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Toni Morrison’s Home as rhetoric of Black Woman’s

“involuntary sterilization” and a “hidden history” of

Abstract: The history of United States is full
of gloomy chapters like the institution of
Slavery, barbarity committed during various
wars and devastation of Native American
population. These events of history are fami-
liar to any average person of America.
However, the knowledge concerning to the
eugenics program and the medical expe-
rimentations that prevailed during 1950s in
the United States is often limited. There is a
great similarity between the medical exp-
erimentation that occurred during the Second
World War and the savagery that was
prevailing in the United States during 1950s.
Toni Morrison in her novel Home (2012)
effectively presents some examples of those
medical experimentations through her chara-
cters. The protagonist of the novel Ycidra
(Cee) becomes the victim of those medical
experimentation largely duty her race. Even-
tually, the medical experiments ruin Cee’s
capacity of reproduction and make her
infertile.

Keywords: eugenics, sterilization,
women, medical experimentation
Introduction: Toni Morrison is a Nobel
Prize winning author and also one of the
most exceptional and accomplished artists of
both American and African American litera-
ture. Her works emerge out of her extensive
imagination. Morrison has been writing about
the reality of black families while focusing

black
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majorly on black women. In her novels one
finds a convergence of two narrative strat-
egies: first the oral tradition of storytelling,
second appropriation of bourgeois tradition
of novel by including people who have been
removed from the history. Her Pulitzer Prize
winning novel Beloved (1987) was called the
best work of American fiction of past twenty
five years by the New York Times. Her
present novel Home (2012) depicts the era of
1950s, a time of great racial oppression in
American history.

Discussion: Toni Morrison in her interview
with Google Talks said that 1950s were

_understood to be,”...nice, comfortable, Ame-

rican Dream stuff (1:30)...but what was
underneath there was something that was
being silenced or ignored. One was the
Korean War which nobody ever talked
about...(1:40) the other thing was [that] there
was a lot of medical experimentation on
helpless people... (2:32)”. By Morrison’s
words it can be identified how through her
narrative she has connected the reader to
various issues which are often silenced in the
history. In Home, Morrison evokes a fresh
feel of what was then happening in 1950s
Unites States. The paper focuses on how
Toni Morrison has presented the hidden
reality of human experimentation which was
a prevalent affliction during post war 1950s
era. Through her characters Cee and Dr.
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Beauregard Scott, Morrison efTectively delin-
cates the reality of medical experimentation
on human beings.

Home personifies the racist nature of
U.S Public Health System and the self-hatred
that the American society instills in poor
black people. Morrison exposes the reality of
how eugenics programs were conducted by
white doctors and the medical experim-
entation they performed on poor black
women without their consent. 1950s was “the
time of the McCarthy hearings and a lot of
medical apartheid, the license of [eugenics
practitioners] preying on black women, the
syphilis trials on black men” (Shea: Online).
Morrison turns to investigate unspeakable
struggles of the people of the same era. By
doing this she challenges and overturns the
rationalist discourse which sanctions racism
against blacks. To expose the reality of the
medical experimentation and eugenics prog-
rams of mid 20™ century, Morrison intro-
duces two characters. An African American
girl named Cee who falls prey to a white
doctor’s medical experimentations. Another
character is Dr. Beauregard Scott who is as
introduced by his wife, “...more than a doc-
tor; he is a scientist and conducts very impor-
tant experiments. His inventions help people.
He’s no Dr. Frankenstein®. (Morrison 60)

During the post war era clinical
research was conducted on prisoners, child-
ren, blacks and more vulnerable people of the
society. Blacks were chosen to be the
subjects of more dangerous human experi-
ments. In those cases the black victims were
often unaware about their status of research
subject. In Home, Cee is also a black woman
who is unaware about Dr. Beauregard’s
intentions. After spending a childhood almost
as an orphan under the observance of her step
grandmother and suffering the betrayal of her
husband Prince, Cee searches to eam some-
thing for herself. But due to the lack of
education and knowledge, Cee gets very
impressed by Dr. Scott, his house and his
soft-spoken wife. She gets ready to work as
an assistant to Dr. Scott. On the contrary, Dr,
Beauregard Scott hires young black childless
women to perform medical experiments.

Therefore, Cee, a poor, black, uneducated
gir] becomes the best target of attack for Dr.
Scott.

During her visit to Dr. Scott’s home
and clinic, Cee comes across his bookshelves
which initially thrill her. Some of the books
include Out Of The Night by Herman Muller,
an exponent of eugenics, The Passing Of the
Great Race and Heredity by American
cugenicist Madison Grant and Heredity, Race
and Society by Theodosius Dobzhansky, a
geneticist and biologist who was also one of
the attester of eugenics program. Although,
Cee might be impressed by the books of Dr.
Beauregard, Morrison makes it clear to her
readers that Dr. Scott is also a practitioner of
the eugenics program. The term eugenics was
supposedly coined by Frances Galton, a
cousin of Charles Darwin. Galton believed
that the superior heredity of the English
ruling class was the cause behind their
excellence. The main concern behind euge-
nics program was to boost healthiest people
to have children. The English eugenics build
up by Galton was involved in increasing
positive traits in people. On the contrary,
eugenics movement in America soon started
concentrating on wiping out negative traits
from people which included poor, minority
and even blacks. “This hereditarian belief,
coupled with-the reform approach of the
Progressive Era, fucled a campaign to reme-
dy America’s social problems by stemming
biological degeneracy”. (Roberts 134) To
stop the ‘undesired’ people from increasing
quickly the eugenicists even took the assist-
ance of legislation for forced ‘sterilization’-
“a procedure to eliminate the ability of a
person or animal to produce offspring”
(thefreedictionary.com) Although the Greek
root of the word eugenics means “well-born®,
the eugenics program throughout the world
aimed at racial elimination. Often as a part of
the eugenics program many doctors perfor-
med medical experimentation on prisoners,
women and children during the time of
widespread destruction.

