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Abstract

Toni Morrison’s novel A Mercy dealt with various themes which are beautifully intertwined with each
other. The home of ‘Wild and Wilderness’ is a very important theme of the novel which has been brought
forward by the character of Florens. And not merely the concept but the opposite ideas of wilderness as
perceived by blacks and whites has also been juxtaposed by the writer. The present paper thus is an effort

to bring out the various interpretations related to this theme of ‘Wild and Wilderness’ in the novel.
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Apart from this, the concepts of ‘wild’ and
wilderness’ hold a lot of importance in the novel
which calls for an eco-critical evaluation.
Florens’s narrative, right from the beginning till
the end of the novel delineates this concept of
‘wild’ and ‘wildernesses. But, Morrison doesn’t
merely use her for showcasing this aspect. Infact,
she dexterously makes use of Floren’s narrative
to juxtapose two different rather antagonistic
concepts of ‘wilderness’ which are harboured
respectively by blacks and whites and thereby
challenges the definition of wilderness and wild
thrusted upon the blacks and natives by the
whites. Not only this, Florens’s voice in the novel
also represents these notions as masculine which
equates both nature and women and place them
on the same pedestal of being ‘wild’. Another
thing which garners our eyeballs is that though
Florens’s has to face hurt, sadness and desertion
towards the end, all this melancholy hides in it a
powerful force to assert herself. Not just herself,
she even goes to the extent of asserting her
identity of being an American. She initiates a fight
with the white dominator male who becomes the
ruler of this New World and claims to define the
concept of ‘wild’ and ‘wilderness’ as it suits him.

Florens is a young black slave girl who
works in the sugar plantations of D’ Ortega with
her mother Minha Mae and her little brother.
When Jacob Vaark pays visit to D’ Ortega place,
Minha Mae offers her own daughter as a partial

payment of D’ Ortega debt. Since then Florens
works in the house of Jacob where he lives with
his wife Rebekka, two girlsLina and Sorrow and
two indentured servants William and Scully.
Everything is going on peacefully. Then comes
the entry of Blacksmith who comes to fence
dream mansion of Jacob. Floren’s gets physically
infatuated to Blacksmith and a romance bloomed
between the two. Lina who is worldly wise can
see a connection between them right from day
one. Not only this, Lina’s anxiety increases when
she comes to know that Blacksmith is a free man.
She even warns Florens of the destruction that
such a union can cause. Lina tried her best to
caution her by saying “You are one leaf on his
tree” (59). But Florens is not ready to hear Lina
and abruptly retaliates by saying, “No I am his
tree” (59). But, Blacksmith a free male who is
representative of colonial designs changes
everything for Florens which ultimately brings
catastrophe in her life. Lina’s projection of
Florens’s state clearly heralds the awaiting
destruction.

Then comes the death of Jacob followed
by the illness of Rebekka in the story. Rebekka
thinks that Florens will be the right person who
should be sent to bring back Blacksmith who has
earlier cured Sorrow with his magical healing
powers. Florens too seizes this golden
opportunity thinking that it can be a way to
reunite her with Blacksmith. Though she is
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initially very scared as she has to go into a
completely unknown land, she embarks upon the
journey to meet her love. Infact, being a female
and a slave both creates a sense of fear in Florens'
mind. That's why, Rebekka gives her a letter
describing the motive of her journey and
approving her belongingness to Jacob’s family as
slave. She thus becomes a documented slave
which will give her protection during her journey.
The initial threats come from the natural world as
she walks among chestnut trees. She is initially
happy to witness this natural beauty but the
cutting of trees on mass scale has made the
ground sloppy with snow which makes it difficult
to walk. Then she feels the presence of an
unidentified creature which scared her. The
forest and the terrain become horrible and
arduous for Florens. She tries to face the situation
bravely by keeping her nerves calm down.

The point here to be noted is that though
forest poses a threat for Florens but she uses the
same nature i.e. trees to escape from the threat
induced by the sound of an animal. Only after
night that she is able to locate a hollow wood to
lie on. But that log of wood is also full of ants. She
thus break twigs and branches and makes a bed
out of them by piling them so that she lies down
comfortable. Florens is here shown by Morrison
adapting herself to the rough landscape of the
America. And it is this adaptability and self
dependence which will make her a torch bearer
who will challenge the domination of males as
well as whites.

