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Toni Morrison is one of the strongest advocates of black life and culture. Sula is a widely 
acclaimed and critically acknowledged work of Morrison. The novel is an artistic 
delineation of the lives of several women characters who are dwelling in the black society 
with a strong sense of individuality and conviction. The fundamental hollowness and 
alienation on being stripped off their historical or cultural legacy during the post war 
period can be traced in some of the characters in Sula. Sula is a brave and rebellious 
character who challenges the existing social order of Bottom town by flouting the 
conventional life ascribed for the women in the society. She is an evil personified who 
leads a life of a pariah in the society. Sula displays affection and intimacy for her friend 
Nel for some time; their friendship ends after the disclosure of Sula’s casual sexual 
relationship with Jude Green ( Nel’s husband). Sula’s behaviour is an outcome of moral 
laxity on her part. Thus she remains and dies as a social outcaste.   
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Toni Morrison is one of the strongest advocates of black life and culture. She presents a 
lifelike picture of black milieu through her literary works. Sula is Morrison’s second 
novel which was published in the year 1973. It is a widely acclaimed and critically 
acknowledged work of Morrison. The novel deals with life in the hilly town of Bottom in 
Ohio district which stood above the valley town of Medallion. This Bottom town was 
given as a reward to the black slaves by their white masters for performing some difficult 
farm chores. It was a trick of gifting the poor slaves a hilly land which the slaves 
accepted and developed into an ordered and vibrant society. The novel was set in the 
post-war apartheid period. In the Bottom town of Medallion, the people were trying to 
bring order to the apparently active but wild nigger life. It was through the adherence to 
some codified way of behavior. The novel is an artistic delineation of the lives of several 
women characters who are dwelling in the black society with a strong sense of 
individuality and conviction. The story is about personal orientation, attitude and life of 
the people in the Bottom town where the black populace is trying to emulate and imbibe 
the ordered and disciplined way of life of their white masters. The desired way of conduct 
included  accepting and adhering to a certain code of behavior.  It included accepting and 
sticking to the institution of marriage, sincere adherence to monogamy and considering 
the conjugal partner as the legitimate sexual partner etc. Sex outside the marital 
relationship is to be looked upon with disdain. Female sexuality, if it is let unfastened, is 
considered as a potential threat. The families are basically patriarchal where the male 
members of the families are considered as solely responsible for earning livelihood and 
supporting the family members. These are some ideologies that form the foundation of 
this newly established Bottom society. Some of the people who uphold these ideals in the 
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novel are Helene Wright (Nel’s mother), Eva (Sula’s grandmother) and some other 
members of the Bottom town of Medallion.  

The people in Medallion are absorbed in their adherence to the new found ideals and 
principles and they are troubled with the memory of their tainted ancestral roots as in the 
case of Helene Wright, whose mother Rochelle is a Creole prostitute. These people are 
desperate to hold on to this newly found identity and eager to erase their tainted racial 
legacy. Helene Wright’s act of not introducing Nel to the Creole tongue can be 
considered as a similar kind of effort.     The fundamental hollowness and alienation on 
being stripped off their historical or cultural legacy during the post war period can be 
traced in the way Shadrack and Plum ( Eva’s son) lived a disoriented and aimless life in 
Medallion. The rest of the populace living in this society possess a strong sense of 
individuality and personal orientation. Their attitude towards life and sex is greatly 
affected by the society that they lived in whereas some of the women are living by the 
guiding rules and regulations, while others are openly flouting them. The narrative style 
that Morrison uses in the novel is full of wit and spirit that adds sprinting and racy effect 
to the entire tale. About her own style, Morrison comments: “My writing expects, 
demands participatory reading and that I think is what literature is supposed to do. It is 
not just about telling the story; it’s about involving the readers….My language have to 
have holes and spaces so that the readers can come into it. ( (Trudier p.17) 

Morrison explores the theme of evil in Sula. In the novel, the two main characters,  
“Shadrack” and “Sula” are the embodiment of evils  in a society trying to settle itself in 
the postwar apartheid period. Characters like Helene Wright who hails from a dark 
ancestral lineage and Eva (Sula’s grandmother) are among those women characters who 
try to render coherence and discipline in their life. The people in the Bottom make efforts 
to nurture the hilly town of Bottom which holds an enviable place in the eyes of their 
white masters. This fact speaks volumes about the attitude of black people towards the 
life of settlement. In such a scenario, people like Sula and Shadrack pose a great threat; 
they challenge the existing order of the society. Shadrack is a soldier who is mentally 
shattered due to the horrifying experiences of war. In some mishap in the war, his hands 
were severely injured and disfigured which led him to live a disheveled and depressed 
existence. He holds a queer but significant position in the novel since he invents a ritual 
for the town people and names it ‘National Suicide Day’. The event is marked as an 
effort by Shadrack to mitigate his fear of death. For the rest of the days, he is seen 
running around the town in a state of nudity and mouthing obscenities to the people in the 
town. Once a symbol of beauty and attraction for women, Shadrack is now abhorred and 
disdained for his insanity. Shadrack’s abnormal behaviour makes people brand him as 
evil-a living demon. He is a pariah who is hated by all.    

