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Abstract

African American women’s experience of slavery and racism has left deep wounds that continue
to affect identity, memory, and history. At the same time, these experiences have also created a
strong need to speak, remember, and resist through storytelling. This dissertation, explores how
storytelling becomes a tool of resistance in Toni Morrison’s novel. It shows how Beloved gives
voice to the pain and silence caused by slavery, and how characters use memory and stories to
deal with trauma and reclaiming their identity. The study focuses on how Morrison presents
history not as something fixed, but as something shaped by personal memories and voices that
were often ignored or erased. It also explains how storytelling helps the characters face their past
instead of forgetting it, even when the memories are painful. The analysis reveals that Morrison’s
narrative strategies—including rememory, fragmented chronology, and communal storytelling—
function as acts of resistance that restore agency to Black women and reconstruct silenced
histories. The study concludes that storytelling in Beloved transcends historical documentation to

become an act of collective memory, cultural healing, and enduring literary resistance.
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General Introduction

1. Background of the Study

The history of slavery in the United States is characterized by the deliberate suppression
and erasure of Black voices through dehumanizing systems. For centuries, African Americans
navigated a complex matrix of space and time shaped by a traumatic loss of freedom and
systemic degradation. Yet, amidst this environment of oppression, storytelling emerged as a
crucial means of resistance, enabling the oppressed to reclaim their agency, maintain their
memories, and contest prevailing historical narratives. This narrative form is not just an artistic
choice but a socially symbolic act that empowers a marginalized community to affirm their

humanity and challenge established social hierarchies.

One of the most notable figures in this narrative tradition is Toni Morrison, whose
literary contributions serve as a space for historical recovery. Her Pulitzer Prize-winning novel,
Beloved (1987), stands as a poignant homage to the millions who suffered under slavery, offering
a lens through which to understand how storytelling can reinterpret history from the unwritten
interior lives of the enslaved. By focusing on the experiences of Black women and employing

sophisticated narrative techniques, Morrison transforms silence into a powerful act of liberation.

2. Statement of the Problem

The main issue this dissertation tackles is the historical and ongoing struggle of African
Americans to reclaim their identities from institutional systems that aim to render them inarticulate
intellectual ciphers. In Beloved, Morrison confronts the negation of personhood central to slavery and the
resulting national amnesia that has historically obscured the Africanist presence in American awareness.

This study investigates how the novel serves as a counter-historical intervention, specifically analysing



how narrative resistance and memory reclamation enable characters to transition from being objectified as

others to fully realized human subjects.

3. Research Questions

» The main question this dissertation raises is:

How does Toni Morrison utilize storytelling as a radical form of resistance to reclaim identity and history

in Beloved?
» The sub-questions include:

1. How did the historical and social background of slavery shape the emergence of storytelling as a
survival mechanism?
2. How do feminist and womanist theories provide a specialized framework for understanding the

unique struggles and agency of Black women in the novel?

3.In what ways does Morrison’s use of "rememory" and non-linear narrative structure facilitate

historical recovery and communal healing?

4. Aims of the Study

This research aims to:

e Establish a comprehensive theoretical framework for analyzing storytelling as a mode of

resistance in Toni Morrison’s Beloved.

e Situate the African American experience within its historical and social context, from the origins

of the slave trade to the development of the abolitionist movement.

e Examine the intersection of memory, trauma, and identity in the development of African

American literature.



o Explore the representation of Black female identity using feminist and womanist theories,

focusing on the specific "triple oppression” faced by enslaved women.

5. Significance of the Study

This study is significant because it contributes to a deeper understanding of how literature can
function as a form of historical recovery and cultural resistance. By analyzing Beloved, it highlights the
importance of storytelling in reconstructing silenced histories and restoring the humanity of enslaved
individuals, particularly Black women. It also adds to African American literary studies by connecting
trauma, memory, and identity through feminist and womanist perspectives, offering insight into how

narrative form itself becomes a tool of liberation.

6. Research Methodology

This study employs a qualitative method based on data collected from library resources and
digital databases. The research utilizes a primary source, Toni Morrison’s novel Beloved (1987).
Secondary sources include historical texts, literary criticism, academic journals, and theoretical works
focusing on feminist and womanist thought. This dissertation applies a womanist approach and a
descriptive analytical method to examine the power of storytelling in reclaiming the Black female body

and voice.

7. Structure of the Study

The dissertation is organized into two main chapters:

Chapter One: Theoretical Part presents the historical, social, and biographical context, tracing the origins
of African Americans, the rise of the abolitionist movement, and the development of African American
literature. It lays the theoretical framework by examining storytelling as a form of resistance, along with

the tenets of feminism and womanism.



Chapter Two: Practical Part offers a detailed analysis of Beloved. It investigates the interplay between ink
and resistance, narrative as a means of liberation, the reimagining of history through women’s voices, and
the politics surrounding Black motherhood. Ultimately, this chapter illustrates how Morrison amplifies

silenced voices and restores agency to Black female characters.
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Introduction

The history of slavery in the United States is marked by the silencing and erasure of
Black voices, yet storytelling emerged as a vital form of resistance through which the oppressed
reclaimed agency and preserved memory. Within African American culture, narrative serves as
both expression and a challenge to dominant historical discourses. This theoretical section
establishes the framework for analyzing storytelling and resistance in Toni Morrison’s Beloved,
situating the African American experience within its historical context and examining the
development of literature rooted in memory and trauma. Drawing on feminist and womanist
theories, it further explores Black female identity and self-definition, ultimately presenting

storytelling as a subversive act that resists erasure and reconstructs history.

1.1 Historical and social background

This section establishes the historical and socio-cultural framework of the African
American experience, examining the origins of African Americans, the institution of slavery, the

position of Black women, and the interrelated dynamics of trauma, resistance, and abolition.

1.1.1 Overview of the Origins of African Americans in the United States

African Americans are largely the descendants of enslaved people who were brought
from their African homelands by force to work in the New World. Their rights were severely
limited, and they were long denied a rightful share in the economic, social, and political progress
of the United States. Nevertheless, African Americans have made basic and lasting contributions

to American history and culture (Lynch, 2026).



1.1.2 Slavery in America and the African American Experience

The history of slavery in America was not a static institution but a relationship that was
constantly remade over nearly three centuries. It is best defined by the words of Garrison Frazier,
a former slave, who described it as receiving by the irresistible power the work of another man,
and not by his consent”(Berlin, 2003, p. 2). This experience is characterized by a complex matrix
of space and time where generations of enslaved people navigated the traumatic loss of freedom

and the degradation of enslavement through forced migrations and systemic dehumanization.

The African American experience began with the nightmare of the transatlantic slave
trade, specifically the Middle Passage, which functioned as both a death canal for the identities
of the past and a birth canal for a new, resilient community. During this harrowing transition,
millions of human beings were "locked in the holds of stinking slave ships" where the "stink of
sweat and waste and disease” became "absolutely pestilential”. For many captives, this resulted
in the loss of their original names, an act of "culture stripping” that "symbolized enslavement”
and marked their transformation into nameless "commodities” or "units of human property".

(Hartman, 1937, p. 66)

However, the earliest arrivals of the charter generations often included cosmopolitan
"Atlantic creoles” such as the savvy "coast-Negroes™ who were more likely to speak English and
used their knowledge of multiple languages to navigate the complex social hierarchies of the
Atlantic world. These individuals demonstrated remarkable agency through the fluidity with
which they moved within maritime circuits, sometimes even working aboard the ships as sailors

to gain a degree of independence. Despite this individual resilience, the broader system remained



one of "exploitation, subservience, and debasement that rested on force"(Rediker, 2008, p. 30),

establishing a racial calculus that prioritized capital and profit over human life.

Enslaved women experienced a particular form of oppression shaped by both race and
gender. Beyond forced labor, they were subjected to sexual exploitation and denied authority
over their own bodies and children. Their motherhood became deeply problematized because
enslaved children were legally considered the property of slaveholders rather than members of
autonomous families. As a result, Black motherhood was constantly threatened by separation,
sale, and violence. This systematic destruction of maternal bonds later became a central concern
in African American writing, where narrative functions as a means of recovering experiences
that official historical records often minimized or ignored. Scholars such as Ira Berlin emphasize
that slavery extended beyond economic exploitation to the control of identity, family, and
memory (Berlin, 2003). Within African American literature, these silenced maternal experiences

are later transformed into narratives of resistance and survival.
1.1.3 The Role and Position of Black Women during Slavery

The status of Black women within the American institution of chattel bondage was
defined by a triple oppression, the simultaneous intersection of race, gender, and class which
relegated them to the lowest stratum of the social hierarchy. Under a regime of irresistible power
where the labor of the many was commandeered to enrich the few, the Black woman was
systematically reduced from a human subject to a commodity or chattel property. Her existence
was dictated by a duality of labor that exploited both her physical strength and her reproductive
capacity, transforming the most intimate aspects of her life into sites of capital accumulation for

the master class (Jones, 1985).



Enslaved women occupied a position of triple oppression at the intersection of race,
gender, and class, which relegated them to the lowest tier of American society. Under the
plantation regime, Black women were viewed as commodities whose primary value lay in their
ability to enlarge a master’s property through reproduction. They were often tagged with names
assigned to barnyard animals to emphasize their perceived inferiority in the eyes of the white
definers. A central trauma of this experience was the systematic deconstruction of the maternal
bond, exemplified by the theft of a mother's milk to feed white children while her own offspring
were deprived. This reduction to biological cows or breeders was a foundational mechanism of

the slave society (Equiano, 1789).

In the slave society of the South, slaveholders practiced a noble admission of female
equality by treating women as three quarter or full hands when it came to agricultural production.
Enslaved women mastered rigorous activities such as guiding heavy wooden plows, clearing
land, and splitting rails tasks often reserved for men because the master's appetite for labor was
insatiable. Matilda Perry, a former slave, recounted working in tobacco fields until her back felt
ready to pop in two. This quest for efficiency meant that in the fields, the notion of a distinctive
women’s work vanished, and women became “human hoeing machines” (Jones, 1985, p. 24)

subjected to the same grueling quotas as their male counterparts.

Despite efforts to render them socially dead, Black women emerged as central agents of
resistance, asserting the law of the mother over the property claims of the master. The most
radical form of maternal resistance was infanticide, or mercy killing, where a mother chose to
put her babies where they’d be safe (death) rather than see them inked into a master's ledger as

property. Furthermore, women fostered cultural resistance through the power of the word and the



preservation of African traditions, acting as midwives, healers, and spiritual leaders who taught

the community to love the flesh that the white world despised (Dixon, 1992).

Ultimately, the position of Black women moved from being an object written by the
master's script to becoming the subjects of their own narratives. Through communal bonds and
the power of the word, they successfully challenged the erasure of their experiences from history.
As the novel concludes, the assertion “You your best thing, Sethe. You are” (Morrison, 273)
represents the final reclamation of selfhood from the dehumanizing records of the past and the

victory of memory over the master's ink (Equiano, 1789).
1.1.4 Trauma, Violence, and Resistance in the Lives of Enslaved People

The history of enslavement in North America is primarily defined by what historian Ira
Berlin calls "enormous, hideous violence"(Berlin, 2003, p. 3) used to support a system of
unremitting despotism. This institution was never a neutral economic setup, it was a relationship
based on irresistible power where labor was taken without consent. This power was upheld
through a deliberate cycle of physical and psychological trauma aimed at reducing people to

socially dead, isolates (Equiano, 1789).

The physical brutality of slavery was first and foremost an instrument of control because
slave owners saw the lash as essential to their rule. Such brutality often manifested as
pedagogical torture, in which slaves were given extreme punishments for small offenses in order
to demonstrate total authority. In the fictional but factually accurate world of Toni Morrison’s
Beloved, such brutality is exemplified in the character of schoolteacher, who attempts to measure

slaves as animals using scientific methods of classification. When the schoolteacher beats the
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slave Sixo, it is in order to demonstrate that "definitions belonged to the definers not the defined"

(Morrison, 190).