Infact, these impending dangers are
earlier hinted to Florens. She is very well aware
of the dangers posed by this wilderness. When
she imagines herself walking through the beech
and white pine trees in order to meet Blacksmith,
she in her imagination asks Blacksmith whether
this wilderness will harm her or help her. Though
throughout the journey, she is happy and eager to
meet Blacksmith, the fear of wilderness
accompanies this excitement. And it is this feeling
of excitement and love which make her cross this
difficult landscape despite so many hurdles. The
interesting thing, however, which emerges from
this episode, is that by coming face to face with
the wilderness and getting wild all through her
journey after facing challenges from the natural
world, she comes to understand her own
definition and explanation of freedom. Florens

has been a slave girl till now. She hasn’t ever felt
this emotion of liberty. Neverever she had
harboured this notion of freedom. Thus when she
encounters the American landscape, her ides of
wilderness and freedom gets interlinked and, she
comes up with her own definition of freedom
which is clearly associated with her experiences
of the natural world. She is not even sure that
whether her explanation of freedom is correct or
not. So she questions, "I am a little scare of this
looseness is that how free feels? (67)

Thus the nature and wilderness offers her
a power to choose and she equates this
availability of choice to freedom. Moreover, she
equates freedom with nature itself because
everything in nature is free to display its beauty
in full grandeur without any inhibitions. But, here
also racial discourses play their role and shape
her understanding of freedom. Rather than
calling this feeling of euphoria as freedom she
terms it as ‘looseness’ because being a slave girl
any kind of liberty taken by a slave from the set
rules and regulations is termed as looseness on
their part. So, for Florens looseness is the nearest
synonym of freedom that she is aware of being a
slave girl. And it is only her slave status that
makes her still feels fearful of the freedom.
Morrison shows how the dominant discourses of
American history shaped and limited the identity
of slaves that they couldn’t even give them access
to the true definition of liberty. Penetration of
dominance is so deep that even if someone like
Florens got to feel the true emotion of liberty, he
felt perplexed to define this feeling in its true
terms. Florens thus sees wilderness in all its
horrors and beauties.

In the novel, Morrison shows the
encounter of two different characters with
wilderness. One is Jacob, a white who is
impressed by the beauty of wilderness and
decided to claim and exploit it. On the other hand,
one sees Florens whose encounters with
wilderness are not that rosy. She has to face many
hurdles. And at last, she is equated to the
wilderness. Moreover, the damage done to her
identity comes out of her encounters with the
human world. Though the non-human world
poses some threats, the actual damage is done to
her by the human beings like her. During her
journey to Blacksmith'’s place, when Florens feels
threatened by the animals, she looks for a house
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to take shelter in. And finally she takes the shelter
in the house of Widow Ealing who is staying there
with her daughter Jane. Next morning, when
some members of quaker community come to
visit Ealing’s place, she witnesses an event of
utter dehumanization where she is treated so in
such an inhuman way that she is labeled as ‘wild’.

The racial exploitation is at its peak when
these people see her. When the villagers see a
black girl, they are quite hostile towards this
young girl. The disgusting and dehumanizing
behaviour which the villagers exhibit because of
their racial biasness shocks the readers as well as
Florens to a great extent. Morrison clearly
captures the emotional confrontation which
happens between the villagers and Florens when
they first see her. Florens tells that all visitors
stare at her badly as if she is a strange creature.
Women are scared of her and invoke God o help
them. A little girl gets too terrified on seeing her
that she starts crying loud.

Florens can immediately make out that,
she despite being a human being is not one
among themselves. She has a separate identity
other than being a human being which her
blackness brings to her personality. And
expecting some harm which she can get because
of her blackness, she immediately produces the
letter which proves her to be a slave of a white
family. Thus her identity is not Florens. It gets
defined by virtue of being a slave to a white
family. The villagers don’t even accept her status
as a documented slave. And in order to protect
themselves from the threat of her blackness, they
ask her to uncover herself so that they can inspect
her. Equating Florens with swine, they give her
one of the most horrible and traumatic
experiences of her life.

Addressing her as swine they inspected
her teeth tongues, eyes, palm, arms, legs and what
not. The idea of racial differences which leads to
the naked examination of a young black girl
highlight how these differences have completely
severed any kind of emotional or intellectual ties
with other human beings. Florens feels as if she is
an animal who is displayed in an auction for the
customers. The moment where she is equated to
animals is an entry into the world of wildness
which will be later onthrusted upon her identity
of being a black by the dominant white group.
Nevertheless, Florens stays as a slave at D’

Ortega’s plantations and later with Jacob Vaark.
Till now she hasn’t faced the burns of this fire of
racial hierarchy which injures a human being
deep down his heart. The horrible memories of
this encounter with quaker community keep
haunting her for a long time. It is for the first time
that her position in this world is equivalent to
animals who are termed as wild in this human
world. Her non-human status in the racial
hierarchy of human beings is an eye opener for
her and jolts her so deeply that it sows the seeds
of wildness in her. The effect is so deep that she
wishes that in her future journey towards
Blacksmith'’s place, no one should stare at her and
observe the wildness in her which has been
implanted by those villagers. So when Daughter
Jane bids her good bye, she wishes that she may
not encounter, “eyes that examine me for a tail, an
extra teat"(113)

