
H-WPL READERS BOOK DISCUSSION 
GROUP 

         FEBRUARY 2016 

Monday,  February 22, 2016, at 1:00 P.M. 

God Help the Child, by Toni Morrison 

Discussion Leader: Candace Plotsker-Herman 

Spare and unsparing, the first novel by Toni Morrison to be set in our current moment—weaves 

a tale about the way the sufferings of childhood can shape, and misshape, the life of the adult. At 

the center: a young woman who calls herself Bride, whose stunning blue-black skin is only one 

element of her beauty, her boldness and confidence, her success in life, but which caused her 

light-skinned mother to deny her even the simplest forms of love. There is Booker, the man 

Bride loves, and loses to anger. Rain,the mysterious white child with whom she crosses paths. 

And finally, Bride’s mother herself, Sweetness, who takes a lifetime to come to understand that 

“what you do to children matters. And they might never forget.” 

 

Monday,  March 14, 2016, at 1:00 P.M. 

My Brilliant Friend, by Elena Ferrante 

Discussion Leader: Edna Ritzenberg 

In a poor, midcentury Italian neighborhood, two girls, Elena and Lila, exhibit remarkable 

intelligence early in school, at a time when money is scarce and education a privilege, especially 

for girls. Through the lives of these two women, Ferrante tells the story of a neighborhood, a city 

and a country as it is transformed in ways that, in turn, also transform the relationship between 

her two protagonists. 

 

God Help the Child review -- Toni Morrison continues to improve with 
age. 
By Bernardine Evaristo,  

The Observer: 39. Apr 19 2015. ProQuest. Web. 16 Feb. 2016 . 

 



The Nobel prizewinner comes full circle with this rich tale of a young woman's struggle against 

'shadism' and parental neglect  

Toni Morrison's new novel challenges the assumption that writers lose their mojo once they 

reach a great age. Morrison, now in her ninth decade, did not start publishing novels until she 

was nearly 40 but proves with God Help the Child that her writing is still as fresh, adventurous 

and vigorous as ever.  

There is also the sense of a circle being completed with this new work because Morrison's very 

first novel shares its two main thematic preoccupations of child abuse and shadism, the inter-

black prejudice against darker skin tones that is rarely given a public airing. In The Bluest Eye, 

published in 1970, a very dark-skinned black girl called Pecola, considered ugly by everyone, is 

raped by her father. In God Help the Child, the protagonist, Lula Ann, is born to a lighter-

skinned mother and father who have enjoyed the relative privilege their skin colour affords them 

in America.  

Both are appalled at the "terrible" darkness of their newborn daughter, to the extent that the 

mother declares: "She was so black she scared me." She contemplates infanticide and when the 

father abandons the family, she is left to raise Lula Ann on her own. Depriving her daughter of 

all private and public affection, she insists Lula Ann call her "Sweetness", not "Mother", so as 

not to confuse people, she reasons.  

In this novel of unreliable narrators, Sweetness is the first and least likable. Reflecting on how 

she raised her daughter becomes an exercise in self-justification that exposes her deeply 

ingrained shadism.  

Unsurprisingly, Lula Ann grows up feeling unloved. She is also a witness to an unforgettable act 

of child abuse in her neighbourhood that continues to haunt her. We meet her as a young adult, 

alienated from her mother, reinventing herself with the new name of Bride and holding down a 

great job as regional manager for a successful cosmetics company.  

However, unlike Pecola, born two generations earlier, Lula Ann is of an age where her darkness, 

deliberately offset with stylish white clothes, is now considered exotically beautiful. But the truth 

is that she has been deeply damaged by her upbringing and through her story we encounter other 

damaged people who, it eventually transpires, are also living in the shadow of some kind of child 

abuse. Whether perpetrator, victim or both, each one has to come to terms with the trauma of the 

past in order to get on with their lives. This could mean forgiveness or it might mean atonement.  

The plot, as such, in this novel of interlinked sections, hinges on Lula Ann's pursuit of Booker, 

the man she loved but who has recently left her without notice or explanation. She goes on a 

journey to find him and ends up going awol in the outback with hippies, where she seems to lose 

touch with reality and have a nervous breakdown.  

Morrison's characters are always complex and sometimes the reader has to join up the dots.  



In this short but emotionally charged work, there is a clear disjunction between how they view 

themselves and how other characters' experience them. Multiple perspectives show us that Lula 

Ann might appear to be a victim but she is almost pathologically self-obsessed and is weighed 

down with guilt at a shameful secret.  

Her mother might convince herself that she was being cruel to be kind to her daughter as a child, 

but she doesn't convince us. Brooklyn might appear to be Lula Ann's best friend, but is she 

really? And Booker, the wandering lover, appears to be a low-life scrounger, but we discover he 

is much more than that.  

Morrison's characteristically deft temporal shifts and precisely honed language deliver literary 

riches galore. And while this novel is very readable, the pleasure is in working for its deeper 

rewards.  

Toni Morrison’s ‘God Help the Child’ 
By Kara Walker, New York Times Book Review, Apr 19, 2015. 

As children we have gentle, wordless expectations that the big people in our lives will endeavor 

to keep us from harm, or, at the very least, not harm us. It’s the sacrosanct social contract: that 

adults will feed, clothe and protect us, that they will keep our bodies alive long enough for us to 

devise adult survival strategies of our own. 

Child abuse cuts a jagged scar through Toni Morrison’s “God Help the Child,” a brisk modern--

day fairy tale with shades of the Brothers Grimm: imaginative cruelties visited on children; a 

journey into the woods; a handsome, vanished lover; witchy older women and a blunt moral — 

“What you do to children matters. And they might never forget.” 

 

At the heart of the novel is a woman who calls herself Bride. Young, beautiful, with deep blue-

black skin and a career in the cosmetics industry, she was rejected as a child by her light-skinned 

mother, Sweetness, who’s been poisoned by that strain of color and class anxiety still present in 

black communities. “It didn’t take more than an hour after they pulled her out from between my 

legs to realize something was wrong,” Sweetness says. “Really wrong. She was so black she 

scared me. Midnight black, Sudanese black.” 

Bride’s father is also unwilling to accept the child’s dark skin and walks out on the family, 

accusing Sweetness of infidelity. And so Bride grows up, pinched by hunger and shame, craving 

love and acceptance. “Distaste was all over her face when I was little and she had to bathe me,” 

Bride says of her mother. “Rinse me, actually, after a halfhearted rub with a soapy washcloth. I 

used to pray she would slap my face or spank me just to feel her touch. I made little mistakes 

deliberately, but she had ways to punish me without touching the skin she hated — bed without 

supper, lock me in my room.” 



But one mistake has devastating consequences. To get her mother’s attention, Bride accuses an 

innocent woman of a terrible crime. As an adult, Bride sets out to make restitution to this woman 

but bungles it. She knows only how to turn heads and suppress emotions; she knows nothing (as 

yet) of kindness and compassion. 