The trauma of separation was perhaps the most lasting psychological damage because it
was this news of slave sale that cast a pall over the slave quarter and saw children separated from
their mothers. Charles Ball is quoted in his autobiography as saying of his own father, whose
story is perhaps representative of many slaves, that his father never recovered from the effects of
the shock of his family's sale into slavery and was gloomy and morose for the rest of his life.
Additionally, the Second Middle Passage, the migration of close to one million slaves to the
southern interior, was like a great, inescapable incubus that permeated all of Black life

(Douglass, 1845) .

Yet, the enslaved did not give up their humanity under this psychic assault. They
contested the system at every turn. This perpetual exercise of resistance ranged from subtle acts
of guile to rebellion. Day to day resistance meant malingering, destroying tools, maiming
animals, slowing the line, and taking to the woods. The enslaved used a strategy of seeming
ignorance, using racist stereotypes against the planters to gain advantages in work routines

(Berlin, 2003; Dixon, 1992).

This intellectual resistance is also reflected in Morrison’s Beloved, where acts of
resilience and self-definition illustrate how enslaved people navigated and subtly resisted the
logic of slavery. Morrison emphasizes the ways in which enslaved individuals reinterpreted
imposed meanings and devised alternative ways of thinking to maintain their agency. Cultural
reconstruction emerges as a crucial form of resistance, particularly seen in efforts to preserve

African identities and resist the names assigned by their enslavers. As noted by Berlin, enslaved
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individuals often asserted their selfhood through naming practices that challenged the authority

of a system intent on defining them (Berlin, 2003).

The development of literacy skills perhaps marked the most important step in the process
of resistance, as the slave learned to write himself into the human community. Since it was the
violation of law to instruct a slave in the skills of reading and writing, learning these skills
constituted a direct challenge to the master's authority. For Douglass, the discovery of the power

of the word had been a special revelation that dictated his search for freedom (Gates, 2004).
1.1.5 The Abolitionist Movement and the End of Slavery

The American abolitionist movement arose as a vital response to human oppression
stemming from the early transatlantic slave trade in the fifteenth century and the hereditary slave
systems established in British colonies by the mid-seventeenth century. Although the American
Revolution was rooted in ideals of liberty and natural rights, these concepts were initially denied
to enslaved African Americans, highlighting a stark contradiction in the rhetoric of equality. In
this context, narrative and storytelling gradually emerged as essential mechanisms for revealing
and challenging this disparity. Abolitionist writings, slave narratives, and personal accounts
transformed individual experiences into political discourse, empowering enslaved and formerly
enslaved individuals to contest prevailing historical narratives and affirm their humanity. Thus,
storytelling served not only as a means of representation but also as a crucial form of resistance

that redefined the understanding and memory of slavery.

Initial resistance to slavery was grounded by religious and philosophical beliefs. The
Quakers emerged as the first group to condemn slavery, establishing the Society for the Relief of

Free Negroes Unlawfully Held in Bondage in 1775 based on the belief that all people are equal
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before God (Metz, 2014). This moral stance was driven by the theological view of universal
equality and reinforced by Enlightenment philosophy, which asserted that natural laws demanded

human equality, fundamentally clashing with the existence of chattel slavery (Geoffrey, 1994).

The role of the antislavery press is central. In 1831, William Lloyd Garrison
radicalized the movement by initiating The Liberator, which switched the conversation from
gradualism to "immediatism" (Metz, 2014, p. 16). Garrison's stance was mirrored in works of
Black leaders like Fredrick Douglass, whose 1845 autobiography used the power of his own
story to challenge racist presumptions of intellectual inferiority. Furthermore, Harriet Beecher
Stowe's novel Uncle Tom's Cabin (1852) storytelling to transform public opinion, reaching

millions and humanizing the victims of the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850.

Resistance also manifested physically through the Underground Railroad; a
clandestine network of safe houses guided by conductors like Harriet Tubman (Metz, 2014).
Tubman, an escaped slave, famously returned to the South 19 times to lead over 300 individuals
to freedom. As peaceful narratives were met with legislative obstacles such as the Missouri
Compromise of 1820 and the Dred Scott decision of 1857 the movement grew increasingly
militant. Figures like John Brown eventually justified physical force, culminating in his 1859

raid on the federal arsenal at Harpers Ferry (McNeese, 2008).

The tension between North and South finally erupted into the Civil War in 1861.
While the conflict began as a political effort to preserve the Union, it was eventually transformed
into a moral crusade against slavery through the Emancipation Proclamation of 1863 (Metz,
2014). The final victory of ink as a tool of legislative resistance was realized with the ratification
of the Thirteenth Amendment in 1865, which permanently abolished slavery in the United States

(McNeese, 2008). This historical progression illustrates how the convergence of literary

13



narrative and physical bravery dismantled a system that law and politics alone could not

overcome.
1.1.5.1 The development of abolitionist movement

The development of the abolitionist movement represents one of the most significant
historical shifts in human progress, driven by a powerful synergy of religious conviction,

political activism, and narrative resistance.

The organized abolitionist movement gained momentum in the late 18th century,
transitioning from isolated protests to a mass social phenomenon. A critical cultural turning point
was the Somerset case of 1772, where the ruling that an enslaved person could not be forcibly
removed from England created a legal story of freedom that inspired the enslaved to claim their

rights.

In 1787, the Committee for the Abolition of the Slave Trade was formed in London by
twelve men mostly Quakers and Anglicans who pioneered modern pressure-group tactics. Their
resistance was rooted in the theological concept of brotherhood, famously encapsulated in the
Josiah Wedgwood logo depicting an enslaved man asking, “Am I not a man and a brother?"
(Coffey, 2006, p. 2). This visual and rhetorical strategy challenged the pseudo-philosophy of
racial inferiority promoted by contemporary thinkers like David Hume, asserting instead the

fundamental unity of the human race.

Olaudah Equiano: His 1789 autobiography, "The Interesting Narrative of the Life of
Olaudah Equiano™, was a masterpiece of ink and resistance. Equiano used his literacy to expose
the horrors of the Middle Passage, arguing that Africans were intellectual equals to Europeans

and that the natural bond of brotherhood had been severed by the trade (Equiano, 1789).
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Cultural Production: The movement was sustained by a flood of publications, including
poems by 'Hannah More and William Cowper, pamphlets, and newspaper articles that translated
abstract legal debates into emotional, human stories. This cultural ink made the suffering of the
enslaved, which was previously out of sight, out of mind, a central concern for the British and

American public (More, 1788).

Abolitionist storytelling was not merely reactive, it was a proactive force for legislative
change. By documenting the cruelty of the trade in harrowing narratives of human suffering,
activists like Thomas Clarkson and William Wilberforce forced Parliament to confront the reality
of the institution. This led to the Abolition of the Slave Trade Act in 1807 and the eventual
Slavery Abolition Act of 1833, which saw the final emancipation of slaves in British dominions

by 1838 for Effecting the Abolition of the Slave Trade (Coffey, 2006).
1.1.5.2 The key figures and contributions to fight against slavery

The abolition of slavery in the United States was a multifaceted struggle that involved
different strategies, ranging from persuasion and literary activism to physical resistance and
radical armed struggle. The following sections will highlight the key individuals whose
intellectual, social, and physical activities provided the practical and theoretical backbone for the

struggle against the peculiar institution of slavery.

Frederick Douglass one of the most influential African American figures of the
abolitionist movement, using his personal experience of enslavement to dismantle the ideological
foundations of slavery. Born into bondage, he came to view education as the essential path to
liberation, famously describing literacy as the pathway from slavery to freedom. After escaping

to the North in 1838, he rose to prominence as a powerful orator and writer, and his
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autobiography, Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass (1845), challenged prevailing white
assumptions about Black intellectual inferiority. His activism extended beyond writing and
speaking; through his newspaper The North Star, published in Rochester, New York, he
contributed to abolitionist discourse while engaging directly with political change. Initially
influenced by William Lloyd Garrison’s philosophy of moral suasion, Douglass later shifted
toward political activism and supported the recruitment of African American soldiers during the

Civil War.

In this context, William Lloyd Garrison, a central white abolitionist figure, similarly
relied on the power of the written word and moral conviction to challenge slavery. In 1831, he
founded The Liberator, advocating immediate emancipation through nonviolent moral suasion,
grounded in his strong Christian beliefs. As a founding member of the American Anti-Slavery
Society, Garrison played a pivotal role in shaping the movement and was instrumental in
launching Douglass’s public career. However, his radicalism deepened over time, leading him to
denounce the U.S. Constitution as a pro slavery document and to call for political disengagement
from a corrupt system. Although initially committed to nonviolence, the intensifying conflicts of
the antebellum period eventually pushed him to accept the violence of the Civil War, revealing a

trajectory that parallels broader shifts within the abolitionist movement (Thomas, 2026).

While figures like Douglass and Garrison emphasized rhetoric and moral persuasion,
others embodied direct and physical resistance to slavery. Harriet Tubman, a formerly enslaved
woman, became a symbol of courage and action through her work on the Underground Railroad,
making approximately nineteen dangerous journeys to guide around 300 enslaved individuals to
freedom. Her unwavering commitment is captured in her declaration that she would choose

liberty or death. In contrast, John Brown represented the most extreme form of militant
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abolitionism. Motivated by deep religious conviction, he believed slavery must be eradicated
through violence if necessary. His actions, including the Pottawatomie Massacre and the 1859
raid on Harper’s Ferry, were intended to spark a widespread slave rebellion. Though
unsuccessful and resulting in his execution, Brown became a martyr whose radicalism intensified

sectional tensions and pushed the nation closer to civil war (Dawson, 2026; Togni, 2015).

These diverse abolitionist efforts ultimately converged in the political leadership of
Abraham Lincoln, whose role marked a decisive turning point in the struggle against slavery.
Rising from humble beginnings to become the sixteenth president of the United States, Lincoln
initially adopted a moderate stance, opposing the expansion of slavery rather than calling for its
immediate abolition. His debates with Stephen A. Douglas in 1858 brought him national
attention, and his election in 1860 triggered Southern secession and the outbreak of the Civil
War. As president, Lincoln transformed the conflict into a moral crusade against slavery, most
notably through the Emancipation Proclamation and the Gettysburg Address. His leadership
culminated in the passage of the Thirteenth Amendment, which formally abolished slavery in
1865. Although his life was cut short by assassination, Lincoln’s actions reflected the
culmination of decades of abolitionist thought and struggle, bridging the gap between activism

and institutional change (Guelzo, nd).
1.2 Theoretical Background

The theoretical framework outlines the key concepts for understanding storytelling,
resistance, and identity in Beloved. It examines African American literature, slave narratives,

memory, and Black women’s writing, while engaging with feminism, womanism, and Black
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feminist thought. Together, these perspectives frame narrative as a form of resistance and

empowerment in Morrison’s work.
1.2.1 African American Literature and its Development

The development of African American literature finds its strength in the rise of the slave
narrative. This genre served as a tool for abolitionist protest and an important act of self-creation.
Unlike the mainstream early American literary tradition, which often relied on the idea of the
American Adam, an individual depicted as innocent and starting anew, the earliest African
American authors wrote from a place of "cataclysmic change and determined survival" (Brooks,
2003, p. 7). This different perspective, called the "American Lazarus”, shows a tradition where
writing acted as a way to rise from the dust and find life and meaning amidst systemic
oppression. These narratives were not just personal stories; they were "twice-born texts"(Brooks,
2003, p. 245) that claimed and exercised literary authority in a nation that denied the basic

humanity of their authors.
1.2.1.1 The Emergence of Slave Narratives

The generic roots of the slave narrative are deeply intertwined with 18th century religious
revivalism and the spiritual autobiography. Writers such as Olaudah Equiano and John Marrant
mixed the three-part conversion narrative elements of sin, awakening, and new identity with the
literal fight for freedom from slavery (Williams, 2009). The experience of slavery was framed by
speaking in terms of religious rebirth, which allowed authors to both comfortably address white
audiences and sacralize black communities mutual experience of loss (Brooks, 2006). By

transmuting the unnatural horrors of enslavement into a discourse of religious transformation,
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authors were able to elevate the narrator from mere cultural object of the master to the human

subject who authored his or her own experience (Williams, 2009).