Florens feels scared of the eyes watching
her and scrutinizing her by implanting all sorts of
animalistic characteristics inside her body. Her
human identity is lost somewhere. Florens
realization comes fast that villagers cannot and
will not categorize her in their category. Their
failure to consider her even a human being is
poignantly conveyed by Florens when she says, “1
think they have shock that I can talk” (119).
Florens thus starts losing her identity. She
oscillates between her human and non-human
status shown to her by the villagers. Florens who
has earlier experienced the feeling of nature and
thereby has developed a sense of identity during
her first half of the journey is now torninto pieces.
That freedom and identity is all in vain for her.
She is now scattered. The identity and self-
pioneering status which she has gained is
disintegrated and distorted by ideas of darkness
and wild implanted in her by the dominant class.

The dehumanizing narrative of the wild
and wilderness shown to her has taken away
even the slightest notion of freedom which she
had earlier gathered during her communion with
nature and wilderness. The superficial darkness
of black colour is always there with her heart.
What had till now been a biological inheritance
displayed outside has now become a darkness
which snatches away even the right of being
called a human and instead planted a darkness of
identity which relates her with wild. This also
becomes an assertion of her own statement at the
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very start of the novel when she quotes her
mother, “I am dangerous, she says, and wild” (2).
The novel also demonstrates how this wildness is
associated with the sexuality of a female. A female
body is considered as wild and thus can be
hunted down. Even Blacksmith highlights this
wildness in her which needs to be controlled as
she is a slave. He says, “your head is empty and
your body is wild.” (135).

The wildness of Floren’s body is
highlighted many a times by herself as well as
characters around her. Florens liked to wear
Mistress’s shoes which according to her mother
highlightedthe wild sexuality of a woman. Her
association with Blacksmith is also a wild
assertion of this physical sexuality. Her sexual
desire is thus seen as “appetite” (p.58) by
Lina.Woman’s body becomes a site of wilderness
which carries an inherent wildness in it which
needs to be explored, claimed and maimed by
others. Florens thus turns into a “she wolf” (p
151) who has embarked a journey to hunt her
lover.

But, when she meets Blacksmith, the
claim of wildness comes full circle and becomes
an essential part of her personality. When
Florens reaches Blacksmith’s place she informs
him about Rebekka’s health. Blacksmith
immediately leavesthe place to see Rebekka. He
doesn’t take Florens with her in order to take
care of Malaik who is an orphan child is being
taken care of by Blacksmith. Florens, however,
feels insecure because of Malaik as she sees in
him the image of her own little brother. And she
fears that just as Minha Mae chooses her son over
her daughter, in the same way Blacksmith will
also opt for Malaik if given a choice. She
inadvertently gets into a violent tussel with
Malaik and injures him in the process. At that
very moment Blacksmith enters and
reprimanded her for this act. In his fury of anger,
he says something to Florens which completely
changes her life.Florenslack of control when she
injures Malaik is termed by Blacksmith as an act
of wildness.

Though Blacksmith is justified in his
anger, the kind of vocabulary he uses for the black
African girl once again put her into the category
of non-human world comprising animals. Just as
wild animals need to be controlled, in the same
way Florens who has exhibited lack of control

and shownwild side in her behaviour with Malaik
needs to be tamed. This kind of analysis put forth
by Blacksmith once again identifies Florens, a
black slave with nature. Similar to Florens, nature
is without any boundaries and is dangerous. Thus
both demand the restrain of a dominant man.
Moreover, when Florens tries to give an
explanation of her action, he is not even ready to
hear her. He pays no need to her explanations. He
thus exhibits a patriarchal mindset where a
woman is unnecessarily trampled down by a
male. When she asks him why he is brutal to her,
he answers that her status of being a slave is
responsible for that. For him she can’t carry with
herself the ideas of liberty as her mind is empty
like a wild creature.

According to Morrison, this title of ‘wild’
is thrust upon a black woman by males and non
whites. Itis notinherent rather constructed. Thus
the two episodes of her life, one with Quaker
community, and the other one with Blacksmith
devoid her of her humanity. As Florens says
towards the end, “I am lost."(138). With her
initial interaction with wilderness, Florens gets
to comprehend the meaning of freedom for the
first time. But, like a bird when she is ready to lift
her featherto fly in a free world, her wings are
clipped by racial eyes of Quaker community and
sexual domination of a free man. But, Florensis a
character which is created by Morrison who will
not accept these thrusted definitions. She
violently gives answer to all this rather than
being a meek sufferer. She accepts her wildness
as her strength and challenges Blacksmith to
have a face- off with this wild streak in her if he
can, “you say I, am wilderness. I am."(155).