Strangely, Bride’s desire to cleanse her conscience angers her lover, Booker, who abruptly 

abandons her. Bride seeks solace in drugs, drinking and sex, but she’s haunted by Booker — “I 

spilled my guts to him, told him everything: every fear, every hurt, every accomplishment, 

however small. While talking to him certain things I had buried came up fresh as though I was 

seeing them for the first time.” She takes to the road to track him down. 

Miles from home, in Northern California logging country, she suffers a car accident and is taken 

in by a white hippie family. Their self-sufficiency and indifference to money startles her, and, as 

she recovers in their home for some six weeks, she becomes close to a child in their care named 

Rain, who was badly abused by her prostitute birth mother and her mother’s johns. In Rain, 

Bride finds a friend; they understand each other in the easy way of children. The interactions 

between the two — one stark black, the other “bone white,” one adult, one child, but emotionally 

the same age — make for the still center of this furious story. For Bride, this episode is 

transformative and healing; for the reader, it’s all too brief. 

There’s an important plot point I don’t want to spoil (especially since the surprises in the book 

are disappointingly few), but there are ghostly developments throughout: Bride starts losing her 

body hair and her breasts. Her body becomes smaller and smaller, her period is strangely late. 

She nurses the “scary suspicion that she was changing back into a little black girl.” Stranger still, 

this development is only apparent to our protagonist; no one Bride encounters acknowledges her 

peculiar transformation. 

In this shape-shifting form, she eventually finds Booker in another part of the woods, living in a 

trailer near his eccentric aunt Queen. And we come to understand how violence has shaped 

Booker’s own life, how his family has been shattered by tragedy. 

Toni Morrison has always written for the ear, with a loving attention to the textures and sounds 

of words. And the natural landscapes in her books have a way of erupting into lively play, giving 

richness and depth to her themes. Her novel “Tar Baby” (1981) opens with this description of a 

river: “Evicted from the place where it had lived, and forced into unknown turf, it could not form 

its pools or waterfalls, and ran every which way. The clouds gathered together, stood still and 

watched the river scuttle around the forest floor, crash headlong into the haunches of hills with 

no notion of where it was going, until exhausted, ill and grieving, it slowed to a stop just 20 

leagues short of the sea.” The long arms of the story embrace you before you fully understand 

where you are or what is happening. You read with total trust, because in a place this alive, 

there’s surely more to come. 

In “God Help the Child,” however, we get clipped first-person confessionals and unusually 

vague landscapes: “The road looks like a kindergarten drawing of light-blue, white or yellow 

houses with pine-green or beet-red doors sitting smugly on wide lawns. All that is missing is a 

pancake sun with ray sticks all around it.” The settings feel flat, the tone cynical. There are swirls 



of brutal personal histories, hurried vignettes and blatantly untrustworthy monologues. (“It’s not 

my fault,” Sweetness protests. “It’s not my fault. It’s not my fault. It’s not.”) The reader is 

positioned as a judge over a cast of characters standing accused of the same crime: their inability 

(or unwillingness) to confront and take responsibility for the suffering of children in their care. 

Instead, like Sweetness, they choose self-righteousness. Or, like the hippie couple in the forest, 

they seem unable to face the crimes. 

Morrison herself handles child abuse with a cautious disgust, not with the terrifying closeness of 

her first novel, “The Bluest Eye” (1970), in which an 11-year-old girl is raped by her father. The 

world of “God Help the Child” is crawling with child molesters and child killers — on 

playgrounds, in back alleys — but they remain oddly blurry, like dot-matrix snapshots culled 

from current headlines. When they join the scene, it’s rarely as full citizens of the narrative, and 

this is a loss. As Booker notes of one predator: “Bald. Normal-looking. Probably an otherwise 

nice man — they always were. The ‘nicest man in the world,’ the neighbors always said. ‘He 

wouldn’t hurt a fly.’ Where did that cliché come from? Why not hurt a fly? Did it mean he was 

too tender to take the life of a disease-carrying insect but could happily ax the life of a child?” 

The pity is that the book itself never struggles to answer the questions it poses and keeps these 

men at the margins. 

There are many other characters I’d also like to know more about, whose strategies and coping 

mechanisms and pleasures I wanted to understand, but the novel withholds so much information. 

I found myself reading between the lines, sucking the marrow out of every sentence. It’s even 

difficult to pin down when the book takes place: Bride sounds contemporary, but Sweetness’s 

voice seems to belong to another era entirely. Curiously, the abundance of first-person 

confessionals does little to invite actual intimacy. They reminded me of reality TV — thin 

declarations of trauma followed by triumphant dismissals of enduring hurt. It’s too easy for the 

reader to scratch at the superficial posturing and say, “That person is hiding something.” Yes, 

pain, but what else? 

In the world of “God Help the Child,” there are few caregivers or true friends, no therapists or 

social workers, and so the adult victims cultivate thin shells of resistance and scrabble to seek 

justice. I was left with the bitter supposition that childhood is the perfect condition to be 

manipulated by adult power because it is self-perpetuating. Children become adults and carry 

with them a trauma imprinted on the body and memory. And there is always the fantasy that a 

new child means new life: “Immune to evil or illness, protected from kidnap, beatings, rape, 

racism, insult, hurt, self-loathing, abandonment. Error-free. All goodness.” 

With cutting severity, Morrison touches on possibilities of redemption, only to yank them away 

again and again. “They will blow it,” Queen observes of Bride and Booker. “Each will cling to a 

sad little story of hurt and sorrow — some long-ago trouble and pain life dumped on their pure 

and innocent selves. And each one will rewrite that story forever, knowing the plot, guessing the 

theme, inventing its meaning and dismissing its origin. What waste. She knew from personal 

experience how hard loving was, how selfish and how easily sundered. Withholding sex or 

relying on it, ignoring children or devouring them, rerouting true feelings or locking them out. 

Youth being the excuse for that fortune-cookie love — until it wasn’t, until it became pure adult 

stupidity.” 



But every now and then, “God Help the Child” steps away from moralizing and yields to the 

slow, tender, dangerous art of storytelling. Morrison brings back her paintbrush and indulges the 

reader with color and dread as she vividly evokes Booker’s tight-knit family and his idolized 

older brother: “The last time Booker saw Adam he was skateboarding down the sidewalk in 

twilight, his yellow T-shirt fluorescent under the Northern Ash trees. It was early September and 

nothing anywhere had begun to die. Maple leaves behaved as though their green was immortal. 

Ash trees were still climbing toward a cloudless sky. The sun began turning aggressively alive in 

the process of setting. Down the sidewalk between hedges and towering trees Adam floated, a 

spot of gold moving down a shadowy tunnel toward the mouth of a living sun.” 