As the genre developed throughout the 19th century, it evolved from being simply a
testament of suffering to include more complex and sophisticated discussions of American
democracy. The genre’s leading writers, such as Frederick Douglass and Harriet Jacobs, used
literacy as an image of African American potential and defined their struggles towards freedom
as the highest achievement of self-realization (Beaulieu, 2006). Although male writers
concentrated their stories on the search for masculine independence and physical heroism,
women writers such as Jacobs offered a different perspective on the "triple oppression”(Beaulieu,
2006, p. 27) of African American women, who faced oppression based on their race, class, and
gender, and who faced the danger of sexual slavery. Moreover, recent studies have also indicated
that these stories were not only written in the Northeast but also came from unexpected places
such as the American frontier, including St. Louis and California, where writers used their
written word to express their mobile subjectivity against the slavery system, which sought to
immobilize them. The slave narrative established the formal and moral basis of the African
American literary canon and became an enduring testament to the longevity of resistance

(Gardner, 2009).

1.2.1.2 African American Women’s Writing

African American women writers have established a unique and varied literary tradition
marked by the constant struggle to be represented and to claim the black female body. Since the
first recorded piece of poetry by Lucy Terry in 1746, until the complex writings of the modern

age, African American Women Writers have always strived to address the problem of the
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intersectionality of gender and race that was not sufficiently addressed in the male-dominated
freedom movements (Beaulieu, 2009). For instance, in the 19th century, African American
women writers such as Harriet Wilson and Frances Ellen Watkins Harper were forced to deal
with the "Cult of True Womanhood"(Beaulieu, 2009, p. 68), a social phenomenon that
emphasized the importance of piety and domesticity, aspects of womanhood that were denied to
the Women of Color. In order to avoid the stereotypical roles of the Jezebel and the Mammy,
these women developed the genre of the domestic allegories in which the development of the

female character toward matrimony was inextricably linked with the imperative of race uplift.

The development of this tradition was significantly hindered by the process of historical
occlusion, in which the records of black women writers were often ignored or destroyed. Yet, in
the latter half of the 20th century, there was a concerted effort to recover the work of black
women writers, most notably through “the Schomburg Library of Nineteenth-Century Black
Women Writers”, (Beaulieu, 2009, p.124) which sought to revive buried voices in academic

discourse.

This process of recovery was significant, as it was able to demonstrate that black women
had been prolific contributors to the 19th-century black press, using serialized fiction and essays
in periodicals such as the “Christian Recorderm’’ to offer practical advice on education and self-
culture, as well as to foresee the "invincible destiny” of their people (Gardner, 2009, p. 10).
These works demonstrate that, in spite of their relegation to the "women's pages” of the
periodical, they saw themselves as essential "truth-tellers" in a world in which their intellectual

contributions were of little value (Beaulieu, 2009, p. 555).

Black women writers of the Harlem Renaissance and later Black Arts Movement rejected

sentimentalism for probing psychological aspects of black womanhood: passing, sexual
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independence, dysfunctional rejection of maternity (Beaulieu, 2009). Alice Walker's recent
invention of womanist theory has focused on "dedication to the survival and wholeness of the
entire black race, male and female" (Beaulieu, p. 446). Novelist Toni Morrison and others have
rewritten the tradition by treating until-recently unspeakable events like the infanticide in
Beloved via literary folklore and experimental approaches (Williams, 2009). African American
women's writing has never been a closed genre. It is instead a "regenerative force" that rewrites

history as it happens to women.

1.2.1.3 Memory, Identity, and Cultural Survival in African American

Literature

Memory and identity formation serve as the psychological and thematic core of African
American literature, acting as essential instruments for cultural survival. The formation of a
unique African American identity is largely understood through the lens of cultural trauma,
where the memory of slavery rather than the direct experience itself grounds the collective
identity of a people. This process involves the constant reworking of collective memory through
art and speech to provide a sense of belonging for a population violently displaced from its
origins (Eyerman, 2001). In this context, literature acts as a "vessel of the past,” where memory
often becomes more significant than mere logic, allowing characters to navigate the "nightmare
passage” of history through the reclamation of their own stories (Williams, 2009, p. 99;

Beaulieu, p. 617).

Central to this project is the representation of the Middle Passage as an unspeakable
founding trauma that complicates the black subject’s sense of lineage and kinship. To survive

this social death, communities of color developed rituals of regeneration, such as the ring shout
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or the Performance of the Lazarus theology, which transformed suffering into a witness of divine
and cultural power (Brooks, 2003). The ancestor figure is also a crucial element in this survival;
as Toni Morrison defines it, the ancestor is a "benevolent, instructive, and protective” force
whose presence often determines whether a character will succeed or fail in the search for
identity (Beaulieu , p. 9). By connecting individual stories to these ancestral roots, writers
facilitate a process of we formation that inoculates the community against the dehumanizing

effects of racism (Eyerman, 2001; Brooks, 2003).

African American literature today often makes use of the idea of rememory, a term that
Morrison developed in Beloved to mean "the memories that are left as a ghostly, physical
presence in the landscape, even if they are repressed” (Beaulieu, 2009, p. 618). The fact that this
memory continues to haunt the landscape suggests that the past is not really finished, and that
identity is always in a state of negotiation between speaking and not speaking, and remembering
and not remembering. The call and response and blues styles of this literature serve to turn
historical tragedy into a redemptive music that celebrates the long history of black resistance.
The very emergence of this literature argues that the key to cultural survival is the ability to
Retell the past in a way that situates the black community as a bounded, covenant, corporate

body that possesses supernatural powers of transcendence over mortality (Brooks, 2003).
1.2.2 Storytelling as Resistance in African American Culture

Within African American literary traditions, storytelling has long operated as a powerful
“socially symbolic act,” allowing a historically marginalized community to affirm its humanity
and sense of agency in the face of a system that attempted to render them “inarticulate

intellectual ciphers” (Bell, 1987; Levine, 1997, p.4). Rather than emerging simply as a response
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to suffering, this narrative practice reflects a conscious cultural style, one that enabled enslaved
individuals to move beyond the constraints of their surroundings and give voice to emotions that
could not be openly expressed (Levine, 1997). This form of resistance becomes especially clear
in the evolution of the trickster motif. Through characters such as Brer Rabbit, whose cleverness
and strategic wit allow him to outsmart more powerful figures, traditional hierarchies are
symbolically inverted (Gates, 2014, Levine, 1997). In this way, such stories became a kind of
shared intra-group lore, strengthening a sense of psychological separation from the dominant

class while offering imagined victories that disrupted the established social order (Levine, 1997).

Moreover, the act of "Signifying(g)" serves as a foundational rhetorical strategy of
resistance, where the signifier "wreaks havoc upon the Signified” by manipulating language to
commence rituals of renaming and redefinition (Gates, 2014, p. 857). This linguistic mastery
constitutes a counter-memory that challenges the dominant culture’s attempts to depict slavery as
a benign or civilizing institution (Eyerman, 2001). By utilizing "double-voiced discourse,"
African American authors have historically engaged in a "struggle for representation,” fighting
for the right to be heard as equals in a society that denied their subjectivity (Gates, 2014, p. 843;
Eyerman, 2001, p. 272). This narrative resistance is not merely a tool for political protest but is
an ontological quest for dignity, where the finding of the voice allows the black subject to write

his or her face into existence within the text of Western letters.
1.2.2.1 The Concept of Storytelling in African American Culture

Storytelling in African American culture draws from a deeply rooted world of sound
inherited from West African societies, where speaking, singing, and chanting form the core of

communication and social life. This oral tradition emphasizes verbal art and improvisation,
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preserving a collective and interactive character that stands in contrast to the more distant and
abstract tendencies of literate Western cultures (Bell, 1978). Within this perspective, language is
not merely descriptive but active, with words carrying the power to bring the past into a vivid,
living present (Levine). This idea is reflected in the Pan-African trickster figure Esu-Elegbara,
who occupies the “liminal crossroads” between the human and the divine, guiding moments of

uncertainty, interpretation, and revelation (Gates, pp. 840,842).

Central to this cultural concept is the trope of the Talking Book, which represents the
initial, often frustrated, encounter between the oral culture of the enslaved and the written
literacy of the master. The desire to make the "white written text speak with a black voice"
became a driving force in the formation of the African American literary tradition, as literacy
was the parameter by which humanity was measured (Gates ,143). Furthermore, the concept of
socialized ambivalence allows for a dancing of attitudes between integration and separation,
where storytelling provides a coherent play world that offers cognitive and emotive alternatives
to an oppressive social reality (Bell, 1987). Thus, the storyteller in African American culture acts
as a fetish-maker, using words with magical meanings to create a network of understanding that

reinforces group cohesion and spiritual resiliency (Reed, 1972).
1.2.2.2 Storytelling as a Tool of Cultural Memory and Survival

Storytelling is an important tool for cultural survival, offering strategies for survival that
help preserve the personality from the worst exploitation (Levine,1997). In African-informed
cultures, stories are often seen as books or education, and are used as the main tool for teaching
values, social behaviors, and practical advice (Bell, p. 356). The enslaved people, through

attributing power to semi-mythical characters, managed to circumvent both internal and external
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censorship and teach the younger generation the need to be cautious and secretive for survival.
The stories provided a "cultural refuge,” helping individuals to preserve a "world apart™ that was

beyond the control of those who ruled the earth (Levine p. 23, 29).

Cultural memory, based on these narratives, provides the bedrock upon which a distinct
collective identity or we-formation is constructed. This cultural memory is facilitated by
artifacts, music, and re-memory or the idea of a picture of the past existing out there in the world
independently of the individual head (Eyerman, 2001). Since literacy was illegal, the spoken
word and the oral tradition are the areas where power and prestige are located in the black
community (Bell, 1987). This oral tradition works as a link in an extended ebony chain of
discourse and maintains the shared wisdom of the group and ensures that the history of resistance
and of self-respect is cherished and passed on. This collective memory is a constantly shifting
reference point which each generation interprets anew to give a sense of direction for its present

and future needs (Eyerman, 2001).

1.2.2.3 Narrative, Memory, and Trauma in Literature

The construction of African American identity is inextricably linked to the concept of
cultural trauma, wherein slavery is perceived not just as an institution but also as a collective
memory that acts as a primal scene for group membership. Trauma is mediated in literary works
through a process of reflection, wherein there is an inherent latency or time gap between the
event and the traumatic memory thereof (Eyerman, 2001). The memory of slavery colored
almost all of their experience for generations of black intellectuals, thus requiring the need to

narrate new foundations to heal the traumatic tear in the social fabric (Eyerman, 2001). Literary
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works repeatedly highlight the process of how social dislocation is inscribed in the psyche,
leading to disordered memory that is the key to the unspeakable truths of the past (Campbell,

2000).

In Morrison’s Beloved, this trauma is represented by the idea of re-memory, which is the
process of remembering the past so horrible that the character tries to recollect "as close to
nothing as was safe” (Morrison, p. 6). The fact that trauma is unspeakable means that memory
becomes a curse which causes the fragmentation of the self but is the only way in which order
and language can be re-established (Campbell, 2000). The "unrelieved violence and brutality” of
the trauma represented in many folk tales and literary works serves as a tool to channel the
sickness of trauma into a safe and creative outlet (Levine, p. 99). Through the process of making
the individual’s life a part of a "unified collective biography," literature provides a way of
achieving a "redemptive, paradoxically progressive and apocalyptic view of history” which
allows the traumatized individual to change from a silent object to a speaking subject with a

"mastery of the word" (Eyerman, p. 271; Bell, pp. 640, 482).