Sula comes in the town and seems to bring with herself, ill-omen. For the people in the 
town, she is evil personified. She challenges the conventional way of behaviour and 
enters into a series of sexual relationships without any scruple. The fundamental 
hollowness and alienation on being stripped off their historical or cultural legacy during 
the post war period can be traced in. Her weird and disorderly conduct puts her into the 
category of archetypal vice, and an aberration as a woman. She is not dark or shady as a 
character nor does she have any complexity in her nature. The only quality that makes her 
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stand apart is her insistence upon not to be fitted into any ideal feminine frame. She is 
rude and arrogant to her grandmother; she doesn’t show any filial feeling for her mother 
Hannah. The affection and intimacy that is displayed by Sula is towards her friend Nel. 
Both the girls found solace in each other’s company for a short duration of their teenage. 
In the blossoming phase of their life, they find their mutual company both complimentary 
and compatible. In Sula’s friendship, Nel finds expression to her suppressed spirit of 
wilderness. The two girls share the ecstatic realization of their blooming youth. Morrison 
gives a beautiful expression to their twin feeling of sheer embarrassment and delight on 
being considered as a sex object by young men like Ajax and others, “So when he said 
“pig meat” as Nel and Sula passed, they guarded their eyes lest someone see their 
delight.” (Morrison p.50) Sula and Nel enjoy a fair share of the secrets and the sensuous 
delight in the revelation of their infatuation for boys. They enjoy the balmy delight of “… 
lying on a flowered bed, tangled in her own hair, waiting for some fiery prince.” (p.51)  
The two girls are drawn apart after Sula accidently drowns a boy named Chicken Little in 
the water of a brook. The guilt of the death oppresses both the girls for some while. Soon 
Nel accepts her mother’s suggestion, and marries Jude Greenand embraces the life of a 
homemaker. The youthful sparkles that could be seen in her personality during early 
youthful days were successfully doused by her parents and soon, she got accustomed to a 
dull web of comfortable conjugal bliss.   

Although the entire Bottom town of Medallion considers Sula’s coming back as an 
onslaught of all bad things in the town but for Nel, having Sula back was “…like getting 
the use of an eye back, having a cataract removed… Talking to Sula had always been a 
conversation with herself.” (p.95). During her visit to Nel, Sula is introduced to Jude 
(Nel’s husband) who is impressed by her unique way of looking at the things. Jude, who 
thought of Sula as capable of stirring a man’s mind not his body, soon takes her as his 
beloved and sleeps with her. Sula is incapable of realizing the enormity of her guilt in 
taking Jude as her lover, and that too, in Nel’s own house. For her it is just an act of 
sleeping with a man like any other men. For her, it was not a malicious act intending to 
harm Nel’s cozy nest, but a purely impulsive act of pleasure. The incident proves to be 
extremely damaging to Nel, she is bereft of the basic purpose of leading a sensible life of 
a homemaker. For the rest of the Novel, Nel is seen living a life of an utter emotional 
wreck. It is felt that Sula’s wayward conduct is an outcome of her disorderly and careless 
upbringing. In her adolescence, she had seen Hannah (Sula’s mother) entering into casual 
flings with men a number of times and at the end of the act she saw her beaming with 
gratification. Thus sex becomes a momentary act for Sula from which she derives 
pleasure ; eventually inflicts pain on others. She is seen discarding men without any 
reason.  “Sula was trying them (men) out and discarding them without any excuse the 
men could swallow.” (p.115). She was against the notion of entering a blissful settled life 
of a married woman. Her grandmother completely disapproves of her wayward conduct 
and considers it as a pure threat to lead a loose life. “Hellfire don’t need lighting and it’s 
already burning in you…” (p.93)    

Sula lacks innate goodness in her personality and she is incapable of doing any good to 
others. Sula is wanting in the stoicism of her grandmother Eva, who sacrifices her 
lifelong mobility in order to ensure security for her kids. Sula discards the notion of 
mothering kids. Sula lacks Hannah’s irresistible beauty and guileless charm. Her 
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shameless sexuality, sharp tongue and her temperamental behaviour are the reasons for 
her being branded a witch. She is ruthless in her behavior towards her lovers and uses 
them for momentary pleasure; she is insensitive towards Nel. Soon people consider Sula 
as an evil spirit and a witch whom they vehemently abandon and isolate. 