Thus towards the end, she creates a
definition of her own which is opposite to the
dialogue narrated to her by Blacksmith. With a
revengeful streak, she is ready to take on both the
Blacksmith and the dominant world. She makes
her wildness her strength. She recalls how
Blacksmith explained to her that enslavement
was that state when there was something inside
you which withered and left a kind of savageness
and wildness in that person. But she mocks at this
definition of freedom and wildness. She mocks at
it by offering a distinction between the slaves and
free men. She says, “One is a lion in the skin of an
ass. The other is an ass in the skin of a lion” (158).
The line underlies a lot of satire and humour
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beneath it. In these lines,Florens clearly says that
with this wildness inside them, slaves are the real
lions in this game of freedom even though their
blackness makes them look like an ass. On the
other hand, these so called free men are only free
on papers. The wild streak which is missing in
them makes them in reality an ass. It is only
papers, i.e. their superficial existence which gives
them the tag of a lion. The statement thus comes
as an acceptance and celebration of that wildness
which resides in Florens. She also accepts how
she withered inside and became wild. She accepts
it and celebrates that day when she had got
withered for the first time in the house of Widow
Ealing. She further confesses how this wildness
opens the claws of this black bird which shows
her free soul to Blacksmith.

But Florens is aware that she is exploited
not only because she is a black and slave but also
because of the wildness in her. Rather, one
significant reason for this exploitation is her
gender. She thus gives a shock to the readers
when she makes an assault on the masculinistic
notions of wilderness by offering a distinction
between he-lion and she-lion. Florens says, “Still
there is another thing. A she-lion who thinks his
mane is all. A she-lion who does not.”
(158)Through the words of Florens, Morrison
questions the masculine pride of males like
Blacksmith who think their manhood makes
them the real lion of this world based on
hierarchies. Florensdoesn’t stop only here. She
goes on to contrast Daughter Jane with
Blacksmith. According to Florens, Daughter Jane
is the real hero as despite being a woman and
sufferer, she risks her own life to save the life of
another woman who has been thrown out of the
human world because of her wildness by the likes
of Blacksmith who claim to be superior only
because they are males and whites.

Despite being subjugated and thrown out
of the human order by virtue of her race and
gender, Florens finally emerges victorious and is
able to reclaim her wilderness by holding it as a
powerful weapon in her hands. Her wilderness
has made her so powerful that she is ready to
write down her own story. Florens' personality
now blooms in self- belief and self-confidence
and by penning her own story, she infact wants to
give a perfect shape to her own identity with
which she is able to confront the American world

dominated by males and whites. And she is happy
that she is travelling this path all alone without
the support of any white like Jacob or the support
of a free male like Blacksmith. Though she is
aware that her journey is going to be tough, her
confidence assures her that she will definitely
find her path in this untroddenterritory. But now
with these lessons of hardships and wilderness
all these hurdles don’t matter to her because now
she has grown up into an independent and self
reliant girl for whom her “way is clear...” (155)
Florens thus emerged as a survivor of this
dominating American world ruled by whites and
males. Rather than submitting to their
exploitation, she accepted her wilderness and
carved out her own identity. She asserts her
identity completely when she finally recognizes
herself with her own name. She says, “I am also
Florens...Free. I last” (159).

In fact, her writings in the house of Jacob
are also a way to assert her identity and
pioneering self. The point here to be noted is that
she chooses only the empty house of Jacob Vaark
which was fenced by Blacksmith to rewrite and
assert her identity history. She could have chosen
any other place. But, she deliberately picks this
empty house because by writing her own story,
she wants to assert her free pioneering self to the
whites who are represented by Jacob Vaark and
to all the free males who are represented by
Blacksmith. Her words are thus not merely a
collaboration of alphabets. Rather these words
symbolize a black slave girl’s inner strength and
courage which she has mustered after her
encounter with wilderness. With the power of
these words, she wants to challenge and crush all
those notions of the white dominant world of
America which is predominated by males.
Florens describes the power of these words by
saying, "These careful words.. will talk to
themselves. Need to fly up then fall... and flavor
the soil of the earth." (159)

Florens who lies at the heart and centre of
the story is emblematic of all these black slaves
who are considered savages because of their
blackness. Not only this they are even equated to
animals and wilderness. But Florens makes this
wilderness her strength and rewrites her history
over the hollowness of white dominated world.
The character of Florens is a step ahead of all
other black characters developed by Morrison.
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