1.2.3 Feminism, Womanism, and Black Female Identity

Feminism:

The theoretical landscape of feminism, as applied to Toni Morrison’s Beloved, is
characterized by a dynamic tension between the singular philosophical commitment to female
emancipation and a pluralistic array of ideological manifestations that account for race and class.
At its most fundamental level, feminism represents the theoretical articulation of the
emancipatory aspirations of women, a common project directed toward dismantling patriarchal

structures (hooks, 1984). However, scholarly interpretations of Beloved emphasize that for the
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Black female subject, this project cannot be viewed through the lens of a "mythical norm"
typically defined as white, middle-class, and financially secure which has historically rendered
the experiences of women of color as marginal or "Other" (hooks, 420 ; de Beauvoir,1989, 669).
Instead, the novel is read as a site where Black women’s cultural production reframes the
canonical conceits of identity, memory, and language (Quashie, 2004, p. 6). By centering the
lived experiences of the enslaved, Morrison challenges the uncritical acceptance of historical
erasures and provides a specialized framework that grapples with the "dialectic of oppression and

activism" (Davis, p. 684; hooks, p. 411).

Scholarly critiques of mainstream feminist principles often begin by contrasting the
"problem that has no name,” which Betty Friedan identified as the domestic boredom of white
housewives, with the "triple jeopardy" faced by Black women. While Friedan argues that a
"baked potato is not as big as the world™" for the bored suburbanite, Angela Y. Davis notes that
for the female slave, the "enormous space of compulsory labor" (Davis, p. 687) overshadowed
every other aspect of existence, rendering her a full-time worker and only "incidentally a wife or
mother." (De Beauvoir, p. 674). This divergence highlights how the ideology of femininity
established during industrialization which raised the wife and mother as ideals of domestic
immanence never extended to Black women, who were instead classified as breeders and labor-
units. Consequently, Sethe’s journey in Beloved is interpreted not just as a flight toward freedom,
but as a radical rejection of a system that viewed her body as a commodity without human
"identity” or a "firm core of self" (Friedan, p. 416). To address the limitations of white-centered
feminist theory, critics frequently utilize Alice Walker’s concept of Womanism to analyze the
communal and spiritual dimensions of Morrison’s narrative. Walker defines a womanist as a

"black feminist or feminist of color" who is committed to the "survival and wholeness of entire
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people, male and female." This perspective shifts the focus from the individualistic,
"competitive, atomistic liberal individualism™ (hooks, p. 429) of Western feminism toward a
relational model of subjecthood. In Beloved, this is evidenced by the way the women of the
community eventually gather to exorcise the ghost, demonstrating a "political solidarity"(hooks,
p. 491) that transcends shared victimization. Unlike the separatist impulses of some radical
feminists, womanism suggests that the achievement of selfhood is a "struggle of community"

(Quashie, p. 42), where the subject finds her integrity through her connection with an/other.

The synthesis of these critical perspectives reveals Beloved as a quintessential text of "Ink
and Resistance,” where the power of storytelling serves as the primary engine for reclaiming the
Black female body. By documenting the journey from internalized oppression to a selffull
identity, Morrison provides the conceptual tools for both individual and collective survival
(hooks, p. 510). These interpretations underscore how the novel navigates the complex matrix of
domination to restore a sense of humanity and agency to those whom history attempted to
disown. Ultimately, the power of storytelling in Beloved lies in its ability to transform the
"personal that is political™ into a transformative practice of freedom, allowing the Black woman
to establish "authority over her own definition” and emerge as her own "best thing" (hooks, p.

462; Quashie, p. 101).

Womanism:

The scholarly interpretation of Toni Morrison’s Beloved through the lens of womanism
requires a departure from mainstream feminist frameworks that have historically prioritized the
experiences of white, middle-class women. Alice Walker defines a womanist as a Black feminist

or feminist of color who exhibits "outrageous, audacious, courageous or willful behavior" and is
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committed to the "survival and wholeness of entire people, male and female." This definition
provides a vital counterpoint to the problem that has no name identified by Betty Friedan, which
addressed the domestic boredom of suburban housewives a condition that bell hooks argue
ignores the existence of non-white women and those concerned with “economic survival and
ethnic and racial discrimination." In the narrative of Beloved, Sethe’s willful behavior in
claiming ownership over her children’s lives and deaths serves as a radical enactment of this
womanist commitment to survival, even when that survival necessitates a tragic rearticulation of

motherhood (Walker, p. 619; Davis, p. 700).

A central challenge in defining Black female identity within Beloved is the negotiation of
"The Other," a philosophical concept Simone de Beauvoir describes as a state of "immanence”
where the subject is "frozen as an object.” While Beauvoir notes that woman is traditionally "The
Other at the heart of a whole,” Angela Y. Davis clarifies that Black women under slavery were
"caught in a threefold bond of oppression,™ existing as workers and reproductive tools rather than
as the "decorative Dresden figurines” of white femininity. This intersectional location demands a
theory that bell hooks suggests must emerge from the margin, as those who live on the edge
develop a "particular way of seeing reality” that encompasses both the center and the periphery.
Consequently, Sethe’s journey toward subjecthood is not merely an escape from physical
bondage but a movement toward "transcendence" in a world that seeks to maintain her as a "unit

in a system" (de Beauvoir, p. 683; Friedan, p. 661).

Finally, the power of storytelling in the novel is presented as a "radical” act that “creates
us at the very moment it is being created” (Morrison quoted in Quashie, p. 216). bell hooks
argues that feminism must provide "meaningful alternative analyses which relate to people’s

lives," and Morrison’s narrative does this by transforming "silence into language and action."
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This transformation is not a luxury but a vital necessity for survival, as it allows the "nameless to
be named" (Lorde, p. 445). The tender narrator in Beloved accepts the "vagary of subjecthood,”
materializing on the page to assert that "to be an artist is to forge a language™ that can express the
"truthful identity of what is" (Quashie, pp. 231, 235). Through this "language work," the novel
restore the "revolutionary life force" to the Black female body (hooks, p. 605; Quashie, p. 224).
Through the diverse lenses of Ink and Resistance: The Power of Storytelling in Toni Morrison’s
Beloved, it becomes clear that womanism provides the essential theoretical framework for
reclaiming the Black female body. By documenting the journey from "internalized oppression™
to a self-full identity, Morrison demonstrates how the act of telling one’s story is a "practice of
freedom™ and an "assertion of humanity" (hooks, p. 510; Quashie, p. 204). Ultimately, the power
of storytelling in Beloved lies in its ability to transform the "personal that is political” into a
transformative practice of self-fullness, allowing the womanist subject to emerge as her own

"best thing" (hooks, p. 442; Quashie, p. 39).
Black Female Identity:

Black female identity is shaped as a radical act of self-definition, confronting controlling
images and historical objectification that sought to justify economic and sexual subordination.
Rather than a fixed essence, this identity is a continual process of (un)becoming, in which the
individual is constantly displaced from rigid categories through relational engagement and
historical consciousness. African American women occupy an outsider-within position, offering
a unique perspective on the tensions between dominant ideologies and their lived experiences
(Collins, 2000). In this framework, subjectivity emerges through the transformation of silence
into language and action, with storytelling and narrative creation functioning as essential acts of
liberation (Quashie, 2004). This cultivates a “self-defined, womanist consciousness,” enabling
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Black women to resist imposed stereotypes and assert control over their histories and self-
definitions (Collins, 2000, p. 112; Lorde, p. 932). Ultimately, Black female identity is a process
of becoming and undoing, where radical self-possession is achieved by integrating race, gender,

and sexuality into a cohesive, multidimensional whole (Quashie, 2004; Lorde,1984).

The epistemological foundations underlying these identities question Enlightenment
beliefs about the ideal knower and the notion of objective truth. Feminist theory suggests that
knowledge is created based on the individual's subjective social position, implying that personal
experience is an essential standard for evaluating meaning (Hoffman, 2001). Within the
framework of Black women’s intellectual legacies, this necessitates a dialectic of oppression and
activism, in which the historical suppression of Black women's thoughts has sparked distinct
forms of intellectual defiance (Collins, 2000). This resistance frequently manifests in non-
academic ways, including poetry, music, and oral traditions, functioning as safe spaces for self-
development. Lorde argues that for women, "poetry is not a luxury™ but an essential necessity
that enables the identification of the unidentifiable so it can be contemplated and acted upon
(Lorde, p. 871). This framework redirects attention from simplistic legal equality to a wider
transformation where individual aspirations contribute to building a politics of empowerment
aimed at social justice and human dignity (Lorde,1984, Collins, 2000). The reclamation of voice
and the dismissal of the master's tools illustrate that Black female identity embodies a journey of
becoming, in which the act of self-definition asserts the "indisputable truth"(Quashie, p. 117) of

the Black female experience.

1.2.3.1 Feminism and its Main Principles
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Feminism, at its most foundational level, is theorized as an existentialist project of
transcendence, wherein the female subject seeks to escape the immanence of domesticity and the
historical role of the other (de Beauvoir, p. 694). This movement toward liberation is often
characterized as a struggle to claim a full and free human status in a world that has traditionally
designated man as the sole model of human realization (Friedan, 1963). However, the principles
of mainstream feminism have historically been "hampered by the racist and classist biases™ of a
leadership that prioritized the experiences of white, middle-class women as the universal
standard (Davis, p. 710; hooks, p. 452). In Toni Morrison’s Beloved, these theoretical tensions
become visceral realities, as the protagonist Sethe navigates a "matrix of domination™ where her
identity is forged not just in opposition to patriarchal control, but against the dehumanizing

machinery of chattel slavery (hooks, pp. 445, 476; Quashie, p. 128).

The divergence between the “center” of feminist discourse and the “margin” inhabited by
Black women necessitates a re-evaluation of feminist principles through the lens of Womanism,
while also calling into question dominant epistemological frameworks that shape what counts as
knowledge. Betty Friedan (449) famously identified “the problem that has no name” to describe
the domestic boredom of college-educated white housewives, yet this paradigm fails to
encompass the lives of women who were never “Noras” restricted to “doll’s houses” but were
instead laborers, survivors, and activists (hooks, p. 450). To address this conceptual erasure,
Alice Walker (658) proposed the term “womanist,” signifying a “black feminist or feminist of
color” committed to the “survival and wholeness of entire people, male and female.” This
womanist perspective rejects the narrow individualism of liberal feminism, opting instead for a
relational model of subjecthood where the self becomes and is undone through the community

(Quashie, p. 5; Walker, p. 660). In Beloved, this communal survival is evidenced by the
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“nonfilial, visceral bonds” between the women of 124 Bluestone, who must collectively

negotiate the “anguish that is english” to re-corporealize their own histories (Quashie, pp. 184).

At the same time, feminist epistemology challenges Enlightenment ideas about the “ideal
knower” and the possibility of fully objective knowledge. From the perspective of feminist
empiricism, the notion of a neutral, detached science is contested by the recognition that
knowledge is always shaped by the social position and lived experience of the knower (Hoffman,
pp. 839, 841). Within this framework, difference is not something to simply accept but is valued
as a powerful fund of necessary polarities, capable of generating creativity and strengthening
resistance to dehumanization (Lorde, 1963). Consequently, feminist thought rejects the idea of a
mythical norm often constructed as white, male, heterosexual, and economically secure which
operates as a central point of power in Western societies (Lorde, 1963). Instead, it emphasizes
the integration of reason and emotion, asserting that for women, “poetry is not a luxury” but an
essential mode of expression that enables the articulation of previously unspoken experiences
and their transformation into action (Lorde, p. 855). In this way, feminist and womanist
frameworks move beyond the limited goal of formal equality, advancing toward a deeper
transformation in which personal insight, communal memory, and imaginative expression

contribute to collective political change.