So we are lured by beauty into a scene that ends in evil and horror. The best stories coerce us to 

live inside terror and instability, in the messiness of human experience. They force us to care 

deeply for everyone, even the villains. Morrison’s obvious joy in language (especially evident in 

the passage above) entraps and implicates the reader, and we read ourselves into spaces that 

would make our better angels shudder. 

But too often we get a curt fable instead, one more interested in outrage than possibilities for 

empathy. Like Sweetness, Morrison doesn’t seem to want to touch Bride either — at least not 

tenderly. The narrative hovers, averts its eyes and sucks its teeth at the misfortunes of the 

characters. 

And like Bride, I was left hungering for warmth. I wanted to be lured even deeper into that awful 

golden landscape. I wanted to tug at the sleeve of the storyteller and say, “Yes, yes, I know all 

that, I get the message, but the story is the thing; tell me the part about the trees again, and don’t 

forget the sunlight.” 

Kara Walker is a New York-based artist. Her public installation “A Subtlety, or the Marvelous 

Sugar Baby” was on display last summer at the former Domino Sugar Refinery in Williamsburg, 

Brooklyn.  

The Radical Vision of Toni Morrison 
By Rachel  Kaadzi  Ghansah, 

New York Times Magazine April 12, 2015.   

At 84, she sits comfortably as one of the greatest authors in American history, even as her 

uncompromising dream for black literature seems farther away than ever.  

Not too long ago, Toni Morrison sat in the small kitchen attached to the studio where she was 

recording the audiobook for her newest novel, "God Help the Child," telling a roomful of 

strangers stories that I will never forget. The studio, a small, refurbished barn in Katonah, N.Y., 

was more than a hundred years old, but only a few rustic touches remained, like a sliding barn 

door and knotty pine floors. A solid kitchen table had been laid with fresh fruits, muffins and tins 

of jam. Beams of sunlight reflected off the blindingly white snow outside the glass window. A 

young woman from Random House kept mentioning her sunglasses, how it was bright enough to 

http://search.proquest.com/pqrl/indexinglinkhandler/sng/au/RACHEL+KAADZI+GHANSAH/$N?accountid=11387


wear them inside. Everyone giggled at her nervous chatter, but they seemed to be mostly 

laughing at her brave attempt to make small talk in the presence of Toni Morrison.  

The only person not bothered by the glare and the room's awkward giddiness was Morrison 

herself, who sat at the head of the table, in a thin, black linen caftan, a wool beret and with a 

sizable diamond ring on one hand. Morrison wears her age like an Elizabethan regent or a 

descendant of Othello via Lorain, Ohio. Long before we met, I read that she could be impervious 

at times, coquettish at others. What was evident that day in Katonah was that had she so much as 

lifted a finger, every person in the room -- the studio's director and his engineer, her P.R. person 

from Knopf, her publisher and two young women from the audiobooks division of Random 

House -- would have stopped what they were doing to ask if they could assist. Not because she 

required it, but because the unspoken consensus was that the person who produced the 11 novels 

that Morrison has written, the person those books came out of, was deserving of the fuss.  

It takes a long time to record a book. Many authors use actors. But that's not how Morrison hears 

her own sentences, so she does these tedious sessions herself. That day, she would go into a 

narrow, low-lit booth, carrying a small pillow for her back, sit down and read from her new book 

for hours. We followed along in the control room, listening to her barely-a-whisper voice read 

from a chapter called "Sweetness": "It's not my fault. So you can't blame me. I didn't do it and 

have no idea how it happened."  

The hours went by. "Toni," the director said at one point through his microphone, "can you do 

that sentence over? Can you pronounce 'tangerine' with more emphasis on the 'rine?' " 

Sometimes her voice dipped down too low to be heard. "Toni," he would say, "let's do that part 

over again."  

It was a long day. Some people can't do it, can't sit in that dimly lit sarcophagus-like space and 

read. Others who have recorded there have kept the door open because the booth was too 

confining. But Morrison was in absolute calm, as if this dark space and her own words were a 

nest of language and she was perfectly at home. Because of how she was positioned, I couldn't 

see her; I could hear only her voice. Purring and soft. Dulcet. A faint noise coming from within 

the darkness.  

During her breaks, Morrison would take her place at the table, and within minutes she was 

surrounded. Did she want the heater closer? Did she want tea? As a defense against our 

smothering neediness, she tried to preserve herself, the private person inside the author, by 

telling us stories. My mention of New Orleans prompted her to tell a tale that she heard from a 

friend that must be passed along. It goes like this: There was once a man who lived in New 

Orleans. A city that is like no other place in this country. Now, this man's name was Big Lunch, 

and folks called him that because he was known for always coming around midday and asking 

for whatever food people had to spare. He put that food in his pockets, in his coat, in his pants, 

and when that food went bad, he didn't mind. You could smell this man coming around even 

when he was blocks away because he never bathed. And of course, over time all that food and 

dirt began to crust and that crust caked over his skin. Somehow or other, Big Lunch got into an 

accident, and when they got him to the hospital, they washed him. They washed all of his dirt 

and crust off. All of it. But as days passed, instead of getting better, Big Lunch began to get 



sicker, sicker, until finally one day he took his last breath and died. "Because," she said, looking 

intently at me with a smile that had nothing to do with anything funny, "those people didn't know 

that all of that crust was what had been keeping him alive."  

Morrison is a woman of guardrails and many boundaries; she keeps them up in order to do the 

work. The work "protects," she told me. "It's a serious protection: emotionally, even 

intellectually, from the world." Journalists from Europe and elsewhere call these days, one after 

the other, and they try to be coy, but she can tell what they really want to know. "They are just 

calling to see when I'm going to die." She laughed and said: "So I'll play it up a bit and say, 'Oh, 

today my arms hurt, my chest is sore.' Because, me? I'm not going anywhere soon."  

She wasn't too interested in her 84th birthday, she said, until President Obama's office called the 

other day to plan a lunch. When she told us this, oohs and aahs went around the room. Someone 

asked her where she was going to have it. "Huh," she said, as if this were the silliest question 

ever posed. "At their house! At the White House!" Of course. "Well, actually, it isn't a lunch; it is 

a dinner, and they said, 'Now, Toni, this will be very informal, don't put yourself out, you can 

even wear jeans if you like.' " She paused and shook her head slightly, saying to no one in 

particular: "Jeans! I've never worn jeans in my life, and I'm certainly not going to wear them to 

the White House. I mean." Then she sighed. As if she couldn't even explain it all to us, because 

we wouldn't get it. Like we wouldn't get how far she had come.  

