphasis on Esu’s role as ‘‘a god of indeterminacy’’ and 

also the god of interpretation since ‘‘he embodies the ambiguity of figurative speech’’. 

Esu and the Monkey’s ability to create ambiguity is seen in Beloved, in how Paul D, 

with a sledge hammer in his hands, chained together with the other male slaves, sang 

‘‘garbling out the words of a song so that they could not be understood; tricking the 

words so their syllables yielded up other meanings’’ (Morison 128) to the slave owners. 

Their song reminds one of Baby Suggs’ sermon, a refusal to accept the status quo, a 

desire to create an alternate reality, where the whip of the slave owner could not touch 

them, a coping mechanism to get through the day. “They sang it out and they beat it up, 

garbling the words so they could not be understood; tricking the words so their syllables 
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yielded up other meanings’’ (128), just like the former slaves laughed, cried and danced 

in the clearing, loving that which the slaveowner hates, cherishing that which the 

slaveowner despises (104). The black vernacular pun and metaphorical wordplay is 

represented in how Paul D and the other men could picture in their minds that “they 

killed the boss so often and so completely they had to bring him back to life and pulp 

him one more time”.  

Signifying is also defined as the ability to speak with the hands and eyes, and in 

this respect encompasses a whole complex of expressions and gestures; and this is a 

culture learned over time, or, in Gates’ words, “part of our adolescent education” (57). 

The men, although chained together, and allowed but just two syllables a day, “Yes sir”, 

with the exception of “Hi Man’’ to whom was allowed ‘‘Hiiii!’’ at dawn and "Hoooo!’’ 

at dusk; could establish a form of communication, beyond words and beyond the 

comprehension of the white man. With one look, the men could say “Help me, s’bad’’ 

or ‘’Look out’’, which could also mean, ‘this might be the day I bay or eat my own mess 

or run’’’ (Morison 128). Life was death and death was life. This ability to speak with 

the hands and the eyes, or speaking without ‘‘speaking at all’’ is also seen in how the 

neighbours could enjoy Baby Suggs’ ‘‘feast for ninety people’’, the pies, the turkeys, 

the corn pudding and the punch (161); in how ‘‘124 shook with their voices far into the 

night’’, and ‘’they ate so well, laughed so much, (but) it made them angry’’; ‘‘124, 

rocking with laughter, goodwill and food for ninety, made them angry. Too much, they 

thought. Where did she get it all, Baby Suggs, holy?’’ (161).  Baby Suggs could feel 

‘’the scent of their disapproval lay heavy in the air’’ (163); and she could discern that 

the ‘’free-floating repulsion’’ wasn’t from ‘’white-folks’’, but “colored ones’’; and she 

knew ‘’her friends and neighbors were angry at her because she had overstepped, given 

too much, offended them by excess’’ (163). This anger, this unspoken fury, led to the 

unfortunate incident at 124, and even though Baby Suggs could smell their disapproval, 
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and feel the approach of an ominous presence, she could not react until it was too late, 

the whiteman came, riding on horseback, to claim all she lived for (173).  

In Beloved, this concept of duality, of saying one thing, but meaning another can 

be seen in Paul D’s reminiscence (Morison 48-9), in how the words he sings meant 

something else entirely, in how he ‘‘couldn’t sing the words in ’Storm upon the 

Waters’’’ that they sang in Sweet Home, in how he contended himself with just 

humming ‘‘mmmmmmmm’’, because the words, ‘‘Bare feet and chamomile sap/Took 

off my shoes; took off my heart’ meant he submitted to the chains of slavery – of letting 

someone else take autonomy over him. Paul D would rather have sung “Gimme back 

my shoes;/ gimme back my hat’’ (50) – which was what the song did mean to him and 

to every slave that sang it before their masters. Here, the intertextuality which Gates 

(50) refers to can be seen in Paul D’s reminiscence. His humming becomes a 

metaphorical way of not acknowledging the bondage that the song ‘Storm upon the 

Waters’ meant to him – a reminder of a time when he could not say the words that he 

wanted to: ‘‘Gimme back my shoes;/ gimme back my hat’’ to the slaveowner but had to 

bow his head and swallow his bile. Also in a metaphorical sense, the temptation to 

change the lyrics of the song is seen in the fact that “taking off his shoes and his hat’’ 

was a sign of surrender to the domesticity that living with Sethe portrayed, ‘‘because he 

didn’t believe he could live with a woman-any woman-for over two out of three 

months’’ (49).  