Eugenics movement was more empo-
wered by racial issues in the United States. In
the 1930s, the movement tumed its focus
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from undesirable immigrants to the black
population of the South. The 20™ century
eugenicists proposed programs to reduce
black birthrate. Moreover, during the same
time there was an alliance between the
eugenicists and the birth control reformers.
The so-called “birth control” campaign was
being promoted in the non-colored commu-
nities of the world and also in the black
communities of the United States. However,
what the advocates of the movement referred
to as “birth control” was nothing but a
method of surgical genocide. The worst case
of this movement was forced sterilization of
people. Margaret Sanger, one of the activists
of women’s reproduction rights once said in a
radio talk approving sterilization that, “Mor-
ons, mental defectives, epileptics, illiterates,
paupers, unemployables, criminals, prostit-
utes and dope fiends” ought to be surgically
sterilized”(qtd in Davies.) Although sterile-
zation was a chief method of birth control in
- the United States, its use was only concerned
with the black women. There was more
frequency in the sterilization of poor and
uneducated black women. With the manda-
tory sterilization laws, black women became
victims to involuntary sterilization at the
hands of government-paid doctors. It was in
an attempt to control black population in the
United States as Dorothy Roberts rightly puts
it in her book Killing The Black Body, Race:
reproduction, and the meaning of liberty,
“America has always viewed unregulated
Black reproduction as dangerous. For three
centuries, Black mothers have been thought
to pass down to their offspring the traits that
marked them as inferior to any white person.
Along with this biological impairment, it is
believed that Black mothers transfer a
deviant lifestyle to their children that dooms
each succeeding generation to a life of
poverty, delinquency, and despair. A persist-
ent objective of American social policy has
been to monitor and restrain this corrupting
tendency of Black motherhood” (Roberts
22).These ideas of eugenics program were
perfectly suitable for the ideological require-
ment of capitalism. The state legislatures had
passed forced sterilization laws by which
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thousands of people were sterilized and
prevented from reproduction.

In Home, there are various forces
which exploit the protagonist Cee since her
early childhood. Her family is driven out of
their home in Bandera County which leads to
Cee’s birth on a road without any shelter. She
is considered a “gutter child”. (Morrison 45)
She runs away from home at the age of
fourteen and gets married to a guy called
Prince. Cee suffers even in her relationship as
Prince marries her only for her step grand-
mother’s car. These memories instill a sense
of inferiority in Cee. Apart from these
oppressions, Cee suffers the worst oppression
and exploitation at the hands of Dr. Beaure-
gard Scott, as a research subject of medical
experimentation. Initially, Cee feels that Dr.
Beauregard is a kind man who believes in
charity. She belicves that the doctor particu-
larly helps women and girls because his own
daughters are victims of “Cephalitis™ (ence-
phalitis) (Morrison 63). Cee hardly knows
what is about to happen to her. She is advised
by the doctor to be prepared “...for the
reality of medicine: sometimes blood, some-
times pain,.. [and} to be steady and calm.
Always” (Morrison 64). Dr. Beau’s instru-
ctions make it clear that Cee is going to be
his subject of experimentation; for eugenics
procedures and also possibly to find treat-
ment for his daughters’ Encephalitis. This
incident in Cee’s life represents the reality of
1950s where black women were used as
“medical testing ground for the white middle
class”(Beale 118).

Dr. Beauregard, who puts himself to
be an inventor, is interested in wombs in
general. He constructs instruments to see
farther into them. On the contrary, Cee starts
losing weight, suffers from fatigue and longer
periods as the doctor has done something to
her which he himself doesn’t know. In fact,
Dr. Beauregard is a kind of a doctor who
“gave shots, had his patients drink medicines
he made up himself, and occasionally perfo-
rmed abortions on society ladies”(Morrison
112). In the story, Dr. Beauregard was highly
passionate about the value of his experim-
entation. Cee on the other hand never knew
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his intentions and believed the blood and pain
that followed to be a menstrual problem.
Ironically, when Cee is rescued by her
brother Frank from the evils of Dr. Beau, and
cured by the black community women, she
comes to know that her “womb can’t never
bear fruit” (Morrison 128). And she would
never be able to have children to care for and
the status of motherhood too.

Morrison through Cee’s account also
seems to be referring to the Tuskegee Syph-
ilis Experiment that was conducted by the
U.S Public Health Service between 1932 and
1972. The study included hundreds of poor
African American men who suffered Syphilis
but didn’t know anything about it. The
African American men were recruited for the
study under the disguise of receiving free
medical care. “In order to track the disease’s
full progression, researchers provided no
effective care as the men died, went blind or
insane or experienced other severe health
problems due to their untreated syphilis”.
(Nix: Online)These were some of the major
tactics carried out on the black population by
the ruling class elite to keep themselves in a
controlling position. Such inhuman Nazi-like
procedures on the part of medical researchers
were but another revelation of the totally
immoral and dehumanizing brutality that the
capitalist system inflicted on Black people.
Conclusion: Black people were dreadfully
used by the colonialist exploiter, “the United
States, as a huge experimental laboratory for
medical research...” (Beale 117). The Black
women were often used as human guinea
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pigs to evaluate the effects and efficiency of
various medical experimentations. And a
Jarge number of black women also became a
victim of mandatory or involuntary steriliza-
tion. Morrison’s novel Home, exposes terrors.
of those events of the past which were often
repressed in the dominant discourses. Hence,
Home tums out to be a discourse that unma-
sks the reality of the rationalized eugenics
programs and the era of medical apartheid in
the United States during mid 20" century.
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