In 1984, Morrison was a single mother and a novelist with four books to her name, three of 

which -- "The Bluest Eye," "Sula" and "Song of Solomon" -- are now considered classics. She 

had recently stopped working as an editor at Random House and published the essay 

"Rootedness: The Ancestor as Foundation" in an anthology. The essay in many ways articulated 

the terms that would define her writing. She noted that the novel "has always functioned for the 

class or the group that wrote it." The novel that concerned itself with black Americans was 

remarkable and needed, she wrote, because it accomplished "certain very strong functions," now 

that "we don't live in places where we can hear those stories anymore" and "parents don't sit 

around and tell their children those classical, mythological archetypal stories that we heard years 

ago." The black novel was important because it could "suggest what the conflicts are, what the 

problems are," not necessarily as a means of solving them but as a way of recording and 

reflecting them.  

For years, dozens upon dozens of prominent black writers -- people like Amiri Baraka, Maya 

Angelou, Jayne Cortez, Nikki Giovanni and John Edgar Wideman -- were in orbit with one 

another. Some of these black writers had no formal affiliations, but many others organized 

themselves under efforts like Baraka's Black Arts Movement, where they could share the duty of 

not only making art but also writing themselves into the world. They were not just producing 

poems, plays and novels, they were also considering the obligations of their specific genre -- 

black literature -- and its defining aspects and distinct functions. We no longer connect Morrison 

to that earlier, loosely defined constellation of black writing, but she was there, and she was there 

long before she was a novelist. During the years that she worked at Random House, she 

published books by Muhammad Ali, Henry Dumas, Angela Davis, Huey P. Newton, Toni Cade 

Bambara and Gayl Jones, whom she discovered in the 1970s. Jones's manuscript was so 

impressive that when Morrison read it for the first time, uppermost in her mind, she once wrote, 



was "that no novel about any black woman could ever be the same after this." It was Morrison 

who helped promote Ali's book and who once hired members of the Fruit of Islam to work 

security for him. She also reviewed a biography of Angela Davis for The New York Times in 

1972, slamming the author for being "another simpatico white girl who felt she was privy to the 

secret of how black revolutionaries got that way."  

And when the poet Henry Dumas went to his death, the way so many black boys and men do, it 

was Morrison, who never had a chance to meet him and published his work posthumously, who 

sent around a book-party announcement that was part invitation, part consolation, which read: 

"In 1968, a young black man, Henry Dumas, went through a turnstile at a New York City 

subway station. A transit cop shot him in the chest and killed him. Circumstances surrounding 

his death remain unclear. Before that happened, however, he had written some of the most 

beautiful, moving and profound poetry and fiction that I have ever in my life read."  

Two years after Dumas's death, Morrison published her first novel, at 39. In many ways, she had 

prepared the world for her voice and heralded her arrival with her own editorial work. And yet 

the story of Pecola Breedlove, a broken black girl who wants blue eyes, was a novel that no one 

saw coming. Morrison relished unexpectedness. The first edition of "The Bluest Eye" starts 

Pecola's story on the cover: "Quiet as it's kept, there were no marigolds in the fall of 1941. We 

thought, at the time, that it was because Pecola was having her father's baby that the marigolds 

did not grow."  

Morrison's work, since she published that first novel, has always delivered a heavy load. Her 

books are populated by both history and the people who are left out of history: a jealous, 

mentally ill hairdresser with a sharp knife ("Jazz," 1992); a man who as a child suckled at his 

mother's breast until those in the community found it odd ("Song of Solomon," 1977); an 

enslaved woman, who would rather slice her own daughter's neck than let captivity happen to her 

("Beloved," 1987); and a destitute little girl, belly swollen with her father's child, holding a 

Shirley Temple cup, desperate to have Temple's bright blue eyes ("The Bluest Eye," 1970).  

On one level, Morrison's project is obvious: It is a history that stretches across 11 novels and just 

as many geographies and eras to tell a story that is hardly chronological but is thematically 

chained and somewhat continuous. This is the project most readily understood and accepted by 

even her least generous critics. But then there is the other mission, the less obvious one, the one 

in which Morrison often does the unthinkable as a minority, as a woman, as a former member of 

the working class: She democratically opens the door to all of her books only to say, "You can 

come in and you can sit, and you can tell me what you think, and I'm glad you are here, but you 

should know that this house isn't built for you or by you." Here, blackness isn't a commodity; it 

isn't inherently political; it is the race of a people who are varied and complicated. This is where 

her works become less of a history and more of a liturgy, still stretching across geographies and 

time, but now more pointedly, to capture and historicize: This is how we pray, this is how we 

escape, this is how we hurt, this is how we repent, this is how we move on. It is a project that, 

although ignored by many critics, evidences itself on the page. It has allowed Morrison to play 

with language, to take chances with how stories unravel and to consistently resist the demand to 

create an empirical understanding of black life in America. Instead, she makes black life -- 

regular, quotidian black life, the kind that doesn't sell out concert halls or sports stadiums -- 



complex, fantastic and heroic, despite its devaluation. It is both aphorism and beyond aphorism, 

and a result has been pure possibility.  

Often, in black literature, it seems as though the author is performing two roles: that of the 

explorer and the explainer. Morrison does not do this. Morrison writes stories that are more 

aesthetic than overtly political, better expressed in accurate Tolstoyan detail than in generalizing 

sentiments blunted with anger. Most important, she is an author who writes to tease and 

complicate her world, not to convince others it is valid.  

"What I'm interested in is writing without the gaze, without the white gaze," she told me. "In so 

many earlier books by African-American writers, particularly the men, I felt that they were not 

writing to me. But what interested me was the African-American experience throughout 

whichever time I spoke of. It was always about African-American culture and people -- good, 

bad, indifferent, whatever -- but that was, for me, the universe."  

In 1842, Charles Dickens, at the time one of the greatest authors writing in English, took a 

steamboat trip across Lake Erie. He was most excited to see Niagara Falls. While waiting for the 

boat in Sandusky, Ohio, he lamented that he wanted to be getting along with his trip and was 

apparently uninterested in passing through the next town, Vermilion, or seeing the small curve of 

land that would one day be Morrison's birthplace, Lorain. Dickens concluded that "their 

demeanor in these country parts is invariably morose, sullen, clownish and repulsive. I should 

think there is not, on the face of the earth, a people so destitute of humor, vivacity or the capacity 

of enjoyment. It is most remarkable. I am quite serious when I say that I have not heard a hearty 

laugh these six weeks, except my own; nor have I seen a merry face on any shoulders but a black 

man's."  

When I first read this, I wondered for days who this merry black man was who was so 

remarkably different from the other Ohioans that Dickens encountered. Did this merry man know 

his difference warranted a mention from Dickens himself? Did this merry man read? At the time 

of Dickens's visit, 19 years before the Civil War, there were laws that prohibited black enslaved 

people from being taught to read or write. Was it even possible for Dickens to imagine that 

within a leap of a hundred years a girl would be born there who would become one the few 

people who could relate to his lofty position as one of the greatest writers ever to live? We will 

never know the thoughts of this particular merry man, but his appearance in Dicken's travelogue 

almost presages the novels of Morrison, novels that have ensured that lives like his are no longer 

merely passing mentions in another man's notes.  