In addition, the concept of duality can also be explored from the perspective of 

the “monkey’’ and signifyin(g). The Signifying Monkey (Gates 13) is a manifestation of 

Esu Elegbara and signifies how the weak can overturn the discourse through tricks and 

cunningness. While Esu is described as the ‘scribe’ of Olodumare (13), giving 

interpretation and ambiguity to the written word in Yoruba folklore (25), the Signifying 

Monkey characterises the oral discourse of African American rhetoric (26). This can be 
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interpreted as a way through which Black People turned their lack of physical power 

around in the face of slavery. The monkey is small, inconsequential and often portrayed 

as unaccepted by neither men nor animals in Yoruba folklore. He is not man, he is not 

beast. In the same manner, African Americans, like the monkey (61), use signifyin(g) as 

a defence mechanism in situations where ordinarily, they are powerless. Just like the 

monkey, who is naturally less powerful than the stronger animals in the forest, African 

Americans use their verbal skills, signifyin(g), to regain power and turn the status quo 

around. Gates (51) means that, in this manner, African Americans (re)name and 

‘emptied the signifier “signification’’ of its received concepts and filled it this with their 

own concepts’. 

In Beloved, the Signifying Monkey is denoted by Beloved, who, as Gates (58) 

explains, ‘‘is the Signifier who wreaks havoc upon the Signified’’ and “a presence that 

precedes the signification of object or emotion’’.  Beloved appears to be one thing but is 

seen as another – just like Esu Elegbara who deceives the two friends that refused to pay 

him homage and caused a rift between them (39). In this manner, Beloved, then, is 

Moedun, the monkey (20) and the child of Legba or Esu (20). In her role as the child of 

Legba, Beloved’s deceptiveness in appearance can be seen in how she is “a young 

woman, about nineteen or twenty, and slender, (but) she moved like a heavier one or an 

older one, holding on to furniture, resting her head in the palm of her hand as though it 

was too heavy for a neck alone’’ (66-67); in how she could choke on a piece of raisin 

like a child, vomiting up all her food (79). Paul D becomes obsessed and angry with this 

deceptiveness that Sethe ignored and Denver protected, and just like Esu Elegbara, 

Beloved comes into the scene just when everything seems to be going in Paul D’s way. 

Beloved is, in Yoruba mythology, “all metaphor, all ambiguous oracle’’ (26), just like 

Esu, who in his deceptiveness to the “Two Friends’’, appear as a man with either a 

white hat or a black hat (39).  
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As a form of interpretation, Beloved can also be likened to Mawu-Lisa, – a Janus 

figure with male and female characteristics seen as different profiles (28). To Paul D, 

she is a strong woman who could pick up a chair single-handed (67), to Sethe, she 

“behaved like a two-year-old’’ (116) and to Denver, she was an emissary from the 

‘’other side’’, a link between life and death, “an intermediary between this world and 

the next’’ (Gates 31), an apparition of the ghost sister she lost (88).  ‘‘Esu as the figure 

of indeterminacy extends directly from his lordship over the concept of plurality’’ 

(Gates 42), and Beloved plays this role of plurality and indeterminacy, like Esu, in her 

role, she is a child, a sister (142), a daughter (236), and consequently, like Janus, a lover 

to Paul D – finally sealing the rift between Sethe and the man who “beat off the baby 

ghost’’ out of the house (134), playing the role of judge and punisher, making Sethe to 

(re)member: “Sethe was making up for the handsaw; Beloved was making her pay for 

it’’ (195). Hence, Beloved’s duality in Beloved, can be said to arise from the ‘‘doubled 

doubles [that] are central to Yoruba mythology, and to Esu’’ (Gates 238). 

