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Extended Essay

Based on her representations of slavery,
what does slavery actually mean in Tom
Morrison’s “Beloved”?



Abstract

This essay investigates the relevancy of slavery in Toni Morrison’s “Beloved.” I explored
how it was represented through her work and her poetic-like writing style. Slavery is the most
prominent theme in this novel. Morrison considered it in every aspect and revealed its truth.
Through the characters, she brought about the idea that their past was a burden because of
slavery. The struggles that the characters faced were indeed because of slavery. Because of the
School Teacher, Sethe was forced to do the unthinkable. Morrison is providing the reader with
insight to the psychological and historical legacy of slavery. Beloved represents the
psychological aspect, as she is seen as a force rather than an actual being. Morrison uses:
“Beloved” as a voice for those people who were unable to explain it. The purpose of “Beloved”

was for readers to understand slavery and how it affected people. In this essay I explored each

part.



Toni Morrison’s novel, “Beloved” is not any ordinary story. Her poetic and elegant style
of writing takes the reader to a different world. Strong references to slavery are used to portray
the struggles that the characters face in “Beloved”. The protagonist in the novel, Sethe, has
inescapable memories of slavery. Her past is a burden and it is something she will never forget.
In an attempt to protect her children from a lifestyle of slavery, she tries to murder them.
However, Sethe is only successful in killing one of her daughters, “Beloved.” Beloved remains
as a connection to Sethe’s horrific past as she torments her house in the form of a ghost. Was
Sethe wrong in killing her child although she had good intentions? I would have to agree. Toni
Morrison uses Sethe as a way to give insight to the effects of slavery, how it will never disappear
from the memories of those who were affected by it, and to uncover a history that was lost to
willed forgetfulness and forced silences.

In the novel each character faced his/her own individual struggle that stemmed from
slavery. Sethe was forced to kill her child and live with the memories, which in turn made her
young sons run away. She lived everyday knowing what she did and dealing with the
consequences. Denver had to deal with Beloved, not only returning to their home, but her
jealousy toward her. Beloved struggled with questioning her mother’s motive for killing her. She
did not understand why her mother hurt her. If it were not for slavery, and the oppressive
plantation of the School Teacher, these events never would have happened. In providing the
struggles that each character faces, Toni Morrison is undermining slavery.

Slavery is represented throughout the novel as a burden of the past. Not only is it a
burden for Sethe, but for people outside of the novel who were affected by it. One of Toni

Morrison’s most important messages through “Beloved” was to voice the opinions of those who



were unable or afraid to talk about slavery and its deeply rooted effects. Sethe’s memories serve
as her burden. She has constant reminders, through the ghost of what she did. No one visits her
and no one stops by. When Denver is old enough to realize that she and her mom are isolated
from the rest of the world she struggles to change it. Sethe will not allow it because she is firmly
set in her beliefs that she did the best thing that she could do to avoid a life from slavery for her
children. The fact that Sethe understands that her memories are burdens in her life and continues
to not address them shows just how powerful the effects of slavery can be. Slavery has taken
away this woman’s will to stand up for herself. She fell victim to willed forgetfulness. However,
later in the novel when Beloved returns in human form, Sethe leaves the house confident and
unafraid of what people think. This shows that although one may fall victim to willed
forgetfulness to escape the pain, there will come a day when one has to face it. After Sethe faced
her fears, she was a happy woman and celebrated with her children. Morrison is showing people,
like Sethe, that there is light at the end of the tunnel.

During slavery, it seemed as though nothing would ever go right for those affected.
Oppression was heavy and people were scared to speak out, even until this day. In “Beloved,”
Toni Morrison is giving light to a lost history; lost history in the sense that no one is brave
enough to talk about it. In this novel, Morrison takes a courageous 'stand and decides to uncover
the lost history. She uses literary elements such as metaphors and symbolisrh_ to do so. Beloved is
used as a symbolic character. She symbolizes the suppressed memories that eventually come to
light. Those suppressed memories can turn out to be good or bad once they are released, as
shown throughout the adversity of Beloved’s character. Metaphors, such as the ghost in the

house, are a link to a suppressed past. Bringing about a suppressed past, including its memories,



allows for room to make new memories. Another message Morrison wanted the readers to
understand was just that.

“Beloved” is not just a book about a ghost of a child who torments her mother’s house. It
is a rather irteresting way of insight into the minds of those affected by slavery. Seeing as though
the most prevalent theme in the novel is slavery, that is what Toni Morrison’s main message was
about. She wanted American readers to understand that in order to address the legacy of slavery,
we must confront its history first. In the novel Sethe said, “We must confront and understand the
ghosts of the past.” Sethe is used as a voice of reason in an attempt to connect with readers.
Slavery in this novel was represented through the struggles that the characters faced, burdens of
the past, and lost history. Willed forgetfulness is unacceptable because one must not forget, but
confront in order to live. Sethe realizes that after Beloved comes back to her. Suppressing
memories and one’s past is also intolerable. In doing so, frustration will build up and one will not
be able to lead a happy life. In the beginning of the novel Sethe did just that and she never had
any company or friends. After allowing herself to confront her past and face the consequences,
she set herself free. Slavery led to her freedom. Toni Morrison wants her readers to know that it
does not matter what one faced, how long one faced it, or how what one faced affected

themselves, that as long as one is willing to face his/her past, freedom will come.