She wasn't born Toni Morrison. She had to become that person. She was born Chloe Wofford in 

1931. Her parents, Ramah and George Wofford, were Southerners who came to Ohio at the 

beginning of the 20th century. She grew up hearing about how her mother's father, John 

Solomon Willis, a violinist, often had to leave his wife and family behind on a farm in 

Greenville, Ala., to go to Birmingham to make money. Morrison recalled that her grandmother, 

Ardelia Willis, realized as the months passed that the white boys in the area were "circling," 

meaning her girls were getting toward that age. And when she saw white boys out in the yard, 

she knew what was up. This image and her grandmother's way of speech have stayed with her: "I 

like the way she said 'circling,' " Morrison told me. After sending a message to her husband that 



they could no longer stay put, Morrison's grandmother took her children in the dead of the night 

and got on the first train they could find that would take them away.  

When Morrison's father was 14 or 15, two black businessmen who lived on his street were 

lynched in succession, and afterward, he left the South and by a circuitous route headed to Ohio. 

Morrison said: "He never told us that he'd seen bodies. But he had seen them. And that was too 

traumatic, I think, for him."  

One of the most important things she remembers about her father, she told me, is "how much he 

hated white people. Once I saw him throw a white man down the stairs, because he thought he 

was coming -- I think the guy was drunk -- but still he was coming up the stairs, and my father 

thought he was after his girls, so he picked him up and threw him down the stairs and threw our 

tricycle after him." She wrote about this incident in an essay for this magazine in 1976, and 

concluded that even though she was very small when she witnessed it, it taught her something 

key: "that my father could win" and "that it was possible to win."  

But Morrison didn't grow up, she said, "with that particular kind of alarm or fear or distrust of 

white people, personally." She described Lorain as a place where "immigrants were everywhere, 

Italians and Polish people and Jewish people and black people. Some of them came down from 

Canada. So I never lived in a black neighborhood, and the schools were mixed, and there was 

one high school. And also we played together."  

The Woffords were not well off. They just worked hard. There was a railroad that ran through 

Lorain, and when she was little, her father used to take her and her sister, Lois, out to collect 

fallen bits of coal as the train trembled by. I didn't tell her that when I once drove through Lorain, 

with the big sky looking, as she once wrote, "carnival" over the flat, Midwestern expanse, it 

seemed like a place perfect for an imaginative child -- a keen observer, a relentless reader whose 

mind was full of her mother's ghost stories, visions of Russian dachas from Tolstoy, and Moorish 

princes from Shakespeare and poor-orphan fairy tales from Dickens -- to come up with 

characters of her own.  

Life in Lorain taught Morrison a few things that were to set her apart when she went off to 

Washington, D.C., to study literature at Howard University. The first was that she never would 

be the sort of person who would be roped in by self-satisfied, self-segregating celebrations of 

blackness as something unimpeachable. Morrison was raised to compete on broader stages, with 

people from all walks of life, and she wasn't used to thinking of white people as the estranged 

other. At Howard, she wanted to write a term paper on the role of black people in Shakespeare, 

but her professor thought it was "low-class" to read and research black life. It also made her 

uneasy and deeply disappointed that at Howard, skin color worked as a caste system. This was 

something she had only read about, and she found it off-putting and silly. But in Washington, she 

also encountered for the first time lunch counters she could not sit at, fountains she could not 

drink from and stores where her money was simply no good. The confines of the campus acted 

as a space of blessed comfort. She simply could not take segregation seriously. "I think it's a 

theatrical thing," she told me. "I always felt that everything else was the theater. They didn't 

really mean that. How could they? It was too stupid."  



After college and graduate school at Cornell, Morrison eventually returned to Howard to teach. 

She married. She had a son, and then while she was months into her second pregnancy, her 

marriage fell apart. She decided to go back to Lorain to figure out what would come next. In the 

back pages of The New York Review of Books, she saw an editing position at the textbook 

division of Random House. She applied and got the job. With two young sons, Morrison moved 

to Syracuse and started to work in the completely foreign industry of editors, agents and writers.  

The perplexing but wonderful thing about Morrison's career is just how much her prominence 

was created not by the mainstream publishing world, but by Morrison herself, on her own terms, 

in spite of it. The French literary theorist Pascale Casanova suggests in her book "The World 

Republic of Letters" that all literature is a kind of a cultural battleground where dominant forces 

routinely crush the stories of those who are the underdog. "Literary space is not an immutable 

structure, fixed once and for all in its hierarchies and power relations," Casanova writes, adding 

that "even if the unequal distribution of literary resources assures that such forms of domination 

will endure, it is also a source of incessant struggle of challenges to authority and legitimacy, of 

rebellions, insubordination and, ultimately, revolutions that alter the balance of literary power 

and rearrange existing hierarchies."  

In 1988, a collective of 48 black writers and intellectuals published and signed a statement in 

The New York Times, upbraiding the publishing industry for its "oversight and harmful whimsy" 

toward Morrison and James Baldwin. "Despite the international stature of Toni Morrison, she 

has yet to receive the national recognition that her five major works of fiction entirely deserve: 

She has yet to receive the keystone honors of the National Book Award or the Pulitzer Prize," 

they wrote. "It is a fact that James Baldwin, celebrated worldwide and posthumously designated 

as 'immortal' and as 'the conscience of his generation,' never received the honor of these 

keystones to the canon of American literature." "Beloved," they said, was Morrison's most recent 

gift to our community, our country and our national conscience. They refused to stand by as it 

was snubbed by the National Book Awards. "Beloved," they felt, had finally given expression to 

"a universe of complicated, sweetly desiring, fierce and deeply seductive human beings hitherto 

subsumed by, hitherto stifled by, that impenetrable nobody-noun: 'the slave.' "  

Two months later, Morrison was awarded the Pulitzer Prize. A few years after that, she won the 

Nobel Prize. She is still, 20 years later, the only living American laureate for literature. The last 

time one was awarded to an American-born writer was in 1962 to John Steinbeck. And yet in 

their act of defiance, these 48 black letter writers had observed a truth that the fact of Morrison's 

awards cannot alter: that they were working within a culture that fundamentally wasn't interested 

in them and they therefore had recognized what the establishment at large had refused to; that, 

now and then, writers of color must struggle to merely tread water in a sea of what another 

Pulitzer Prize-winning novelist, Junot Díaz, described to me as "the unbearable whiteness" of 

American literature.  