The white man, schoolteacher, recognises this concept of ‘doubled doubles ‘in the black 

slaves as he and his nephews journeyed to reclaim Sethe and her children. He knew that 

even when caught ‘‘red-handed’’, “like a child caught dead with his hand in the jelly 

jar’’, it becomes difficult to tell because, ‘‘The very nigger with his head hanging and a 

little jelly-jar smile on his face could all of a sudden roar, like a bull or some such, and 

commence to do disbelievable things’’ (174). But even at that, knowing the black slaves 

were cunning and deceptive in their surrender could not diminish the shock and 

incomprehension that Sethe’s action gave. Like Esu Elegbara, Sethe deceived 

schoolteacher and his gang of slavecatchers, in her double-doubledness, claiming on the 

one hand to love her children, and on the other, willing to kill them instead of letting 

them fall into the hands of the slaveowners (138-9). They could not understand this act 

of violence that comes out of love, “What she go and do that for’’ (177), the nephew 
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wondered. It was shocking, incomprehensible, because it defies the logic of the white 

man (179). In conclusion, “When a person will say that he is able to level mountains or 

to turn forests into savannahs instantly, it is the Esu of that person that renders power in 

terms of agency of the will’’ (Gates 42), and Sethe, Paul D, Baby Suggs, Stamp Paid 

and even Beloved, could do this, as a result of the Esu in them, because “Esu, in other 

words, represents power in terms of agency of the will’’ (42). 

 

Chapter Three – Language and Spirituality –Esu, Legba and The Signifying Monkey 

“Beloved, she my daughter. She mine” (Morrison, 236) 

Esu, so not undo me, 

Do not falsify the words of my mouth, 

Do not misguide the movements of my feet.  

You who translates yesterday’s words 

Do not undo me, 

I bear you sacrifices 

   (Ogundipe qtd. in Gates 39) 

To the African and African American, language is more than a tool of communication; 

it is the vehicular interconnectivity between the unconscious and the real, between the 

present and the past and that which helps us keep our memories alive; it is also a means 

of claiming autonomy, power and challenging the status quo. In this chapter, this essay 

intends to analyse the spirituality in language from an African perspective with 

emphasis on Beloved.  The poem above is an example of how the Yoruba people of 

West Africa use words, (as well as sacrifice and dance) to appease Esu, the god of 

indeterminacy, who is “all metaphor, all ambiguous oracle” (Gates 26), who is related to 

destiny, has priority over destiny (27), and is the scribe of Eledumare. In Beloved, 

recognising Esu and his power begins with House 124. According to Gates, “the Yoruba 
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think of Esu as infinite in number, or Orisirisi Esu (different kinds of Esu) to underscore 

his multiplicity’’. Furthermore, “Esu is One, infinitely multiplied’’ and “The symbolic 

numbers two hundred and twelve hundred are related to Esu and connote multiplicity, 

the concept of doubled doubles…’’. House 124 had no number in the beginning 

(Morrison 3), but apparently, after Ohio became a state, there had been recorded many a 

death in the House after Baby Suggs was permitted to stay there by the Bodwins ‘‘in 

return for some laundry, some seamstress work, a little canning and so on’’ (171). 

House 124 connotes in this sense, the number of Esu, the doubled doubles of the 

numbers, [11 = 1, 22= 4], a sorts of prime numbers connotation that not only shows 

multiplicity [1 x1 = 1, 2 x 1 = 2 and 2 x 2 = 4]. Before the baby’s death in 124 opened 

the doors to the other world, ‘before it had become the plaything of spirits and the home 

of the chafed’ (102), and Esu, brings spite in to the house, spite that needed to be 

appeased, “124 had been a cheerful, buzzing house where Baby Suggs, holy, loved, 

cautioned, fed, chastised and soothed’’ (102). But now, as Baby Suggs hovered between 

life and death, she begins to have cravings, ebo, “’Bring in a little lavender in, if you got 

any. Pink, if you don’t’. And Sethe would oblige her with anything from fabric to her 

own tongue’’ (4). However, because Esu is the god of destinies and one who has the 

power of determinacy, Sethe and Denver could only do for Baby Suggs “what the 

House permitted’’ (4). By admitting that the House was a being or “Full of a baby’s 

venom’’, ‘‘Sethe and Denver tried to call up and reason with the baby ghost, but got 

nowhere’’ (123), “So they held hands and said, ‘Come on. Come on. You may as well 

just come on”’ (4).  

Also, Esu’s presence in House 124 is corroborated by Paul D’s recognition of the 

spirit just as he ventured to enter the House: ‘‘’You got company’’ he whispered, 

frowning. ‘Off and on’, said Sethe. ‘Good God’. He backed out the door onto the porch. 