Furthermore, a comprehensive definition of feminism must resist the blind alley of
choosing between singular and multiple definitions, instead identifying a feminism that expresses
itself through various separate moments such as standpoint theory and post-modernism that each
contribute to female freedom (Hoffman, 2001). These moments reinforce one another, as
standpoint theory builds upon empiricism by developing notions of subjective experience as a

factor in knowledge. By emphasizing the subjective social position, feminism accounts for the
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lives of women as an oppressed group, focusing on experiences of domination rather than
biological essence (Hoffman, 2001). Ultimately, the main principles of feminism require rooting
out internalized patterns of oppression to move beyond superficial social change, establishing a
pattern of relating across difference that does not rely on the master’s tools to dismantle the

structures of patriarchal power (Lorde, p.1963).

1.2.3.2 Womanism and Black Feminist Thought

Feminism is fundamentally understood as the theoretical articulation of the emancipatory
aspirations of women, a pluralistic movement aimed at dismantling patriarchal structures and
achieving social and political equality (Hoffman, 2001). However, the pursuit of these goals is
frequently complicated by a "mythical norm™ an unstated assumption that the universal female
subject is white, thin, male-centered, and financially secure which effectively marginalizes
women who do not fit this profile (Lorde, 1963). To address this conceptual erasure, Kimberlé
Crenshaw introduces the paradigm of intersectionality, asserting that systems of race and gender
do not function as "separable categories” but rather interact to produce unique qualitative
experiences of subordination (Crenshaw, p. 823). For Black women, identity is forged at the
crossroads of these intersecting patterns of racism and sexism, a social location that often places
them at the margins of both mainstream feminist and antiracist discourses (Crenshaw, p. 820).
This intersectional location necessitates a specialized social theory, often termed Black feminist
thought, which rejects the "either/or" binary of Western thought in favor of a "matrix of

domination™ that accounts for the converging influences of race, class, gender, and sexuality.
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Distinct from the often-separatist impulses of radical white feminism, womanism offers a
"humanist vision" characterized by an uncompromising commitment to the "survival and
wholeness of entire people, male and female" (Walker, p. 811, 813). This perspective is
famously articulated through the distinction that "womanist is to feminist as purple is to
lavender,” signifying a deeper, more culturally specific centering of the African American
experience (Walker, p. 811). A central idiom within this tradition is girlfriend subjectivity, a
model of selfhood that is inherently relational and achieved via the community of other women
(Quashie, 2004). Within this framework, self-definition is a radical act of will that utilizes
visceral, nonfilial bonds of sisterhood to allow a subject to imagine herself in a state of "wild
safety” (Quashie, 2004). Such a movement toward self-reliance is not merely a personal
preference but a political necessity; as Audre Lorde points out, Black women have historically
been "rendered invisible through the depersonalization of racism,” and thus the "transformation
of silence into language and action™ is essential for existence (Lorde, p. 840, 843). By centering
Black female experiences, womanism provides the tools to unpack hegemonic ideologies and

reclaim the "erotic™ as a vital source of power and information (Crenshaw, p. 832).

The construction of Black female identity is inextricably linked to a "legacy of struggle™
rooted in the historical trauma of slavery and the "triple jeopardy™ of being exploited as Black, as
workers, and as women (Davis, pp. 913, 919). This identity involves a process of "claiming
ownership of that freed self,” a journey that requires the subject to move from being an
objectified "Other" to a self-defined human subject (Collins, pp. 107, 282). In Toni Morrison’s
Beloved, this reclamation of the self is depicted as the ultimate practice of freedom, exemplified
by Paul D’s profound affirmation to Sethe: "You your best thing, Sethe. You are" (Morrison, p.

273). This recognition highlights the necessity of "becoming and undoing,” where identity is
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viewed not as a static destination but as a fluid process of (un)becoming that resists the "master’s
tools™ of categorization (Quashie, p. 502, Lorde, p. 882). Within this narrative, memory is
corporealized as a body that must be engaged, even when its presence is sprawling, inconsistent,
and indelible (Quashie, 2004). Ultimately, Black female identity is defined by the transformation
of historical trauma into a self-defined, womanist consciousness, allowing women to establish
authority over their own definitions and forge a collective standpoint dedicated to social justice

and human dignity (Collins, 2000; Crenshaw,1989).

1.2.3.3 Representation of Black Womanhood in African American Literature

The representation of Black womanhood in African American literature constitutes a
radical site of rearticulation, where authors transition from being objectified Others to self-
defined subjects within a complex matrix of domination. Historically, this literary tradition has
had to contend with controlling images such as the mammy, the matriarch, and the jezebel which
were socially constructed to justify economic exploitation and sexual subordination by making
systemic injustice appear natural (Collins, 2000). To counter these erasures, Kimberlé Crenshaw
introduces the paradigm of representational intersectionality, arguing that the cultural
construction of Black women is frequently a qualitative product of intersecting patterns of racism
and sexism that single-issue discourses fail to capture (Crenshaw, 1989). This intersectional
location often places the Black female subject at the margins of both mainstream feminist and
antiracist discourses, necessitating a literature that documents the “triple jeopardy” of being
exploited as Black, as workers, and as women (Davis, 1981). Consequently, the literary act

becomes a process of "claiming ownership of that freed self,” where storytelling functions as a
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tool for survival and a "humanist vision" committed to the wholeness of an entire people

(Walker, 1983).

Defining this identity requires a rejection of the mythical norm typically defined as white,
thin, male, and financially secure which serves as the unstated benchmark of power in Western
society (Lorde, 1984). Black women writers utilize "womanism" as a framework to explore the
"outrageous, audacious, courageous [and] willful behavior” required to transcend these limiting
categories (Walker, p. 865). Within this framework, the Black female body is reimagined not as
a mule of the world but as a fund of necessary polarities where creative energy and the erotic are
reclaimed as sources of power and information (Collins, 2000). Subjectivity in these narratives is
often depicted as a process of "(un)becoming,” where the self is perpetually fluid and achieved
through “girlfriend subjectivity" a relational model of identity that finds integrity through
communal connection with other women. This model suggests that a woman’s selfhood is not a
static destination but a "ritual of movement" that allows for a "freedom which allows the I to be"

while remaining deeply rooted in a shared group history (Quashie, p. 671; Lorde p. 900).

Toni Morrison’s Beloved serves as a quintessential text in the representation of Black
womanhood, utilizing the character of Beloved as a literal manifestation of "memory as body" to
make the "unspeakable” losses of slavery visible (Quashie, pp. 570, 578). The novel documents
the journey from "internalized oppression” to a "self-defined, womanist consciousness,"
portraying Black women as survivors who must "transform silence into language and action™ to
achieve subjecthood (Collins, p. 227; Lorde, p. 911). This reclamation is most profoundly
articulated when Paul D affirms Sethe’s intrinsic value, stating, "You your best thing, Sethe. You
are" (Morrison quoted in Quashie, p. 504). This affirmation highlights that the ultimate practice

of freedom in African American literature is the achievement of radical self-possession, where
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the subject refuses to be "prepackaged as a bad woman" within cultural narratives and instead
establishes authority over her own history (Crenshaw, p. 1270; Collins, p. 131). The "narrative
process” itself becomes a practice of freedom, an act of breathing life into "unclaimed body

parts” to restore a sense of humanity that slavery sought to extinguish (Quashie, p. 680, 821).

Ultimately, the representation of Black womanhood in literature is a "serious assertion of
self" that reveals the "truthful identity of what is" across the Diaspora (Quashie, p. 830). Authors
employ an "ethic of caring” and "personal accountability” to challenge the hegemonic domain of
power, using non-academic forms like storytelling and oral tradition to create "safe spaces” for
the development of the self (Collins, p. 565). By centering the lived experiences of women of
color, this literature provides the conceptual tools to "unpack hegemonic ideologies” and forge a
collective standpoint dedicated to social justice and human dignity (Crenshaw, p. 832; Collins, p.
519). Through the rejection of the "master’s tools" and the celebration of "selffullness," African
American literature represents Black womanhood as a process of "becoming and undoing,”
where the act of telling one’s story is a testament to the "indisputable truth" of the Black female
experience (Lorde, p. 911). This literary project does not merely reflect reality but actively
remakes the subject, offering a transversal politics that empowers women to establish their own

agendas and definitions for their own use.

1.3 Biographical Background

This biographical background presents an overview of Toni Morrison’s life, literary
career, and major contributions to African American literature. It highlights her engagement with

themes of history, memory, identity, and slavery, while also examining key critical studies on
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Beloved. Understanding Morrison’s background and literary vision provides essential context for

analyzing the novel.
1.3.1 Toni Morrison’s Life, Works, Themes, and Literary Style

African American literature has developed through a wide range of voices and themes,
especially those centered on race, memory, and identity. Toni Morrison is recognized as one of
its most significant figures, celebrated for her ability to portray the complexities of Black life

through rich narratives and deep historical awareness.
1.3.1.1 Toni Morrison’s Life and works

Born Chloe Ardelia Wofford in Lorain, Ohio, Toni Morrison was raised in a working-
class family that prioritized the preservation of African American heritage through oral
storytelling and folklore. Her early encounters with ghost tales and cultural storytelling deeply
influenced her creative outlook, and after converting to Catholicism at the age of twelve, she
chose the name “Toni”. She earned her degrees from Howard University and Cornell University,
before building an influential career as the first Black woman senior editor at Random House. In
this role, she helped reshape American literature by promoting works that highlighted African
American life, while also supporting emerging voices like Angela Davis and Gayl Jones.
Throughout her prolific career, including masterpieces like the Bluest Eye and Beloved, Morrison
received the Pulitzer Prize and the Nobel Prize in Literature, becoming the first Black woman of

any nationality to earn the latter.

Toni Morrison’s writing style is often praised for its polyphonic quality, as she uses
multiple narrators to present different perspectives, without allowing any single voice to
dominate the narrative. Her writing is often noted for its clarity and musical, poetic quality,
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frequently blending the line between conventional storytelling and poetry. A key feature of her
style is her use of non-linear, fragmented storytelling, where shifts between past and future
unsettle the usual sense of chronological order. This approach frequently reflects the inner
psychological fractures of her characters, illustrated through stream-of-consciousness passages
that convey their experiences of mental and emotional trauma. Additionally, Toni Morrison’s
writing is marked by a deliberate rejection of the white gaze, focusing instead on African
American culture and inner life as independent worlds. By forgoing the usual explanations aimed
at a white readership, she asserts control over how the Black experience is named and

represented.

Thematic preoccupations in Morrison’s works often center on the intersectionality of
race, gender, and class, particularly focusing on the "double subalternization” of Black women
within a white patriarchal framework. Her narratives frequently investigate the devastating
impact of internalized beauty standards, where racial self-contempt takes root in the most
vulnerable members of society. This examination of identity is closely tied to her focus on
memory and rememory, in which characters confront the lingering ghosts of past traumas in
order to reconstruct and reclaim a unified sense of self. Toni Morrison depicts violence as a
mode of ferocious female resistance against oppressive structures. In her novels, acts of physical
and verbal aggression often become strategies for characters to resist further victimization and
assert control. This reclamation of power reshapes them into enormous figures who challenge

imposed racial and gender limitations. (Putnam, pp. 25, 26).

And these are Toni Morrison’s major works:
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Across her literary works, Toni Morrison consistently foregrounds storytelling as a vital
mode of resistance, identity formation, and historical recovery, as demonstrated in many of her

works.