This is a problem even for Morrison. She is often discussed in terms of her audience, the older 

black women who fan themselves with her book covers at her readings, the teenage girls who 

sigh on buses and trains while reading "Sula" for class, the young male rappers who have 

interpolated lines from "The Bluest Eye" into their songs. It is this audience that her critics 

dismiss derisively, suggesting that Morrison panders to them, with long, poetic sentences and 



stories about broken black women. It is also true that a sizable portion of her audience simply 

looks like her, in a world where black Americans, and people of color in general, are still 

perceived to be nonreaders. But of course Morrison, rather than feeling marginalized or slighted 

by that criticism, takes delight in it. In an interview for The Paris Review , she said: "I would like 

to write novels that were unmistakably mine but nevertheless fit first into African-American 

traditions and, second of all, this whole thing called literature." She added: "It's very important to 

me that my work be African-American. If it assimilates into a different or larger pool, so much 

the better. But I shouldn't be asked to do that. Joyce is not asked to do that. Tolstoy is not. I 

mean, they can all be Russian, French, Irish or Catholic, they write out of where they come from, 

and I do too." It is a reply that stumps her interviewer. First African-American, she asks her, as if 

Morrison had stuttered. Yes, Morrison replies. Rather than the whole of literature she asks. "Oh, 

yes," Morrison replies.  

This was a radical idea. Morrison wanted to not only broaden the tastes of the industry, she also 

wanted to change the fate of a literary culture that had to either diversify or die. She told me that 

the books she edited and wrote were her contribution to the civil rights movement. By publishing 

black geniuses, she was also forcing the ranks of the big publishing houses and the industry to 

become more hospitable to her point of view, to the idea that a black writer could write for a 

black audience first and still write literature. She was more humanist than nationalistic, more 

visionary than didactic, but to some extent her editorial work was political. "We don't need any 

more writers as solitary heroes," Morrison said in her 1981 keynote address at the American 

Writers Congress. "We need a heroic writer's movement: assertive, militant, pugnacious."  

What we know now is that the inclusive, empowered revolution that Morrison raised a battle cry 

for has failed to come to pass. Over the last decade or so, a righteous assault on the hegemony 

that exists in American literature has come to the fore. Suddenly, the old guard's oft-repeated line 

that people of color don't read, that they don't submit, that their work isn't up to snuff was being 

widely and publicly debunked by workshops run by programs like Kimbilio, Voices of Our 

Nation Arts Foundation and the Asian-American Writers' Workshop. But what has remained 

more elusive is the part that Morrison figured out as an editor: What happens after the workshop 

and the head count? How do people change an establishment? How do people change an 

industry?  

Morrison serves as a totem for so much of this energy. It is not just that her writing is singular; 

her efforts to change the lay of the land have also been singular. Junot Díaz recalled to me that 

seeing Toni Morrison on the cover of Time was revelatory for him as a young writer for this 

exact reason. "At that moment," he said, "you could feel the demographic shift, you could feel in 

the '90s what the future was going to be and when you look at the literary world now, and it's 

almost like that future was never realized. The literary world has tripled down on its whiteness." 

When I asked him to explain, he said: "Well, if you think about what the colors and faces and the 

backgrounds of our young people are in all of our public schools, and then you look at the 

writers who this society valorizes, the disconnect is intergalactic. It's almost as if they saw the 

future in the Time cover and said, 'Well, we've got to make sure to get Franzen on the cover as a 

prayer against, or an attempt to exorcise, that imminent future.' "  



Later, at home, after having spent time with Morrison and rereading "Beloved" and "God Help 

the Child" back to back, an embarrassing thing happened to me: I felt a knot in my throat that 

then became heavy sadness. My tears disabled me, and I found them inscrutable. Something hurt. 

Slowly I recognized what was behind my crying: fear and worry. I was worried about what will 

happen to the stories. For decades Morrison has reflected back to us what it's meant to be on the 

other side of this country's approved history. When young white men again sing songs about 

lynching black men without being able recall who taught them those songs, and the hateful 

origins of the N-word are erased by a convenient amnesia to allow its constant use by outsiders, 

who will tell the stories we don't tell ourselves? When we still have to assert that we matter, 

when African-Americans represent an estimated 1 percent of those working at the big publishing 

houses, when women and writers of color have to track how seldom they are given chances to 

tell their stories and when the publishing industry fails to support or encourage this generation's 

writers of color in any real or meaningful way, a dangerous reality is possible. What will happen 

to the next generation of authors who are writing from the margins?  

The lobby of Random House is full of old books displayed inside towering glass cases. There is 

a worn cookbook by Escoffier; "No Exit," by Sartre; "Moby-Dick," by Melville; "Invisible 

Man," by Ralph Ellison. Prominently centered is an early edition of "Song of Solomon," by 

Morrison. I had come to see Chris Jackson, the executive editor at Spiegel & Grau, an imprint of 

Random House, and one of the roughly five or six black senior editors in America with a 

position at a major publishing company.  

Jackson's office is full of books by the authors he has published: Victor LaValle's acclaimed 

novels, Mat Johnson's "Pym," Eddie Huang's "Fresh Off the Boat" and Bryan Stevenson's "Just 

Mercy." Jackson is in his mid-40s, wears glasses with clear plastic frames and has a graying 

beard. He has the contemplative look of a person who has spent most of his life reading. His desk 

is cluttered with magazines like The New Yorker and The Atlantic, marked drafts and a picture 

of his young son. Above his desk, I spied two copies of "The Black Book," an anthology edited 

by Morrison and published in 1974 that was an iconoclastic, archival look at black life in 

America. Among all the books that Morrison championed and shepherded at Random House, 

"The Black Book" stands out as a strange and singular creation and one that vividly captures her 

notion of writing and publishing from within the black experience, without the white gaze. It is a 

book that works almost like a scrapbook of black life in America: a collection of photographs, 

illustrations, and essays. It contains quotes from the poet Henry Dumas and cartoons of sambos 

carrying watermelons, along with pictures of pretty black centerfolds and stories about runaways 

who made their break for freedom and found it.  

I asked Jackson if he thought that "The Black Book" opened the parameters of people's 

perception of what black literature would look like at Random House. He paused. "It's hard to 

say, because I can't speak authoritatively on the publishing scene in the 1970s," he said. "But I 

think that at that time there weren't, and today there aren't, a lot of black editors. Editors were 

looking for black literature that felt like a commentary on black life, and she was doing books 

that were about the kind of internal experience of being black, just like the books she writes are." 

He added, "I think white editors at that time, and even today, are mostly looking for black writers 

working in whatever mode happens to be selling at the time; either that, or writers who were 

writing out of protest," he said.  



As he spoke, I flipped through his first-edition copy of "The Black Book," because I had never 

seen it before. He noticed my distraction and said: " 'The Black Book' is not exactly a celebration 

of black life. It is a gathering together of artifacts. It's a sort of way of witnessing black life, but, 

again, it does feel like it's coming from the perspective within the black community. It's not like 

an anthropological book at all. It's almost a family history in a way. Again, I think that points to 

the difference in her perspective."  

Jackson is a diplomatic person, and I could see him thinking when I asked him about the biases 

of the industry. For example, how when Morrison became the first black woman to be awarded 

the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1993, there were those who asked if she deserved the award. 