‘What kind of evil you got in here?’. ‘It’s not evil, just sad. Come on. Just step 
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through.’’’. Paul D’s presence in House 124 becomes a defiance to Esu, because, as the 

Esu claims in the story of the two friends (Gates 38-9), “Do you not know that he who 

does not put Esu first in all his doings has himself to blame if things misfire?’’. This  

emphasises Esu as the incorrigible prankster, who would sometimes, without good 

reason, cause havoc (Floyd 3).  Sethe and Paul D undermine the significance of Esu, 

ignored that it is through Esu that the ase (or will/amen) of Ifa can be done. Sethe and 

Paul D’s neglect of Beloved, the Esu that occupied 124, leads to the manifestation or 

bodily apparition that is Beloved. Feeling neglected, with no-one to say her name or 

want her, (251), Beloved, as Esu, appears in human form, comes out of the blue water 

and claims her immortality, ‘‘I am not dead   I am not   there is a house there is what she 

whispered to me   I am where she told me    I am not dead’’ (252). According to Mbiti, 

‘‘orisa … were sometimes considered to be spirits, since they dwelled in the 

nonmaterial, or spirit, world. They were, in a sense, semi-physical and semi-spiritual, 

for some of these divinities were anthropomorphized by some peoples and became real 

beings’’ (qtd. in Floyd 3).  

Because of his role as the ‘‘intermediary between this world and the next’’ (31), 

Esu’s/Legba’s praise for his sexual prowess (31) and his ability to speak and interpret 

all the languages of the gods (33) as the one who “knows all languages’’ (33), is valued 

high in Yoruba culture.  The Yoruba believe that through oriki or praise songs, one can 

ward off bad spirits, appease angry gods or pray for guidance or favours from different 

orisas, who are the emissaries of the gods. It is important to point out here that for the 

Yoruba, Esu is genderless (33) and that is why he may be referred to as a ‘she’, just like 

the myth of the Fon or Janus (28). Thompson means that Esu is represented as either 

male or female statues and regarded by his devotees as a bisexual figure (Gates 34). 

Other characteristics of Esu examined in this section is his/her insatiability (34), 

doubled-duality as well as unreconciled opposites (35). For the Yoruba, fate and destiny 
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are not cast in stone, because Esu, the god of indeterminacy, the scribe of Eledumare 

(13) and the interpreter of the will of the gods, is mutable (35). Hence, one sings his 

praise in oriki, dances and bears him ebo (sacrifice) to win his favour to have a pleasing 

interpretation of Ifa’s oracle (37).  

Because Paul D did not put Esu first in all his doings, he becomes entrapped by 

the Beloved’s sexual prowess and in order to avoid the temptation that Beloved 

represented, he had to have Sethe on waking, (76). But, just as ‘‘he who does not put 

Esu first in all his doings has himself to blame if things backfire’’ (Gates, 39), Paul D 

got moved by Beloved (134). Beloved’s sexual prowess and supernatural powers are 

seen in how Paul D could not fight the lust he felt for her and how he found himself in 

strange places in the house. And the connection between 124 and Beloved is further 

strengthened by Paul D’s admission of the ‘‘house-fits’’ he was having were connected 

to the woman in the house (135). He knew he was powerless against the force in the 

house – he was weak, and something was happening to him, and the girl is doing it. He, 

a grown man, was being “fixed’’ by a girl; by ‘’a lowdown something that looked like a 

sweet young girl and fucking her was not the point, it was not being able to stay or go 

anywhere he wished in 124’’ (149). Fight, he did, but Paul D became “undone’’ as he 

did not put Esu first, he did not recognise Esu, nor paid him deference. To avoid this, 

knowing Esu’s indeterminacy and tricks, the Yoruba offer this oriki as quoted in Gates 

(39): 

