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In addition, the exploration of the multitude of roles attempted and forced upon 

Dessa and Sethe prove to be unsuccessful. Dessa is given numerous labels in an attempt 

to place her in a category that allows her oppressors to regain control over her, which 

ultimately separates her more from her group. She is named “fiend,” “devil woman” 

(21), and the narrative is appropriately divided into sections entitled, “The Darky,” “The 

Wench,” and “The Negress,” revealing that one title is not enough for such a being. 

Nehemiah, intent on discovering the source of slave uprisings, regularly questions 

Dessa’s barbaric acts: “Who would think a female that far along in breeding capable of 

such savagery?” (21). Mary Kemp Davis, in “Everybody Knows Her Name: The 

Recovery of the Past in Sherley Anne Williams’s Dessa Rose” summarizes: “Just as the 

plot of the novel carries Dessa from slavery to freedom and shows what Dessa and others 

sacrificed to ‘own ’ themselves, it shows Dessa tenaciously clinging to her true name” 

(547). Deeply disturbing (and what Williams and Morrison both explore) is the force 

behind the rebellious actions. Goldman determines: “[B]oth Dessa and Sethe assert a 

force of character which, if generated out of the exploitative conditions of maternity 

under slavery, cannot ultimately be contained by the system” (316-7). Dessa, “biting, 

scratching, spitting, wildcat -  apparently unconcerned about the harm her actions might 

cause her unborn child” (23) -  is perceived in this way by a man who is never able to 

categorize her and, thus, never capable of writing her story. (Incidentally, he continues to 

call her by the wrong name.) Dessa’s separation is alien to Nehemiah. He only 

recognizes her as belonging to the institution of slavery.

The act of compromising one’s self proves to be another agonizing occurrence 

that stagnates this phase for Dessa and Sethe. Van Gennep speaks of zones and the
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passage between two very different territories for the individual: “he wavers between two 

worlds” (van Gennep 18). In this dangerous state, the “free” slaves staying on Ruth's 

plantation devise a plan in which to gain funds for their travel west. The group pretends 

to be slaves belonging to Ruth, and she sells them individually at auction. When monies 

are procured, the slaves escape from this new master and return to her to complete the 

process again elsewhere (202). Dessa is spared from this plan due to her scars. If anyone 

was to inspect her at auction, her branding will send her back to the coffle and jeopardize 

the freedom of her group. In a moment when this plan is pushed too far, Nehemiah 

stumbles upon Dessa in the street. In a series of dangerous events, by revealing her 

genitals, bottom, and hips, Dessa is required to prove she is not the Odessa he 

remembers. Ruth had previously witnessed Dessa’s “bottom was so scarred [she] had 

thought she must be wearing some kind of garment” (154), but even the protection of a 

white woman cannot prevent the warden from checking out Nehemiah’s accusation. 

Simply, it is the kindness of a black woman who turns her eyes in another direction, 

claiming Dessa is unmarked, that prevents Dessa from being captured. The dangerous 

performance of role-playing slaves -  a position all parties desired to separate from -  

almost causes the downfall of their group. Toni Morrison asserts, “Suddenly if you took 

the gaze of the white male.. .out of the world, it was freedom! You could think anything, 

go anywhere, imagine any thing... There was no longer the problem of looking through 

the master’s gaze” (Bollen 40).

Similarly, Sethe also makes sacrifices: in this case a concession so she can 

ceremoniously place a headstone on her child’s grave. She compromises herself sexually 

with “Ten minutes for seven letters” (5) on the tombstone. “[S]he thought it would be
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enough, rutting among the headstones with the engraver.. .Enough to answer to one more 

preacher, one more abolitionist and a town full of disgust” (Morrison, Beloved 5).

Instead, she can only afford one word: “Beloved”; “dearly” is absent from the stone. 

These unnecessary actions echo how female slaves were often required to sacrifices their 

bodies, and, in order to do this, they needed to separate their mind and body. More 

disturbing still is that each woman still concedes to the ritualistic and violating rites of a 

white man, which thrusts them further away from her goal of aggregation. This 

capitulation demonstrates how dangerous a transitional stage can be.

The incorporation phase requires belonging to the new group on the other side of 

transition, although Turner argues that communitas, a Latin word for “community,” is in 

and of itself temporary until it morphs into the larger social, and permanent, structure 

(discussed fully in chapter 2). Because “liminality is regarded as a time and place of 

withdrawal from normal modes of social action, it can be seen as potentially a period of 

scrutinization of the central values and axioms of the cultures in which it occurs” (Turner, 

Ritual 167). In turn, Sethe’s community finds their own freedom in their historylessness, 

disowning her after she kills her child. The group recognizes that in order to assimilate 

into a “free” society, they must fall into its hierarchy with white male leadership not rebel 

against it. Turner delves into the binary oppositions between liminality and the status 

system. In his elaborate list, appears one pair of contrasting situations that remarkably 

correspond with these circumstances: acceptance of pain and suffering and avoidance of 

pain and suffering. We can safely say that Sethe and Dessa wrestle with elements of both.

Consequently, when Denver seeks assistance in saving her mother from the 

bondage of memory at 124, it collectively takes thirty women to face their own pasts, and