"The literary community is not free of the prejudices of larger society, to put it nicely," he said. 

"In some ways, it's less representative of the racial diversity of America than almost any industry 

I know. I feel like black literature, black art, has always been put in a separate category. I think 

there's always been a lot of surprising and enduring lack of full respect in certain quarters about 

the fact that Toni Morrison, with 'Beloved,' wrote the best American novel published probably in 

my lifetime, and it was written about a subject that Americans don't like to talk about or are 

incapable of talking about in a lot of ways.  

"But I do think the resentment, part of it, is that the self-conscious literary establishment is a 

clubby kind of world where everyone is like, 'Well, this is not the person who's my person, who 

represents me,' and the literary world in America is filled with people who are represented by 

white men or white women. I mean, there are almost no people in literature represented by a 

black woman, right?" Right, I said. Right.  

It was still winter, but the day had spring undertones, a good deal of sun and now a pink evening 

sky that I could see through the slots of the skyscrapers. Across the way, I could see a dance 

class that was in session, a row of arms in flight. Yellow taxis scuttled down below like beetles. 

The building directly adjacent to his office seemed to be a hotel, and someone was turning down 

the sheets. It was one of those moments in which New York feels timeless.  

Jackson walked me out to the elevator and for some reason, as I passed the row of offices, I 

began to self-consciously whisper. It was the end of the workday, and the elevator stopped on 

almost every floor. A tired, older woman with frizzy gray hair got on and smiled. A middle-aged 

man held the door for his co-worker. They all looked like nice people, bookish people, people I 

might know in the city. Two younger women got on, holding tote bags full of books, as most 

young people in this scene do. They smiled at me too. I did not feel any different from them or 

think twice about myself, until I got to the lobby, where I realized that the only black or Latino 

people I had seen that afternoon besides Jackson were the security guards in the lobby. Unless, 

that is, you counted Toni, Ralph and Maya peering down at me from those glass cases, 

immortalized in what seemed like a distant past.  

The last afternoon I spent with Toni Morrison was at her loft in TriBeCa. It was one of the 

biggest apartments I have seen in the city. Large, evocative, abstract paintings by her deceased 

son, Slade, hung on most of the walls. There were built-in white bookcases that stretched up to 

the ceilings, and here and there were solid but elegantly carved pieces of antique furniture: a 

drafting table in the foyer, a long table for dining. Set among the plush tan, white and cream 



sofas and chairs was an oak coffee table. It was a steel-gray winter Monday morning, and 

through the windows, the bridges in the distance looked as if they were held up by land masses 

made of sleet and ice. Morrison sat smoking with one of her closest friends, a petite white 

woman named Eileen. I bummed a cigarette, and the three of us sat over coffee, our smoke 

spinning in the air, up toward the view of Lower Manhattan.  

Because Morrison is read the world over, she is perceived to be a known quantity. She has an 

audience, she has awards. She is a black woman who writes about black people. Many people 

cling to her for this, but just as many think she has written herself into a literary ghetto. In 2008, 

the novelist Charles Johnson, author of "Middle Passage," said, "I don't want to say she's beating 

a dead horse, but she probably feels more comfortable writing about that period as opposed to 

something more contemporary." But he added, "I do think clearly that slavery-era stories and 

segregation-era stories are stories about the past."  

Admittedly, the contemporary still scares her, Morrison told me, with a slight shudder. It is a 

pace that she doesn't quite understand. That said, the criticism that she only writes about the 

distant past no longer flies. "Love" and "God Help the Child" are each set in the 20th century. 

The new book is a fable-like novel about a well-to-do beauty executive, Bride, who lives in a 

modern-day California. In it, Morrison asks the reader to consider what happens to children who 

can't forget the torment of an excruciatingly painful childhood. Bride has to connect to others 

and see past the ways she has busied herself pointlessly with other people's baggage in lieu of 

becoming something of her own making. Even though Bride has capitalized off her blackness 

and her beauty, to become complete, she has to go much deeper and lose all of the symbols and 

the trappings.  

The novel is an expression of all the ways that Morrison remains skeptical of quick fixes and 

easy answers. "Having been eliminated from the lists of urgent national priorities, from TV 

documentaries and the platitudes of editorials, black people have chosen, or been forced to seek, 

safety from the white man's promise," she wrote in the 1976 Times essay. "In the shambles of 

closing admissions, falling quotas, widening salary gaps and merging black-studies departments, 

builders and healers are quietly working among us." That piece was written long ago, but 

Morrison still seems to be fighting for higher stakes, whether she admits it or not. She sees that 

my generation is ready to push back again, but she knows well that slogans don't create change; 

she has written often about the emptiness of superficial reform and has said that "the killing of 

young black men has never changed all that much, with or without hoodies."  

In 1993, when Morrison received the Nobel, she told a folk tale that she has since told often. It is 

the story of an old female writer who is accosted by an angry mob of young people. Doubting 

her wisdom, they demand that she tell them something relevant. They ask her to tell them how to 

cope with being marginalized, while "having no home in this place. To be set adrift from the one 

you knew, to live at the edge of towns that cannot bear your company."  

Sitting in her apartment, I realized that every time we talked, I was just like one of those 

demanding young people. There was some part of me that wanted Morrison to play Moses and 

descend down the mountaintop and tell me what my generation should do next, how we might 

change these circumstances that we face. But for some reason Morrison would not to do this.  



Which didn't mean she wouldn't speak her heart. She told me about the people she adores 

fiercely: her son, Harold Ford, and her granddaughters. And her sister, Lois, whose name she 

says like a prayer. (When I asked Morrison if she and Lois were close, I got an eye roll that was 

so sharp it chopped down the question and me. "My sister?" she finally said. "I need her.") She 

told me about the unexpected thrills that can occur only late in one's life, like changes in power 

that you never expected: Pope Francis, for example, or Michelle Obama. "Michelle," she said 

with a smile that extended to places more important than just her face, "is one of the biggest 

brains in this country."  

"You think?" I asked her, not doubting her assessment but merely wanting a bit more. "Oh, I 

know," she smiled, refusing to reveal a thing.  

She marveled at the ways of being that people have let go of, that mystify her. When she found 

out that I had never slept on ironed sheets, her mouth hit the floor. "Do you make your bed every 

morning?" Rarely, I said. "Well, how do you get in it?" she asked. "I don't know, I just straighten 

the duvet and get sort of comfortable in the tangle and climb in." She groaned. I told her that my 

mother said there was nothing in the world like ironed sheets. "Your mother is right," she said. 

"There is nothing in the world like ironed sheets." She remembered a trip down South, when her 

host put her sheets out to dry on the jasmine bush -- or was it a frangipani tree -- and then ironed 

them. "Oh," she said, inhaling deeply as if the sheets were still in her hands, "it was a sleep like 

no other. I've never had anything like it since."  