Published in 1987, Beloved won the Pulitzer Prize a year later and can be read as a
powerful tribute to the millions who died during the Atlantic slave trade, people whose suffering
was never memorialized. Set in 1873 Cincinnati, the story follows Sethe, an enslaved woman
who is haunted by the spirit of her daughter, whom she killed years earlier to save her from being
a slave like her by the Schoolteacher. Through this haunting, Toni Morrison takes us deep into
the emotional and psychological lives of the recently enslaved people. The broken relationships
within Sethe’s family reflect how slavery tore apart Black families, treating human beings as
property rather than as individuals with bonds and feelings. The novel also presents motherhood
as something intense and overwhelming, so powerful that it can push a person to extreme, even
destructive, choices. At the same time, Morrison shows how slavery damages a person’s sense of
self, leaving behind a fragmented identity shaped by painful memories. Healing, in this novel, is
closely tied to storytelling. By speaking about their trauma and sharing their memories,
characters begin to rebuild themselves. This act of telling their stories becomes a powerful form
of resistance. Some critics, see Beloved herself as the embodiment of trauma, a living reminder
of the past that forces Sethe and Denver to confront what they have been trying to suppress.
Although painful, this confrontation is necessary for healing and moving forward. Morrison’s
use of a non-linear, cyclical narrative mirrors the way trauma works: it protects, reveals, and
repeats the past all at once, ultimately turning deep suffering into something meaningful.

(Morrison, 1987).
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In The Bluest Eye, Morrison offers a haunting exploration of internalized racism through
Pecola Breedlove’s psychological disintegration under the weight of a white-centric standard of
beauty, where the desire for blue eyes reflects a deeply ingrained sense of invisibility and self-
loathing. Through her radical deconstruction of the Dick and Jane primers, Morrison exposes the
falseness of dominant white narratives, revealing how the “unmaking of language” parallels the
destruction of selfhood and positioning storytelling as the only means through which

marginalized identities can be reclaimed.

This thematic concern evolves in Song of Solomon, where Morrison shifts her focus to
male consciousness through the journey of Macon “Milkman” Dead III, whose search for gold
transforms into a rediscovery of ancestral memory and identity. The decoding of the children’s
song in Shalimar connects him to the myth of the “flying Africans,” turning oral tradition into a
repository of “Black logos” that restores communal history and enables a ‘“Narrative
Construction of the Self,” ultimately presenting storytelling as a path toward spiritual “flight”

and liberation.

Morrison further deepens this exploration in A Mercy, where she reconstructs a pre-racial
America to examine the fluid origins of slavery through the story of Florens, an enslaved girl
marked by abandonment and mother hunger. Through a layered narrative structure, Florens’s act
of carving her story into the floorboards becomes a literal embodiment of ink and resistance,
transforming trauma into self-authored identity and asserting her humanity in a world that denies
it, thereby reinforcing storytelling as an essential survival mechanism and form of self-creation

(Morrison, 2004).

1.3.1.2 Toni Morrison’s themes and style
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Toni Morrison’s writing is shaped by a process of historical recovery, in which she draws
on themes of slavery and memory to foster a kind of “healing process” for both her characters
and her readers (Krumholz, p. 237). At the core of her work is an exploration of black identity
and the “psychic and expressive boundary” that separates what can be spoken from the
unspeakable realities of racial and gendered violence (Henderson, 169, as cited in Andrews &

McKay, 1999).

By focusing on the interior lives of those who have been “disremembered and
unaccounted for,” Morrison highlights the “complexity of the maternal” and emphasizes the
“interdependence of past and present” within a shared communal context (Raynaud, p. 569;
Rushdy, p. 54). This sense of collective memory functions as an instrument of survival, enabling
individuals to reclaim their sense of self through the recognition of motherlines and ancestral
heritage that the “patriarchal institution” of slavery attempted to erase. (Henderson, p.95;

Askeland, p. 166, Andrews & McKay, 1999)

Morrison’s literary style is marked by a nonlinear narrative and the use of multiple
perspectives, which intentionally challenge the “master narrative” associated with traditional
Western historiography. Her works, often described as speakerly texts, are deeply influenced by
the “African-American oral tradition,” incorporating techniques such as call and response,
repetition, and “syncopated rhythms” to create an interactive reading experience in which the

audience becomes a co-creator of meaning (Rushdy, pp. 41, 90).

Additionally, Morrison employs the supernatural as a “physical manifestation of
suppressed memories,” using figures like “ghosts” and “haints” to highlight the “temporal
transcendence” of historical trauma (Krumholz, p. 257). Through the use of “depictive

metaphor,” such as the “chokecherry tree” engraved onto a slave’s back, she reconstructs the
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“history of the body,” transforming signs of “mutilation” into powerful symbols of “recognition

and identity” (Henderson, pp. 204, 207; Raynaud, p. 588).
1.3.2 Morrison’s Engagement with African American History and Memory

Toni Morrison’s approach to history can be seen as a purposeful form of “literary

b

archeology,” in which she explores sites of trauma to recover the “unwritten interior life” of
individuals overlooked by traditional historiography (Raynaud, 2007). By “ripping the veil” on
experiences often considered too horrific for classic slave narratives, she transforms history from
abstract statistics into the lived realities of anonymous people. This reconstruction acts as a
corrective to a ‘“national amnesia” that has historically erased the Africanist presence in
American consciousness, restoring agency to those silenced by institutional structures of literacy
and power (Raynaud, 2007). Ultimately, Morrison’s engagement with history emphasizes not

distant documentation, but the “interior growth” of characters confronting the point where an

institution becomes personal.

At the heart of Morrison’s engagement with history is the idea of “rememory,” a concept
that recognizes trauma as persistent and spatially situated. In her framework, memory is not
simply an internal mental activity but a concrete presence in the world, something that others
traversing the same terrain of suffering can encounter. This willed creation enables characters to
face a past that “keeps coming back in other forms, allowing the traumatic legacies of slavery to
be actively processed rather than passively endured. Because the language of both experiences
death and the Middle Passage is the same, remembering becomes a vital tool for survival,
helping characters endure and outlast the “palsied” fury embedded in their own histories

(Raynaud, 2007).
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Morrison’s focus on memory functions as a crucial mechanism for shaping identity
within what she terms the “collective slave body.” Since slavery sought to erase kinship bonds
and suppress individual subjectivity, characters often reconstruct their identities through the
“cord and pulse of information” embedded in communal songs, gossip, and legends. Survival
relies on the ability to “gather the pieces” of a fragmented history and transform them into a
“subversive memory” that fosters self-worth and resistance to dominant social forces. By
navigating the “tension between two modes of life” the personal and the communal Morrison’s
characters discover the “gold” of identity within the very traditions the “master discourse”

attempted to obliterate.

Storytelling in Morrison’s work operates as a radical form of resistance, capable of
breaking the back of words to convey the ineffable realities of the Black experience. By drawing
on African American vernacular and oral traditions, such as the Flying African legend, she
establishes a “democracy of narrative participation” in which author and reader collaboratively
reconstruct a usable past from fragments of history (Ryan, 2007, p. 1386). This shared
storytelling functions as a “healing zone,” converting the “scars” of history into productive
“word-work” that opens the possibility of a future unshackled from the “policing languages of
mastery”. Through these “run-on sounds” and rhythmic patterns, Morrison’s prose reclaims the
authority to name and ensures that the experiences of the “disremembered and unaccounted for”

are preserved and transmitted (Raynaud, 2007, p. 1116).

1.3.3 Critical Studies on Toni Morrison’s Beloved

Scholars frequently classify Beloved as a neo-slave narrative that shifts emphasis from

institutional critique to the intimate, lived experiences of enslaved individuals. Central to this
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critical framework is the concept of rememory, through which fragments of traumatic experience
persist as spatial and psychological sites that characters must confront in order to attain healing
(Krumholz,1992). Within this perspective, slavery is understood not merely as a historical
system but as a profound “negation of personhood” that produces a wider “national amnesia.”
Morrison challenges this erasure by reconstructing history through the voices of the
“disremembered and unaccounted for,” thereby restoring subjectivity to those excluded from
dominant narratives (Eke, 2015, p. 206; Henderson, p. 86). In this context, motherhood emerges
as a critical site of resistance, where Sethe’s act of infanticide is interpreted as a radical assertion
of agency an attempt to “out-hurt the hurter” and to reclaim her children from commodification
(McKay, p. 10; Eke, 2015, p .6). Collectively, these readings position the novel as a powerful
cultural trauma narrative that exposes the enduring psychological consequences of slavery

beyond its physical abolition.

Building on this theoretical foundation, the novel operates as a counter-historical
intervention that resists the silences embedded within official accounts of American history.
Rather than privileging objective chronology, it constructs memory as a “hazardous matrix” in
which characters remain suspended between past and present, unable to escape the persistence of
trauma. This narrative strategy functions as a form of resistance to dominant white discourses
that historically distorted Black experience to sustain racial hierarchies. By mapping the “mental
geographies” of its characters, the text reclaims suppressed histories and symbolically speaks for
the “sixty million and more” who perished in the transatlantic slave trade. In doing so,
storytelling becomes not only an act of representation but also a necessary process for recovering

a fractured collective consciousness.
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Within this reconstructed historical and psychological landscape, the formation of
subjectivity becomes a central concern. The novel traces a complex movement from
objectification under the white gaze toward self-articulation within a Black narrative framework.
This transformation hinges on the reinterpretation of the body as a site of meaning: the scars on
Sethe’s back, once silent markers of ownership, are reconfigured into communicable narratives
of suffering and survival. As critics suggest, this shift from the seen to the told enables the re-
emergence of an authentic sense of self, grounded in shared memory rather than imposed identity

(Fuston-White, 2002).

This struggle for self-definition is especially pronounced in the domain of motherhood,
where slavery systematically disrupted the maternal bond. Within such a context, Sethe’s
decision to commit infanticide can be understood as an extreme yet deliberate act of
“motherlove,” one that seeks to circumvent the dehumanizing logic of enslavement. By placing
her child “on the other side,” Sethe asserts a form of ownership that directly challenges the legal
and ideological structures of the slave system (Nihal, p. 32). Rather than a simple moral
transgression, the act becomes a tragic expression of resistance, revealing the impossible

conditions under which enslaved mothers were forced to negotiate love, protection, and survival.

Formally, the novel reinforces these thematic concerns through its rejection of
Eurocentric linearity. Critics note its fragmented and recursive structure, which mirrors the
“jagged” and disjointed nature of traumatic memory (Washington, p. 621). As a “speakerly text,”
it draws upon oral traditions to privilege communal voice over the authoritative “master text” of
written history (Rushdy, 1992; Perez-Torres, p. 208). By distributing narrative authority among
multiple perspectives Sethe, Denver, and Paul D the text constructs a layered “pastiche” that

destabilizes the notion of a single, unified historical truth (Andrews & McKay, p. 17; Perez-

47



Torres, p. 209). In this way, form itself becomes an extension of resistance, embodying the

multiplicity of Black experience.

This structural complexity is further enriched through symbolic and supernatural
elements that materialize the persistence of trauma. The “chokecherry tree” scar on Sethe’s back
operates as a dual symbol of violence and embodied memory, simultaneously signifying
violation and resilience (Henderson, p. 93; Zauditu-Selassie, p. 456). Similarly, water imagery
bridges the boundaries between life and death, linking the biological act of birth to the ocean-
deep memory of the Middle Passage (Herbert, p. 421; Zauditu-Selassie, p. 470). The figure of
Beloved herself functions as a liminal presence, a manifestation of the “return of the repressed”
that collapses temporal boundaries between past and present (Henderson, p. 99). Beyond its
Gothic dimension, the haunting of 124 Bluestone Road ultimately facilitates a communal process
of healing, compelling both characters and community to confront repressed histories and
participate in a form of symbolic “baptismal cleansing” that restores collective balance

(Krumholz, pp. 123, 141).