Esu, do not undo me,  

Do not falsify the words of my mouth,  

Do not misguide the movements of my feet,  

You who translate yesterday’s words  

Into novel utterances,  

Do not undo me, I bear you sacrifice  
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In Beloved, Morrison depicts these characteristics in Beloved – to Denver, she 

appeared as a reincarnation of the dead baby, all grown, yet undeveloped. “‘Why do you 

call yourself Beloved?’ Denver asks. ‘In the dark my name is Beloved’’’. Denver did 

not seem surprised that this strange young woman who came suddenly into their lives, 

had the same name as her dead sister. To Denver, Beloved was also an emissary from 

beyond, “‘What’s it like over there, where you were before? Can you tell me?’. “Dark,’’ 

said Beloved. ‘I’m small in that place. I’m like this here’’’. Her description of her 

different states of being signifies the multiplicity of Esu who, according to Yoruba 

myth, can take different forms of appearances. In this case, Esu appears in the form of 

an ebora (Gates 41), a ghost baby, also known as abiku in Yoruba mythology, who 

takes on a physical appearance to demand the attention that has been denied her. 

According to Ogunyemi and Chinwenka-Okonjo:  

 

Abiku is a Yoruba state of consciousness regarded with trepidation because of its 

links with death. (The Yoruba verb ku is 'to die'; iku is 'death.') Having been to 

the other side and back, thereby commingling death and life, the abiku child is 

no longer held in thrall by death. As an agonist, the abiku emerges as a perverse, 

ghostly intimation of a horrendous past, a critique of a tedious present, and a 

reminder of mortality. The abiku doubles as a signifier for social and spiritual 

unease. (1) 

 

In the poem ‘Abiku’, Wole Soyinka portrays how this ghost-child, or physical 

apparition of the otherworldly, “implies, goads, begs, boasts by indirect verbal or 

gestural means’’ (Gates 59). In lines 3 and 4 of the first stanza, ‘Abiku’ boasts, “I am 

Abiku, calling for the first And repeated time’’; begs in lines 1 and 2 in the second 

stanza: “Must I weep for goats and cowries/ For palm oil and sprinkled ask?’’; goads in 
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lines 3 and 4 of his/her immortality, “Yams do not sprout amulets/ To earth Abiku's 

limbs’’.   

Soyinka portrays ‘Abiku’, the wanderer child in the same manner Morrison 

portrays Beloved. She comes out of the water (60) and is reborn when Sethe lays eyes 

on her, ‘‘But there was no stopping water from a breaking womb and there was no 

stopping now’’ (61). In the same manner, Gates refers to Esu as being responsible for 

the possibility of birth, development, and further reproduction. Abiku as Esu’s emissary, 

can, according to Gates, be sent anywhere to do whatever they want, if it is in the will of 

Esu (41). Beloved, as Abiku, the ‘’wanderer-child’’, having being ‘‘spited’’, forgotten 

and summoned by Denver, demands sacrifice (66), oriki (237) and dance (87) from the 

occupants of 124 ‘‘to ensure that Esu shall never again be forgotten as the signal god 

that he is’’, which is why ‘‘it is he who must receive the first and the richest sacrifices, 

if chaos is to be averted’’ (Gates 45). Richard (1980) means that just as the Yoruba 

believe in the reincarnation of the ancestors in form of new babies being born into the 

community (qtd in Floyd 3), Beloved is born through the breaking of Sethe’s waters in 

her urgent and uncontrollable urge to urinate (61). She, then, starts her new life with the 

occupants of 124 first by orchestrating a disagreement between Paul D and the women 

in the house (Morrison 62-4), just as Esu Elegbara causes rift and disagreement between 

those who forget him and do not put him first in all things (Gates 39). Just like ‘Abiku’, 

Beloved sleeps for days (65) and receives ebo in the form of sweet things (66). She got 

all she wanted and more, creating desire when Sethe ran out of things to give her (285). 

In Soyinka’s poem, Abiku says ‘‘and when you pour Libations...’’, libations signifying 

sacrifice. Beloved’s role as Esu, the god of insatiability is recognised in her desire for 

sweets, attention and oriki. 

Sethe’s recognition of Beloved begins with the recalling of certain events like 

Sethe’s diamond earrings (69), the song she sang for her children (207), the feel of 
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Beloved’s hands around her neck (114) and finally, the mark on her neck where Sethe 

had cut her (281-2). This is also in line with the myth of Abiku, who according to 

Soyinka, is branded in order to be recognised at rebirth: “Whet the heated fragment, 

brand me/Deeply on the breast - you must know him/When Abiku calls again” (lines 

11-12).  