 In the book titled The Meaning of Evil, James Sias tries to explore the idea of evil in 
which he includes the elements like serial murder, psychopathic behavior, objectification, 
genocide, ideology and dehumanization as the potential evils in society.  In the 
introductory part of the book, he gives a sketchy definition to the term ‘evil’. He writes, “ 
….philosophers typically used the term “evil’ to refer to the opposite of whatever is 
referred to by “good”……, “evil” was used primarily to refer to badness of any kind or, 
sometimes, to the absence (privation) of goodness of any kind.” (p.p.7-8)   He further 
elucidates the point, how evil co-exists in the world where power and mercy also prevail. 
She states that despite the all pervading presence of God in the universe, evil exists. 
James Sias adds. “Rather, the significance of evil lies primarily in the fact that it exists at 
all, in a world in which we might expect otherwise. (Sias, p.08) It is important to note 
that among all the types of evil that has been listed by Sias, Sula is not seen performing 
any of the evil acts. In such a scenario, we cannot out rightly chastise her as a prime evil 
force. Then what makes her brand a vicious force. It is her obvious choice of living an 
experimental life, her strong determination to lead a life that only invited hatred and 
mistrust from the society. In her pursuit of her own wilful self, she hardly takes 
cognizance of what she is going to lose. Hence sleeping with Jude remains a pure act of 
pleasure for Sula, not a crime or a moral degradation. On Sula’s death bed, Nel questions 
Sula’s credibility as a friend and the reason behind her infidelity; to which Sula barely 
shows any concern. She shrugs off all the charges of being the sole cause of Nel’s 
distress. For her the act was casual, without any intentional gravity. The scene is 
wonderfully written by Morrison: 

She picked at the fringe on Sula’a bedspread and said softly, “We were friends.” 

“And you didn’t love me enough to leave him alone. To let him love me. You had 
to take him away.” 

“What you mean take him away? I didn’t kill him, I just fucked him. If we were 
such good friends, how come you couldn’t get over it?” (p.145) 

The main reason between the differences in the attitude of both these women towards 
looking at life is their difference in perspective and approach. Both the girls differ in the 
moral values that they uphold. Nel being the daughter of an upright black lady Helene 
Wright chooses the straight path of order and harmony, whereas Sula is a new world 
woman who challenges social norms, and determines to live an experimental life. Her 
acts seem to be an outcome of her thoughtless spontaneity and childish impulsiveness. It 
seems to be an obvious outcome of lack of cultural and moral moorings which makes her 
imprudent. Morrison herself states that Sula ,” had no centre, no speck around which to 
grow.” (as qtd in p. 116 Guiqin). Sula’s thoughtless conduct eventually pushes her 
behaviour in the terrain of moral vices.  Harping on the similar issue of ethics and 
morality; and co-existence of good and evil, black and white aspect in a society, Morrison 
herself comments, “Sula is a classic type of evil force,” she adds, “… one can never 
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really define good and evil. Sometimes good looks like evil; sometimes evil looks good- 
you never really know what it is.” (as qtd in p. 117 (Guiqin)) The stark contrast between 
good in Nel and evil in Sula could be found in the angelic nature of Nel and devilishness 
of Sula, order and coherence in Nel’s life and chaotic nature of the Peace household.  

The black community of Bottom experiences the inevitable nature of evil in Sula but 
instead of punishing her, they try to live in her presence. For them the solution of evil is 
not annihilation of evil rather it has an enhancing and alleviating effect on their innate 
goodness. About the reaction of other Black women towards Sula’s evil nature Morrison 
writes: “…The purpose of evil was to survive it and the determined (without even 
knowing they had made up their minds to do it) to survive floods, white people, 
tuberculosis, famine and ignorance. They knew anger but not despair, and didn’t stone 
sinners for the same reason that they didn’t commit suicide- it was beneath them.” 
(Stepto p.p.89-90) The people in Bottom respond positively in order to brush aside the 
evil impact of Sula’s presence. They start cherishing their relationships, protecting their 
children and houses from the devil in their midst. Thus Sula remains a pariah, a social 
outcaste who is not to be hated and looked upon with disdain but to be restricted to the 
periphery of their life.  
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