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Abstract: 

Beloved by Toni Morrison is a portrayal of the hardships African women endured both 

during and after enslavement. The novel emphasizes Black women's determination in the 

face of injustice,which includes the psychological, emotional, and physical suffering that 
they endure. It is immensely shown in a character called "Sethe." By showing the 

objectification of enslaved women who went through sexual abuse, forced labor, and the loss 

of their own children, this masterpiece explores the sensitive themes of race, gender, and 
motherhood. Sethe's impeccable act of filicide serves as a metaphor for a mother's last 

amount of effort to safeguard her own children from the oppressions of slavery. The 

characters of Sethe, Denver, and the women who support them had a huge impact on how 

Africans struggled during the hardships; the book also examines the treasure of memory and 
the whole class who is in overcoming generational trauma and mental illness because of the 

brutal punishments. Morrison resists cultural suppression, highlights African women's heart-

wrenching journey toward the struggle for freedom and identity, and gives voice to their 
endurance and resilience, which caused chaos. In the end, despite the legacy of violence that 

African women faced, Beloved is an embarked step of the journey to their authority and 

strong determination. 
 

 

Introduction  

Toni Morrison's book Beloved was first released in 1987. It examines the lingering 
psychological and emotional repercussions of slavery in a compelling and eerie tale. The 

real-life tale of Margaret Garner, an enslaved woman who managed to escape but killed her 

own child upon capture rather than be sent back to slavery, served as the inspiration for the 
book. Beloved is about a former slave named Sethe and her daughter, Denver, who reside in 
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Ohio following the American Civil War. Both literally and conceptually, Sethe is plagued 

by the past, especially the memory of the child she lost. The spectral presence of "Beloved," 
an enigmatic young lady who shows up at their house, compels Sethe to face her painful past. 

Beloved explores issues of pain, memory, motherhood, and the lingering effects of slavery 

through its rich, poetic language and non-linear storyline. The book, which was awarded the 
Pulitzer Prize for Fiction in 1988, is regarded as one of Morrison's most important creations 

and solidified her place among the finest American authors of the 20th century. 

Haunting motherhood in “BELOVED” 
Toni Morrison skilfully combines the themes of haunting motherhood and the lasting 

anguish of slavery in Beloved, demonstrating the close connection between the two. Through 

the character of Sethe, who personifies both the tenderness and the anguish of enslaved 

motherhood, the book examines the emotional and psychological toll that slavery took on 
Black mothers. In Beloved, motherhood is presented as a burdensome act of love that is also 

plagued by memory, pain, and loss. The novel's main haunting is Sethe's most iconic act as 

a mother, killing her daughter to free her from servitude. Her love is so strong that it shows 
up in her life as a spectral presence, initially as a real poltergeist in her house and then as the 

enigmatic young lady Beloved. The atrocities of slavery, in which mothers have little 

influence over their children's destinies, influence Sethe's affection for them. She kills 

Beloved out of desperation rather than cruelty because she feels that death is better than the 
agony of slavery. Sethe can't shake the guilt of her choice and is plagued by her history. A 

mother's sadness never really goes away because Beloved, as a ghost or an embodiment of 

trauma, makes her go through that suffering again. 

Slavery’s Haunting Legacy 

In Beloved, slavery is more than just a historical setting; it permeates every aspect 

of the protagonists' lives. Morrison demonstrates how the legacy of slavery prevents those 
who have survived from completely embracing freedom. 

Sethe's existence is defined by the psychological and physical wounds of slavery. A 

permanent reminder of her misery is the "tree" scar on her back, which was caused by a 

severe beating. She is still mentally imprisoned by her past even after leaving Sweet Home. 
Another character who was once enslaved, Paul D., battles his own pain. He keeps his 

unpleasant memories hidden in a symbolic "tobacco tin" inside his chest in an attempt to 

repress them. But, like with Sethe, Beloved's presence compels him to face his history. 
Beloved symbolizes how slavery will never be forgotten, regardless of whether she is a real 

ghost or a memory symbol. In the same way that the past prevents Sethe from moving on, 

she demands attention by preying on her love and guilt. 

Slavery as the Ultimate Expression of Racism 
Beloved by Toni Morrison examines the profound and enduring ramifications of 

racism, especially as they relate to the system of slavery and its aftermath. In the book, racism 

is not limited to personal prejudice; it is pervasive, brutal, and structural, influencing Black 
individuals' lives even after they are free. The most heinous kind of racism in Beloved is 

slavery, which treats Black people more like property than like human beings. Morrison 

emphasizes how racism provided justification for exploitation, cruelty, and dehumanization. 
Because the enslaved males are permitted to get married and appear to be treated with some 
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respect, Sweet Home First seems superior to other plantations. This is an illusion, though. 

Following Mr. Garner's passing, the schoolteacher assumes control and treats the enslaved 
people like animals, including writing about their alleged "animal characteristics." This 

illustrates how racism operated by using pseudo-scientific explanations for Black inferiority 

in addition to acts of physical violence. Racism guarantees that Sethe and her kids are never 
really protected, even in Ohio, a "free" state. The fact that the law permits slave hunters to 

retrieve runaway slaves demonstrates how systematic racism is not limited to the South. 

Despite living in a supposedly free country, Sethe realizes that her children can still be taken 
away, which leads her to decide to kill Beloved. 