Because the Yoruba do not believe in the finality of death, but that life is a cycle 

that is repeated through death, “One makes sacrifice to ensure that this cycle of life 

functions smoothly; sacrifices are compensations for ’all the food which, in real or 

metaphorical sense, (an individual’s) life-principle has devoured’’’ (Gates 41). This 

connection between life and death, this world and the next and the undeniable link 

between the living and the ancestors is a trope that Morrison explores in Beloved. Esu’s 

power to connect parts (42) is paramount in Yoruba culture, and that is why ‘‘He is 

invoked and sacrificed to first, before any other deity, because of this: ‘He alone can set 

an action in motion and interconnect the parts’’ ‘(42). As long as Sethe acknowledges 

her existence by (re)membering (236-41), bringing her ebo in sweet breads and candy, 

singing her oriki (248-52), then the ghost-child is appeased. According to Mbiti, the 

Yoruba believe that, ‘’As a rule, there are no sacrifices without prayers: sacrifices and 

offerings are the silent responses, prayers are the verbal responses’’ (qtd. in Floyd 6).  

Esu is known for his connection with the number 3 and according to the Yoruba, 

there exist, simultaneously, three stages of existence: “the past, the present and the 

future’’ (Gates 42) and this interconnection is portrayed in Beloved as the relationship 

between the women – Sethe, Denver and Beloved. In Yoruba mythology, to have “the 

ase of Esu’’ (Gates 42), things have to be said or done three times, as a sort of 

repetition, which is the core of signifying; prayers are said in threes (ase), curses are 

warded off in threes (ase), claims are made in threes (ase), even threats are made three 

times (ase).  In Beloved, the power of three is denoted by Denver’s recognition of 
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Beloved; and this repetitiveness signifies the ase behind the oriki: ‘‘I AM BELOVED 

and she is mine’’ (248, 253) and by Sethe, “BELOVED, she my daughter. She mine’’ 

(236). This power is exhibited by Sethe when she “laid it all down’’ (205) and ice-

skated with the girls – “Nobody saw them falling. ..but nobody saw them falling. 

Nobody saw them falling’’ (205). Denver channels the power of three in her verbal 

sacrifice to Beloved: “Three times I lost her; once with the flowers because of the noisy 

clouds of smoke; once when she went into the sea instead of smiling at me, once under 

the bridge when I went to join her, and she came toward me but did not smile’’ (254). 

Again the power of three (ase) and repetition is seen in the oriki Denver offers to 

Beloved: 

Beloved 

You are my sister 

You are my daughter 

You are my face; you are me 

I have found you again; you have come back to me 

You are my Beloved 

You are mine 

You are mine 

You are mine 

…. 

You are my face; I am you. Why you leave me who am you? 

I will never leave you again  

Don’t ever leave me again 

You will never leave me again 

…. 

I waited for you  
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You are mine 

You are mine 

You are mine 

(255-6) (my italics) 

In this chapter, the role of language as a connecting link between the real and the 

unreal and as a cultural tool in African American culture has been discussed; how the 

black man uses language to appease, to cajole and to praise. Language is a tool that is 

embedded in the culture and traditions as well as the experiences of the user of that 

language and acts as a link between that which is real and that which is not. Language is 

a representation of a culture that celebrates the importance of remembering, linking the 

present with the past in a continuum that is particular to the culture, tradition and beliefs 

of the users. 

 

Chapter Four - Conclusions and Reflections 

‘The white man thinks in written language, the Negro thinks in hieroglyphics’ (Hurston 

qtd. in Gates 214) 

In this essay the role of language as being more than a means of communication has 

been the central focus. Language has been described as a means through which 

identities can be forged, the instrument through which the past, present and future can 

be represented, as well as a means through which we can remember that which has been 

forgotten. Focus has also been laid on the cultural aspects of language, how language 

can be used as a symbolic cultural artifice that separates the Whiteman from the 

Blackman. Language in this sense becomes not just a vehicular means of 

communication, but a cultural identity that makes the weaker take on a strength that is 

akin to his nature. Just like the signifying monkey, the weaker man, the black man, 

enslaved, ripped of his status, autonomy and culture, uses language as a tool for 
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changing the status quo. Sly and unpredictable, like the signifying monkey, the 

Blackman uses language to taunt, goad, boast and cajole. Like “The Monkey – a 

trickster, like Esu, who is full of guile, who tells lies*[in Yoruba culture, lies refer to 

tales, stories and figurative discourse], and who is a rhetorical genius- is intent on 

demystifying the Lion’s self-imposed status as King of the Jungle’’ (61). He talks with 

his hands, eyes and uses gestures, innuendos and indeterminacy to, on the one hand, 

undermine the superiority of the white man, while on the other, establish a bond 

between him and his kinsmen in a language that the white man does not comprehend. 