Conclusion

What can be discerned from this theoretical foundation is not merely a historical or
literary framework, but rather an interconnected understanding of storytelling as a tool of both
survival and defiance. Beginning with the brutal origins of African Americans in the United
States and the dehumanizing institution of slavery, and extending to its traumatic legacies and
acts of resistance, history is not presented as a distant past but as a continuing force that shapes

identity and expression. Within this framework, the voices of Black women are particularly
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significant, as they bear witness to layered forms of oppression while simultaneously creating

spaces of agency and remembrance.

Furthermore, the development of African American literature, particularly through slave
narratives and the writings of women of color, demonstrates that storytelling has never been a
passive act. Rather, it functions as a form of resistance, enabling individuals to reclaim voice,
preserve cultural memory, and resist erasure. Oral traditions and narratives become vessels
through which pain is articulated, histories are preserved, and identities are reconstructed. In this
sense, storytelling extends beyond aesthetics; it becomes an act of resistance and a refusal to

allow silence to define existence.

Within this field of study, Toni Morrison’s Beloved serves as a profound example of
storytelling as resistance. Morrison does not simply recount historical events; she reconstructs
them through memory, trauma, and fragmented narrative structures, inviting readers to engage
with the psychological and emotional legacies of slavery. Her writing transforms silence into

speech and absence into presence.

Thus, this theoretical section establishes the necessary foundation for understanding
storytelling not only as a literary device but as a transformative force. Through this lens, Beloved
can be read not merely as a novel, but as an act of remembrance, resistance, and enduring human

expression.
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Introduction

This chapter, constituting the critical engine of the dissertation, explores the ways in
which Toni Morrison's Beloved reinvents narrative as a site for resisting history and reclaiming
the self. Building upon the theoretical propositions made in the previous chapter, the following
analysis illustrates how narrative form constitutes political praxis, and personal memory becomes
a political intervention. This chapter is comprised of five interweaving sections: on the formal
representation of the fragmented narrative as mirroring psychic fragmentation, and how it is
aligned with Black womanhood as self-creating practice. It endeavors at each level to attend to
narrative that mirrors the fragmentation of slavery in its techniques; it thus illustrates how
narrative becomes an act of undoing history. This chapter, is a narrative space for the history that
was written but left out, in which Beloved's performance of history recovery and political
engagement takes place, a work that does more than represent history, it performs a radical

revision of it, through the very performance of writing "ink and resistance.

2.1 Ink and Resistance: Storytelling and Black Womanhood in Toni

Morrison's Beloved

In Beloved, Toni Morrison uses a non-linear, fragmented narrative structure as an
advanced artistic technique, the Ink, to mirror the psychological trauma of enslavement. This
structural choice aimed to immerses the reader and throw them into a strange environment
without preparation, just as the characters themselves were snatched from one place to another.
By abandoning a traditional chronological timeline, Morrison "adapts techniques from modernist
novels, such as the fragmentation of the plot" (Krumholz, 1992, p. 396) to force the reader to

actively construct an interpretive framework. This fragmentation ensures that their work to move
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on is always at risk because memories are like living things that fight back whenever you try to

erase them.

This particular line, “It was not a story to pass on. They forgot her like a bad dream.”
(Morrison, 274), embodies Morrison's intricate dialogue with memory, trauma, and narrative
transmission. Initially, the passage appears to be promoting the silence of difficult histories,
especially histories of extraordinary pain and violence, as echoed earlier when “this is not a story
to pass on” (274) is repeated insistently. It has the voice of a community trying to get over the
trauma they endured and to ignore what happened to them and their ancestors, so they can move
on, much like when characters attempt to suppress the past, insisting on rememory being
avoided. This sentiment is emphasized by comparing such a memory to "like a bad
dream”(Morrison, 274) -this alludes to the human drive to repress a particularly bad dream once
one wakes up; dreams are unstable things which fade with the light of the sun but do persist in
some fragmented, but more importantly emotional, sense, just as the past, and especially the pain
of the slave past, lingers, as seen when “the future was a matter of keeping the past at bay” (42).
Nevertheless, this apparent call for oblivion is heavily complicated by the very structure of the
novel as narrative. This story, 'not to be passed on," has already been related, quite graphically
and traumatically, in the body of the novel, reinforcing the persistence of memory. Therefore,
there is a fundamental conflict in the structure: the idea of total obliteration of a traumatic history
is impossible. Morrison highlights this paradox throughout the novel. In several places, for
example, the novel emphasizes the ephemeral yet also eternal nature of memory "Some things
go. Pass on. Some things just stay. " (42) suggesting memory’s permanence. This quote from the
novel makes clear that memories are not created and processed in the same manner; while certain

memories might become faint or disappear altogether, others are lodged irrevocably in the mind,
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as when Sethe explains that “if a house burns down, it’s gone, but the place—the picture of it—
stays” (Morrison, 36). This is also exemplified in the novel by the fractured, non-chronological
style of narration where the present and past collide, and events are reported in a fragmented,
often jarring way, akin to how trauma distorts reality, where past and present exist

simultaneously in the characters’ consciousness.

This excerpt further enables the reader to see how storytelling in the novel serves as both
an oppression and an act of defiance for the black woman, as reflected when “definitions
belonged to the definers—not the defined” (190). The unwillingness to pass on the story speaks
to the heaviness of history, especially within the context of enslaved black women. This
encompasses not only the violence they endured physically, but also the systemic stripping of
self, self-will, and a mother's natural rights, as seen in Sethe’s painful recollection that “they took
my milk” (Morrison, 17). In this narrative, silence can be read as a defense mechanism,
protecting oneself, as well as another from the psychological impact of retelling such traumatic
events. However, the novel itself is also a defiance of this silence, and a means by which to break
that silence, or rather to speak out for those historically silenced, as Baby Suggs urges the
community to reclaim themselves. Through Sethe's tale, Morrison reclaims narrative, and asserts
the position of black women not merely as historical subjects, but as agents within the process of
authoring their own histories, as when Sethe insists “I will never run from another thing on this
earth” (Morrison, 15). The dual role of the story as an utterance and an agony is testament to its
contradictory nature as an expression of resistance. Telling the story is an assertion that Black
lives have meaning and resists a historical narrative of oblivion, reinforced by the idea that “this
is not a story to pass on” (274). Yet, at the same time it necessitates confronting the unbearably

disquieting and seemingly nonsensical reality of memory. Morrison never reconciles the
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contradictory needs of remembrance and forgetting, but allows them to continue as two of the
many conflicting elements involved in contending with the legacy of slavery, where “some
things go. Pass on. Some things just stay” (Morrison, 35). Hence, the words not a story to pass

on are a potent metaphor for such an unsettled state.

Namwali Serpell argues in On Morrison that Toni Morrison’s narrative strategy is
defined by negation, a process through which the author embeds “absence at every level of form”
(Serpell, 2026, p. 26). This technique is echoed in the novel’s recurring sense that “nothing ever
dies” (36), a concept Ashraf Rushdy identifies as the "history-rupturing profundity” of traumatic
events that constitute a "history that has not ended” (Rushdy, 2001, pp. 28, 30). Such a strategy
directly informs the paradoxical conclusion of Beloved, reflecting Morrison’s effort to shape a
silence while breaking it, a tension inherent in the text's insistence. Rushdy frames this through
the "transgenerational consequences of silence,” where the narrative reconstruction of
"unspeakable sagas" allows the past to haunt and structure the present (Rushdy, 2001, p. 20, 21).
Rather than resolving the tensions it raises, the narrative holds them in suspension, where

absence and memory remain inseparably bound within the act of storytelling.

Furthermore, Henry Louis Gates Jr. (1988) situates this “literary difficulty” (Morrison,
88) within the tradition of Signifying, where rhetorical indirection and the play of language resist
the reduction of Black texts to a simple sociology of suffering. In this framework, Morrison’s
narrative demands a participatory mode of reading, where the audience acts as a “decoder of
signs,” engaging with the text’s gaps, silences, and structural absences rather than seeking
transparent resolution (Morrison, 243). This interpretive activity mirrors Sethe’s concept of
rememory, in which the past is not linear but exists as a spatial and recurring presence that can

be re-encountered in lived experience. By refusing narrative transparency, as Serpell (2026)
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illustrate that the novel preserves the “complexity and wealth of Black American culture” (26) as
something deliberately “sophisticated and very difficult” (19). In doing so, Morrison writes
trauma in a language “worthy of the culture”, while also acknowledging that the past persists
through “complex historical continuities” (Rushdy, 2001, p. 62), continuing to shape the present.
The narrative’s power lies in its ability to transform interpretation itself into a space where
meaning is continually produced through the tension between what is revealed and what remains

withheld.

Using storytelling as a tool is a powerful way to rewrite the experiences of enslaved
Black women, transforming silence into voice and suffering into resistance. Through Sethe’s
story, Morrison reclaims Black womanhood as active, complex, and deeply rooted in maternal

strength.

“Simple: she was squatting in the garden and when she saw them coming and
recognized schoolteacher's hat, she heard wings... She just flew. Collected every
bit of life she had made... and carried, pushed, dragged them through the veil, out,

away, over there where no one could hurt them.” (Morrison, 163)

This moment elevates Sethe's escape to an allegorical level that moves beyond realism,
beyond that of human experience and into the realm of the mythic and emotional. "She heard
wings...She just flew"(163) captures the desperation and the sheer speed of Sethe's fear in one
powerful metaphor that represents her transcendence of circumstances, as also reflected in the
novel’s description of her movement as being driven by something stronger than her. Here,
Morrison moves deliberately away from realism and words to find a way to express what realism
is not capable of expressing-the extent to which a mother would go to escape the grip of slavery,

a condition where “definitions belonged to the definers—not the defined” (Morrison, 190). Here
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the ‘wings' represent not only flight and freedom but the existence of an ancestral/spiritual power
in which flight is understood to be a type of liberation from chains, echoing the novel’s repeated
emphasis that “anything dead coming back to life hurts” (35), suggesting that transformation is

never without cost.

Morrison equally complicates this space with its grounding in physicality, as Sethe was
carried, pushed, dragged, reinforcing the bodily reality of escape. This language grounds the
space within physical effort and suffering, insisting that this flight is by no means an easy
undertaking but, instead, incredibly strenuous. Just as flying denotes the opposite of dragging,
the lightness of flying is contrasted by the heaviness of dragging, representing the paradoxical
experience of Black womanhood under slavery; though one is undeniably suffering, one must
additionally embody immense strength, as suggested in the community’s understanding that
“love your flesh” (Morrison, 88), a reminder of embodied survival. This is, also, amplified by the
insistence of "every bit of life she had made,” (163) by the undeniable fact that Sethe is a
producer, not just an offspring; this flight and refusal is inherently a mother's fight to not lose her

children, her essence, to the de-humanizing reality of slavery.

The veil metaphor adds a further dimension, as it resonates with the idea that boundaries
between worlds remain unstable. It can be seen to mark not just a division between slavery and
freedom, but also between living and death, presence and absence. Through pushing her children
through the veil, Sethe symbolically tries to take them out of the range of slavery, although her
solution leads to the ultimately ambiguous and devastating situation. This conforms with
Morrison's general tendency of rendering resistance not as easy act but rather complex, painful
and paradoxical one. Through the previous analysis, Morrison utilizes narrative as an act of

rebellion through the transformation of concrete reality into psychic and symbolic reality. It is
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not real flight, but symbolic flight representing Sethe's boundless love and rebellion. Instead of
presenting Sethe as the victim, Morrison positions her as an agent who fights slavery with
motherly passion and power. This scene transforms Black womanhood into strong and self-
defined figure. It relates to the notion that "definitions belonged to the definers-not the
defined"(Morrison, 190) as Sethe refuses to be defined by the patriarchal system but generates

her own definitions through action.