But when I asked her over and over what we could do to make sure our stories were not silenced, 

I didn't get much. All she would tell me was that a good story is one that ends with what she 

called "the acquisition of knowledge."  

When I finally left Morrison's apartment, she was about to get on the phone with Lois, to ask 

after her wellbeing and her day in Lorain. Her sister had not been doing well, she was in the 

hospital, and I watched Morrison's hands tremble as she took the call. Immediately I felt a deep 

shame. I had spent hours with Morrison, accosting her with questions, thinking about her, 

observing her, and yet for the first time I understood Morrison was a person with real human 

concerns. Suddenly I felt greedy and excused myself in a hurry. How silly of me to think that she 

should provide me with an answer to the old woman's riddle, to not see all the ways Morrison 

has given of herself.  

On my way out, she graciously said that I should call her if I had any more questions. And even 

though I later sent her clips of Kendrick Lamar through her assistant, because she got excited 

when I told her that his work reminded me of Joyce's "Dubliners" but set in Compton, I never 

spoke to Morrison again.  

From time to time though, I still think about her. Usually, what comes to mind during those 

moments is her last book, "Home." In it, Morrison cemented the fact that her interest in history 

and looking back has hardly been a vain, nostalgic project. Instead, she mined what came before 

so it could be applied to the present, applied, perhaps, to the person who feels diminished or the 

readers who need to be reminded that they cannot easily turn their back on this country's 

inherited history, and those who are not like them. "Who told you you was trash?" the old 



women of Lotus, Ga., asks the protagonist in "Home." This is a question not just for her 

character but for anyone who has been listening to Morrison's entire unforgettable liturgy: Who 

told you? And why did you believe? 
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Discussion Guide (knopf doubleday) 

At the center: a young woman who calls herself Bride, whose stunning blue-black skin is only 

one element of her beauty, her boldness and confidence, her success in life, but which caused her 

light-skinned mother to deny her even the simplest forms of love. There is Booker, the man 

Bride loves, and loses to anger. Rain, the mysterious white child with whom she crosses paths. 

And finally, Bride’s mother herself, Sweetness, who takes a lifetime to come to understand that 

“what you do to children matters. And they might never forget.” 

 

A fierce and provocative novel that adds a new dimension to the matchless oeuvre of Toni 

Morrison.  

About Toni Morrison: 

Toni Morrison is the author of ten previous novels, from The Bluest Eye (1970) to Home (2012). 

She has received the National Book Critics Circle Award and the Pulitzer Prize. In 1993 she was 

awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature. She lives in New York. 

About This Book 

“Nobel laureate Morrison explores characteristic themes of people held captive by inner 

struggles; the delusion of racism; violence and redemption. Her literary craftsmanship endures 

with sparse language, precise imagery, and even humor. This haunting novel displays a profound 

understanding of American culture and an unwavering sense of justice and forgiveness.” —

Publishers Weekly  

Question & Answer 

1. Morrison opens God Help the Child with a character insisting, “It’s not my fault. So you can’t 

blame me.” How does this set up what follows? 

 

2. Multiple themes weave through the novel: childhood trauma, racism, skin color, social class, 

freedom. What would you say is the primary theme, and why? 

 

3. Kirkus Reviews said of the book, “As in the darkest fairy tales, there will be fire and death.” In 

what other ways is God Help the Child like a fairy tale? 

 

4. Over the course of an otherwise realistic novel, Bride’s body reverts from a curvy woman to 



an undeveloped girl. What’s going on there? 

 

5. Several of the primary characters have different names from the ones they received at birth: 

Bride, Sweetness, Rain. What do these new names tell us about the characters? 

 

6. At different points in the novel, Morrison switches from individual characters’ voices to third-

person narration. How does this affect the reader’s understanding of what’s happening? 

 

7. Why is Bride so uninterested in digging below the surface with Booker? 

 

8. Discuss Bride’s friendship with Brooklyn. Over and over, Bride says how much she trusts 

Brooklyn, and what a good friend she is. What do these assertions tell us about Bride’s 

character? Does it matter that Brooklyn is white, with dreadlocks? 

 

9. For as much as Sweetness hated Bride’s skin color, Bride turned it into an asset—as Jeri says 

on page 36, “Black sells. It’s the hottest commodity in the civilized world.” What changed from 

the time Bride was born until now? Have things really changed, or changed only on the surface? 

 

10. Bride testified against Sofia to please her mother. On page 42 Sweetness recalls, “After Lula 

Ann’s performance in that court and on the stand I was so proud of her, we walked the streets 

hand in hand.” Why did Sweetness care so much about this trial? 

 

11. On page 56, after Bride tells Booker about what she witnessed her landlord doing when she 

was a child, he says, “Correct what you can; learn from what you can’t. . .  No matter how hard 

we try to ignore it, the mind always knows truth and wants clarity.” What does he mean by that? 

 

12. The reader’s understanding of Booker is shaped by Bride’s recollection of his saying, “You 

not the woman I want,” her limited insights about him, and Brooklyn’s descriptions of him as a 

shady character. But in Part III we learn that he’s quite different from what we’ve imagined. 

What point is Morrison making here? 

 

13. Bride holds on to Booker’s shaving brush, and Sofia keeps Bride’s earring. Why are these 

totems important? 

 

14. When Bride is taken in by the white hippies, she is cut off from the world for weeks. How 

does this change her? 

 

15. Why does Rain form such a special bond with Bride? 

 

16. How did Adam’s death change Booker? Why did it affect him more than the rest of his 



family? 

 

17. Discuss Bride’s sojourn with Queen. How does their relationship develop so quickly? 

 

18. Although Queen has had many children, she has no close contact with any of them. What 

does this tell us about her? Why is she still a sympathetic character? 

 

19. After Bride reads Booker’s writing about her, how does it change her impression of him? 

 

20. What does it symbolize when Booker throws his trumpet into the stream with Queen’s ashes? 

 

21. On page 180, Morrison describes Bride and Booker’s thoughts about the future: “A child. 

New life. Immune to evil or illness, protected from kidnap, beatings, rape, racism, insult, hurt, 

self-loathing, abandonment. Error-free. All goodness. Minus wrath. So they believe.” What do 

those last three words mean? 

 

22. The novel begins and ends with Sweetness. Why? 

 

23. Nearly every main character has had a brush with child sexual abuse. What is the cumulative 

effect? 

 

24. In an interview with Stephen Colbert, Morrison said: “There is no such thing as race. . . . 

Racism is a construct, a social construct. And it has benefits. Money can be made off of it. 

People who don’t like themselves can feel better because of it. It can describe certain kinds of 

behavior that are wrong or misleading. So [racism] has a social function. But race can only be 

defined as a human being.” In the novel, Booker says similar things. Sweetness raised Bride the 

way she did because of Bride’s dark skin. How does this all tie together? 
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