The Psychological Effects of Racism 

Morrison demonstrates how racism leaves its victims with lifelong scars that make 

real freedom nearly unattainable. Sethe absorbs the discriminatory notion that her value is 
dependent on her capacity to bear suffering. Racism aims to deprive Black women of their 

autonomy, as evidenced by the abuse she endures—being beaten, sexually assaulted, and 

having her breast milk stolen. These traumas continue to haunt her even after she has 
escaped.  Black people are unable to recognize themselves as men because of racism. Paul 

D. is handled like an animal and made to wear an iron bit in his mouth. After being despised 

by white society for so long, he later wonders if he can even claim his own humanity. His 

emotional suppression, represented by the "tobacco tin" in his chest, demonstrates how 
racism makes Black people hide their suffering in order to survive. Black people continue to 

be oppressed because racism endures in new forms even after slavery. White society's racism 

guarantees that even freed Black people are kept at the periphery, struggling socially and 
economically. Sethe's home, 124 Bluestone Road, is intended to be a place of freedom, but 

it is secluded from the neighborhood. Denver's mother's background causes her to be shunned 

by the Black community, but prejudice also keeps her out of white society. Her development 
throughout the book represents the potential for overcoming these barriers. 

The Connection Between Memory and Motherhood 

It delves deeply into the relationship between maternity and memory, especially for 

women who were once enslaved like Sethe. For Sethe, memory is both a source of suffering 
and a vital tool for survival, and motherhood is influenced by both trauma and love. In 

Beloved, memory is a living force that actively changes the present rather than merely being 

a reminder of the past. Memory is both unavoidable and selective for Sethe, Paul D., and 
Denver; they attempt to repress it, but it keeps coming back. Sethe's memories of 

enslavement, particularly the death of her daughter, are so intense that they appear in her 

house as a spectral presence. Despite her best efforts to forget, Beloved makes her face the 
past. Beloved symbolizes how the past won't be buried, regardless of whether she is a ghost 

or a hallucination. In order to demonstrate how trauma resurfaces regardless of how 

thoroughly it is suppressed, she makes Sethe relive what she so badly wants to forget. Even 

if it destroys her, Sethe feels she must remember what happened to Beloved. This illustrates 
the greater conflict faced by former slaves: should they remember and suffer, or should they 

forget and run the risk of erasing their past? Sethe is almost overcome by her history by the 

book's finale, but Denver's development points to a different way forward. Denver's capacity 
to leave 124 and look towards the future represents hope—the notion that recollection ought 
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to serve as a guide rather than a prison. 

Conclusion 
The enduring effects of slavery, the difficulties of motherhood, and the unavoidable 

nature of memory are all profoundly explored in Toni Morrison's Beloved. Morrison 

illustrates how trauma shapes identities, relationships, and futures even after physical 
freedom is attained through Sethe's eerie history. The book compels readers to face the 

cruelty of slavery as a lasting psychological and emotional scar as well as a historical 

occurrence. Beloved is fundamentally about love, survival, and the quest for atonement. 
Although the past cannot be changed, Sethe's experience demonstrates that healing is 

achievable by personal development, community, and recollection. The idea that the future 

generation may overcome the shadows of the past is symbolized by Denver's recovery from 

seclusion. Morrison provides us with a lasting lesson: while acknowledging the past is 
important, the present shouldn't be overshadowed by it. In addition to being a chilling ghost 

story, Beloved is a potent illustration of the tenacity of people who survived slavery and a 

reminder that their voices and tales must never be lost. 
 

 

 

References: 
Morrison, Toni. Beloved. Alfred A. Knopf, 1987. 

Morrison, Toni. Beloved. Vintage International, 2004. 

Morrison, Toni. "The Site of Memory." Inventing the Truth: The Art and Craft of Memoir, 
edited by William Zinsser, Houghton Mifflin, 1987, pp. 101–124. 

Koolish, Lynda. African American Writers and the Haunted House of Fiction.  

University of Missouri Press, 2001. 
Tally, Justine. Toni Morrison’s Beloved: Origins. Routledge, 2008. 

Mbalia, Doreatha. "Toni Morrison's Beloved: A Womanist Neo-Slave Narrative."  

African American Review, vol. 26, no. 1, 1992, pp. 7–15. JSTOR,  

Weinstein, Philip M. "Morrison's Beloved: Allegorizing History." Modern 
 Language Quarterly, vol. 52, no. 1, 1991, pp. 11–33. 

Peach, Linden. Toni Morrison. Macmillan, 1995. 

Gillespie, Carmen, ed. Critical Companion to Toni Morrison: A Literary Reference  
to Her Life and Work. Facts On File, 2008. 

Rigney, Barbara Hill. "Memory and Identity in Beloved." Toni Morrison: Critical  

Perspectives, edited by Henry Louis Gates Jr. and K.A. Appiah, Amistad, 1993, pp. 
46-66. 

 

Citation: 
G.Priyanka & K.B.Shalini” JOURNEYS THROUGH ADVERSITY FOR AFRICAN WOMEN IN BELOVED.” 
International Journal of English and Studies (IJOES), vol. 7, no. 3, 2025, pp. 433-436. DOI: 

10.47311/IJOES.2025.7.03.436. 