He uses irony to undermine the supposedly high status of the white man and establishes 

the uniqueness of his version of language, the vernacular, with gusto: 

 

Me tend to dress my source to you dis nite on de all imported subject of 

Language, an de warious tongues ob differn nations and niggars, libbin and dead, 

known and unknown: an in so doing me shant stan shilly shally bout preface to 

de subject, but run bang at him at once like mad at “dam haystack”. (Gates 102) 

 

In its role as a means of creating and establishing identity, language is to the 

black man something to pass on; a cultural heritage that is learnt and mastered through 

adolescence. The Negro learns how to indulge in “black language games” (57), as a sort 

of formal language training, separate and unique, incomprehensible to the Whiteman 

and a “...method of language (which) is like that of oral poetry, substituting in the 

framework of the grammar” (65).  Signifying is the language of the trickster, which the 

Blackman uses “that set of words or gestures which arrives at ’direction through 

indirection’’’ (81). This is seen in Beloved, in how Sethe’s actions were 

incomprehensible to the Whiteman, Schoolteacher’s nephew: “‘What she go do that 

for?’ he wondered; ‘What she want to go and do that for?’’’ he asked the Sheriff 
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(Morison 177). Sethe’s signifying, her act of infanticide, a clear act of defiance, of 

reclaiming a lost autonomy, was incomprehensible and shocking to the white man 

(179), and understood by the Blacks, who needed no words, or singing to signify their 

understanding (179). She was crazy, they concurred to the white man’s interpretation of 

Sethe’s action, but, “Yeah, well, ain’t (they) all’? (312) in the eyes of the white man? 

She had loved too much, something a slave never should do – she had not accepted her 

role as the underling, and just like the monkey, she had challenged the lion to a fight.   

Also, the use of language as a spiritual connotation that bridges the real and the 

unreal has also been discussed in this essay. That which the white man calls unreal, the 

black man calls spiritual; that which the white man calls history, the black man calls 

(re)memory. The ritualism of language is seen in how the black man learns to signify as 

adolescents, contrary to the classic structuralism of the white man, “Black adults teach 

their children this exceptionally complex system of rhetoric’’ (Gates 82). Wideman 

claims that through language, the black man pays homage to his ancestors, sees the 

connection between the physical realm and the spiritual and interprets history as 

“peoples imaginary recreation (?)… which exist(s) in the imagination…. (and) are a 

record of ‘certain collective experiences’ that have been repeated generation after 

generation’’’ (qtd. in Rushdy, 37).  This trope of interconnectivity between the past, the 

present and the future is not only seen in Yoruba mythology of Esu but is also seen as a 

black trope in Beloved, as well as in contemporary African American culture of today. 

Rushdy’s quote of Wideman summarises the spirituality of language to the black man: 

"Past lives in us, through us. Each of us harbors the spirits of people who walked the 

earth before we did, and those spirits depend on us for continuing existence, just as we 

depend on their presence to live our lives to the fullest." (qtd. in Rushdy 567). 

Hence, when the black man says: ‘‘It was not a story to pass on’’ repetitively – 

three times (Morrison 323-4), the concept of signifyin(g) comes to mind. Beloved, “the 
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devil-child was clever. …And beautiful…. Her smile was dazzling’’ (308), but they had 

to forget her, because (re)membering would be using language to give her life again. 

Morrison states that we must ‘"bear witness and identify that which is useful from the 

past and that which ought to be discarded." In other words, the past we choose to 

remember must be palatable, it has to be constructed in a way that serves the present I a 

positive (Rushdy 567 -paraphrased). Forgetting Beloved’s name, thus, was like 

forgetting that which was undesirable and brought pain, so although “Everybody knew 

what she was called, (but) nobody anywhere knew her name” (323). They had to forget, 

because, remembering gives life to the past. She was Beloved, but she had no last name.  
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