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Toni  Morrison’s   Beloved 

 

The first African-American Noble Prize winning woman  novelist, Chloe Anthony 

Wofford Morrison (1931 –  2019), better  known as Toni Morrison, was the 

towering novelist of black experience .  She was a womanist  (black feminist), 

essayist, book editor, and college professor. Ms. Morrison was the author of 11 

novels as well as children’s books and essay collections. The central theme of 

Morrison’s novels is the black American experience; in an unjust society, her 

characters struggle to find themselves and their cultural identity. Her use of 

fantasy, her sinuous poetic style, and her rich interweaving of the mythic gave her 

stories great strength and texture. "Toni Morrison is not just an important 

contemporary novelist but a major figure in our national literature." (New York 

Review of Books) 

Morrison’s first book, The Bluest Eye (1970), is a novel of initiation concerning a 

victimized adolescent black girl who is obsessed by white standards of beauty and 

longs to have blue eyes.  Her novel, Sula (1973)  examines  the dynamics of 

friendship and the expectations for conformity within the community. Song of 

Solomon (1977) is told by a male narrator in search of his identity. Tar Baby 

(1981), set on a Caribbean island, explores conflicts of race, class, and sex. The 

critically acclaimed Beloved (1987) is based on the true story of a runaway slave 

who, kills her infant daughter in order to spare her a life of slavery. In 1992 
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Morrison released Jazz, a story of violence and passion set in New York City’s 

Harlem during the 1920s. Subsequent novels were Paradise (1998), a richly 

detailed portrait of a black utopian community in Oklahoma, and Love (2003), an 

intricate family story that reveals the myriad facets of love and its ostensible 

opposite. A Mercy (2008) deals with slavery in 17th-century America. In the 

redemptive Home (2012), a traumatized Korean War veteran encounters racism 

after returning home and later overcomes apathy to rescue his sister. Morrison's 

eleventh novel, God Help the Child, was published in 2015. It follows Bride, an 

executive in the fashion and beauty industry whose mother tormented her as a 

child for being dark-skinned – a childhood trauma that has dogged Bride her 

whole life. 

The Pulitzer Prize winning novel , Beloved (1987) is set after the American Civil 

War (1861–65), and is inspired by the life of Margaret Garner, an African 

American who escaped slavery in Kentucky in late January 1856 by crossing the 

Ohio River to Ohio, a free state. Captured, she killed her child rather than have 

her taken back into slavery. 

Beloved explores the physical, emotional, and spiritual devastation wrought by 

slavery, a devastation that continues to haunt those characters who are former 

slaves even in freedom. The story mainly revolves around the protagonist Sethe. 

She is  formerly enslaved woman who has been living with her eighteen-year-old 

daughter Denver at 124 Bluestone Road. 

 The book explores the lives of Sethe and her daughter after their escape from 

slavery, opening in 1873 after the Civil War. Modelled on the life of Margaret 

Garner , in the novel, Sethe is also a passionately devoted mother, who flees with 

her children from an abusive owner known as “schoolteacher.” They are caught, 

and, in an act of supreme love and sacrifice, she too tries to kill her children to 

save them from slavery. Only her two-year-old daughter dies, and the 

schoolteacher, believing that Sethe is crazy, decides not to take her back. Sethe 

later has “Beloved” inscribed on her daughter’s tombstone. Although she had 

intended for it to read “Dearly Beloved,” she did not have the energy to “pay” for 

two words (each word cost her 10 minutes of sex with the engraver). 
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“…….I looked at the back of her neck. She had a real small neck. I decided to break 

it. You know, like a twig—just snap it. I been low but that was as low as I ever 

got.” 

 

These events are revealed in flashbacks, as the novel opens in 1873, with Sethe 

and her teenage daughter, Denver, living in Ohio, where their house at 124 

Bluestone Road is haunted by the angry ghost of the child Sethe killed. The 

hauntings are alleviated by the arrival of Paul D, a man so ravaged by his slave 

past that he keeps his feelings in the “tobacco bin” of his heart. He worked on the 

same plantation as Sethe, and the two begin a relationship. A brief period of 

relative calm ends with the appearance of a young woman who says that her 

name is Beloved. She knows things that suggest she is the reincarnation of Sethe’s 

lost daughter. Sethe is obsessed with assuaging her guilt and tries to placate the 

increasingly demanding and manipulative Beloved. At one point, Beloved seduces 

Paul D. After learning that Sethe killed her daughter, he leaves. 

The situation at 124 Bluestone worsens, as Sethe loses her job and becomes 

completely fixated on Beloved, who is soon revealed to be pregnant. While the 

lonely and largely housebound Denver initially befriends Beloved, she begins to 

grow concerned. She finally dares to venture outside in order to ask the 

community for help, and she is given food and a job. As the local women attempt 

to stage an exorcism, Denver’s employer arrives to take her to work, and Sethe 

mistakes him for “schoolteacher” and tries to attack him with an ice pick. The 

other women restrain her, and during the commotion Beloved disappears. Paul D 

later returns to the grieving Sethe, promising to care for her, and Denver 

continues to thrive in the outside world. 

A number of themes are interwoven in the novel. The maternal bonds between 

Sethe and her children inhibit her own individuation and prevent the 

development of her self. Sethe develops a dangerous maternal passion that 

results in killing one daughter while the other  surviving daughter becomes 

estranged from the black community. Both outcomes result from Sethe trying to 

save her children  from a life in slavery. Many characters suffer from the 
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psychological effects of slavery. Most persons who had been enslaved tried to 

repress these memories in an attempt to forget the past. This repression and 

dissociation from the past causes a fragmentation of the self and a loss of true 

identity. Sethe, Paul D., and Denver all suffered a loss of self. Further, Morrison  

dramatizes enslavement to speak of the morals of manhood. Moreover, family 

relationships are an instrumental element of Beloved. These family relationships 

help visualize the stress and the dismantlement of African-American families in 

this era. The pain throughout this novel is universal because everyone involved in 

slavery was heavily scarred, whether that be physically, mentally, sociologically, 

or psychologically. Some of the characters tend to “romanticize” their pain. They 

beautify pain in a way that diminishes what was done. For example, Sethe keeps 

repeating what a white girl said about her scars on her back, calling them “a 

Choke-cherry tree. Trunk, branches, and even leaves” . She repeats this to 

everyone, suggesting she is trying to find the beauty in her scar, even when they 

caused her extreme pain.  

Beloved is the first of three novels about love and African-American history, 

sometimes called the Beloved Trilogy. Morrison said that they are intended to be 

read together, explaining, "The conceptual connection is the search for the 

beloved – the part of the self that is you, and loves you, and is always there for 

you. The second novel in the trilogy, Jazz, came out in 1992. Told in language that 

imitates the rhythms of jazz music, the novel is about a love triangle during the 

Harlem Renaissance in New York City. work. The third novel of her Beloved 

trilogy, Paradise, about citizens of an all-black town, came out in 1997.  

 

Before the publication her third novel of Beloved triology, Toni Morrison was 

awarded the Nobel Prize in 1993. In awarding her the Nobel, the Swedish 

Academy cited her “novels are characterized by visionary force and poetic 

import,” through which she “gives life to an essential aspect of American reality.” 

Ms. Morrison animated that reality in prose that rings with the cadences of black 

oral tradition. Her plots are dreamlike and nonlinear, spooling backward and 

forward in time as though characters bring the entire weight of history to bear on 

their every act. Her prose, often luminous and incantatory, rings with the 
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cadences of black oral tradition. Her narratives mingle the voices of men, women, 

children and even ghosts in layered polyphony. Myth, magic and superstition are 

inextricably intertwined with everyday verities, a technique that caused Ms. 

Morrison’s novels to be likened often to those of Latin American magic realist 

writers like Gabriel García Márquez. 

Beloved was a critical success and a bestseller for 25 weeks. Canadian writer 

Margaret Atwood wrote in a review for The New York Times, "Ms. Morrison's 

versatility and technical and emotional range appear to know no bounds. If there 

were any doubts about her stature as a pre-eminent American novelist, of her 

own or any other generation, Beloved will put them to rest." "A 

masterwork....Wonderful....I can't imagine American literature without it." (Los 

Angeles Times)  

However. African-American conservative social critic Stanley Crouch, for instance, 

complained in his review in The New Republic  that the novel "reads largely like a 

melodrama lashed to the structural conceits of the miniseries," and that Morrison 

"perpetually interrupts her narrative with maudlin ideological commercials." 
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