Barbara Christian argues that Black women’s literature represents a radical transformation of
the Black woman from a sociological "image" into a complex, self-defined character (Christian,
1985, p. 1). Patricia Hill Collins notes that for generations, both dominant and male-led
discourses relegated Black women to “controlling images” such as the all-nourishing "mammy"
or the alienated "tragic mulatta” (Collins, 2000, p. 72). These stereotypes were designed to
justify submission or serve as a cultural "dumping ground for the functions a basically Puritan
society could not confront” (Christian, 1985, p. 2). This reduction is directly challenged in
Morrison’s portrayal of Sethe, who insists on a radical form of self-possession when she
declares, “I will never run from another thing on this earth” (15). By deliberately shattering these
"push button automatons” who merely react to external cues, writers like Toni Morrison and
Alice Walker reconstruct the Black woman as a "thinking and feeling™ person with her own
distinct "desires and needs" (Christian, 1985, p. 16). This recovery of subjectivity is essential to
dismantling the historical paradigms of devaluation that have sought to reduce the Black woman
to a nonhuman level (Hooks, 1981, pp. 70,75). Such complexity is mirrored in Sethe’s refusal to
be reduced to possession, expressed in her assertion that “I am Beloved and she is mine”
(Morrison, 210), as Morrison reinforces this humanity through “You got two feet, Sethe, not

four” (165) which is Sethe’s embodied declaration of identity.

87



Furthermore, Christian highlights the use of "inversion" as a powerful narrative strategy
used by writers to dismantle standardized Western myths (Christian, 1985, p. 28). In Toni
Morrison’s Sula, for example, the character of Eva Peace from the novel Sula (1973) by
Morrison, destroys the all-nourishing mama stereotype by choosing to burn her own son to death.
This act, while terrifying, is presented as an assertion of nonaccommodation to the meanness of
life that otherwise traps the Black community. This tension is echoed in Morrison’s exploration
of maternal extremity in Beloved, where Sethe’s love recognizes that “anything dead coming
back to life hurts” (Morrison, p. 35). By inverting the expectations of the maternal role, Morrison
forces the reader to confront a Black woman as a major actor who defines her own morality
rather than serving as a "surrogate to contain... fears of the physical female™ (Christian, 1985, p.
2). This moral agency is hauntingly reflected in Sethe’s claim that “She was my best thing”
(272). Such characters are "rounded out™ rather than "familiar types,” forcing the reader to
investigate their personalities so thoroughly that the “stereotype is forever broken™ (Christian,
1985, p. 17). This disruption is further reinforced by a refusal to stabilize identity into simple
categories, ensuring the self-defined viewpoint of the Black woman remains central to the

narrative.
2.2 Narrative as Liberation: Memory, Identity, and Resistance in Beloved

Toni Morrison's Beloved recreates the history of slavery through a complex narrative
design that centers on memory, trauma, and resistance. The history of slavery, unlike history as
an accomplished past event, remains a constant psychological reality that continues to define the
selves of the ex-slaves long after freedom is attained. It is by employing fragmentations, specters
of memories, and the act of communal storytelling that Morrison is able to break down existing
representations of Black history and bring forth silenced Black identities. Morrison is able to use
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the storytelling of the dispossessed to establish freedom; as through storytelling, the oppressed

claim the power to recreate themselves and defy their oppressors.

This fragmentation becomes visible through Morrison’s concept of rememory, which

transforms memory into a living and physical presence. Sethe explains:

"Someday you be walking down the road and you hear something or see
something going on... and you think it’s you thinking it up. A thought picture.
But no. It’s when you bump into a rememory that belongs to somebody else"

(Morrison, p. 36).

This section is the extension of memory beyond just personal memory. Morrison reveals
how memory is collective and inherited, and it forever becomes a part of a community's
psychology. The thought picture suggests that the past and its images have the ability to exist
apart from a person's thoughts, continuing to haunt places and people. With the notion, Morrison
states the point that slavery cannot just be overcome simply due to the effect of this continued

psychological repercussion.

From this perspective, storytelling becomes an act of liberation because it allows
formerly silenced individuals to reclaim historical authority. Morrison suggests that freedom is
not merely a legal condition granted after emancipation, but an ongoing struggle to recover one’s
identity from systems that attempted to erase it. Williams similarly argues that enslaved subjects
must “wrest their own story from the ink of the oppressor” (Williams, p. 848). in order to
achieve narrative survival. The novel therefore presents storytelling as resistance against

historical erasure and institutional silence.
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The complex relationship between memory and identity is further complicated when
Sethe endeavors to beat back the past. Although she tries to escape her past memories, her
trauma continuously reappears through the presence of Beloved's ghost. The spirit of Sethe's
murdered child also functions on a metaphorical level representing not just Sethe's personal
culpability, but also the suffering and loss experienced by millions on the Middle Passage and in
slavery. Morrison continually connects Beloved to the Sixty Million and more people that

perished during the Atlantic slave trade.

This haunting demonstrates that identity after slavery remains deeply fragmented. Sethe
cannot separate herself from her traumatic experiences because the past continuously invades the
present. Morrison therefore challenges traditional notions of time by presenting trauma as
cyclical rather than linear. The boundaries between memory and reality become unstable,
reflecting the psychological disorientation caused by slavery. Eyerman argues that such haunting
represents a founding trauma within African American cultural memory, where the violence of

slavery remains central to collective identity formation (Eyerman, 2001).

The reconstruction of identity in Beloved also depends upon intergenerational
storytelling. Denver and Beloved repeatedly attempt to reconstruct Sethe’s journey toward
freedom by piecing together fragments of memory and narrative. Through this process, identity
becomes relational rather than individual. Morrison suggests that personal histories can only be
understood through communal exchange and shared memory. Storytelling therefore functions
not only as recollection, but also as a process of cultural survival through which historical

experiences are transmitted across generations.

However, the recovery of identity remains threatened by the ideology of scientific racism

represented by the Schoolteacher. Morrison portrays Schoolteacher as a symbol of institutional
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oppression through his obsessive categorization of enslaved people according to supposedly
human and animal characteristics. Sethe recalls how he instructed his students to list her traits: "I
told you to put her human characteristics on the left; her animal ones on the right " (Morrison, p.

193).

In this scene Morrison highlights the crucial role of language and intellect systems that
sustain slavery and the dehumanization of Black people. In classifying slaves as biological
objects, the Schoolteacher reduces them to biological beings without individuality or humanity.
This scene unearths the violence of racist rhetoric by demonstrating language as itself a source of

brutality.

Resistance in the novel therefore emerges through the refusal to accept definitions
imposed by the white gaze. Sethe’s decision to kill her child rather than allow her return to
slavery reflects this rejection of objectification. Sethe explains her action by insisting: "I took and

put my babies where they’d be safe" (Morrison, 164).

Although morally disturbing, this act represents a desperate attempt to reclaim maternal
authority from the institution of slavery. Morrison portrays infanticide not as irrational cruelty,
but as an extreme form of resistance against a system that transformed Black children into
property. Sethe chooses death over the destruction of identity and humanity imposed by

enslavement.

From this perspective, motherhood becomes deeply political within the novel. Slavery
systematically denied Black women control over their children, their bodies, and their emotional
lives. Consequently, maternal love becomes an act of rebellion against institutional

dehumanization. Beaulieu argues that Sethe’s actions represent an attempt to reclaim her
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children “above the master’s claim” (Beaulieu, 2006, p. 639). Morrison therefore transforms
motherhood into a site of resistance where Black women struggle to preserve humanity within a

violent system designed to erase it.

The gendered nature of trauma is particularly visible through Sethe’s chokecherry tree
scar. The scar functions both as physical evidence of violence and as a symbolic representation

of survival. Amy Denver describes the scar by saying:

The tree imagery transforms brutality into something capable of growth and meaning.
"It’s a tree, Lu. A chokecherry tree" (79). Morrison reclaims the Black female body from the
violence that attempted to reduce it to property. Although the scar originates from torture,
storytelling allows Sethe to reinterpret it as testimony to endurance and resilience. The body
therefore becomes a living archive of historical trauma. Similarly, the theft of Sethe’s breast milk
represents one of the novel’s most painful violations because it attacks her maternal identity

directly. Sethe recalls:

The emotional intensity of this statement demonstrates that the violation extends beyond
physical assault. "they took my milk" (Morrison, 17), The theft symbolizes slavery’s attempt to
control and commodify Black motherhood itself. Morrison portrays this moment as particularly
traumatic because it denies Sethe ownership over the very substance intended to nourish her
children. Beaulieu argues that such acts reveal the systematic erasure of maternal agency under

slavery (Beaulieu p.70).

In response to this oppression, storytelling becomes a regenerative force through which
Black women reclaim narrative authority over their experiences. Morrison centers the

psychological interiority of women like Sethe, Denver, and Beloved in order to restore histories
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traditionally excluded from dominant narratives. Rather than portraying Black women through
stereotypical images such as the Mammy or the bad mother, Morrison humanizes their emotional
complexity, trauma, and resistance. Gardner similarly argues that Morrison allows Black women
to write back against oppressive cultural representations by redefining motherhood on their own

terms (Gardner, 2009).

The communal dimension of healing plays a crucial role in the novel’s movement toward
liberation. Morrison repeatedly suggests that trauma cannot be overcome individually because
slavery created collective wounds affecting entire communities. Baby Suggs functions as a
spiritual leader who encourages formerly enslaved individuals to reclaim self-worth through
communal gatherings held in the Clearing. During one of her sermons, she declares: This
statement directly opposes the ideology of slavery, which depended upon the destruction of
Black self-love and dignity "Love your heart. For this is the prize" (Morrison, 89), by
encouraging the community to love their flesh, hands, and beating hearts, Baby Suggs
reconstructs Black humanity against centuries of oppression. The Clearing becomes a symbolic
space of emotional and spiritual liberation where communal healing temporarily replaces social

fragmentation.

The importance of collective solidarity reaches its climax during the final exorcism scene
at 124 Bluestone Road. After years of isolation and judgment, the women of the community
gather together in order to confront Beloved’s haunting presence. Morrison describes their voices

as:

This image emphasizes the limitations of ordinary language in expressing collective
trauma. "the sound that broke the back of words"(Morrison, 261), The women’s voices transcend

verbal communication and become a form of spiritual resistance rooted in communal unity.
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Through this collective action, Morrison suggests that healing requires social connection rather

than isolation.

Denver’s development throughout the novel further reinforces this idea. Initially trapped
within the haunted space of 124, Denver eventually leaves the house and seeks help from the
community. Her movement outward symbolizes the possibility of overcoming inherited trauma
through human connection and shared support. Eyerman similarly argues that collective memory
serves as a crucial mechanism for reconstructing cultural identity after a historical catastrophe

(Eyerman, 2001).

Finally, Morrison concludes the novel by emphasizing the necessity of self-recognition in
the process of liberation. After enduring years of guilt and emotional fragmentation, Sethe

receives affirmation from Paul D, who tells her: "You your best thing, Sethe. You are"(273).

This simple declaration directly opposes the dehumanizing discourse represented by
Schoolteacher’s classifications and measurements. Throughout slavery, Black individuals were
treated as objects defined by economic value and biological characteristics. Paul D’s statement
restores Sethe’s humanity by affirming her intrinsic worth beyond the definitions imposed upon

her by slaver.

Ultimately, Beloved ends with the assertion that liberation must necessarily involve
recognizing one's past, away from dominant historical narratives. Morrison never promises total
recovery or perfect reconciliation, since the wounds of the past cannot entirely escape memory
and history. Still, Beloved establishes that through narrative, collective unity and self-acceptance

can provide a means to survive history's brutalities.
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2.3 Rewriting History Through Women’s Voices in Toni Morrison’s Beloved

In the novel Beloved, Toni Morrison constructs a narrative framework that actively resists
the "national amnesia™ surrounding the trauma of slavery in America by positioning African

American women as alternative historians (Rushdy 569).

This reconstruction is not merely a retelling of the past, but a "willed creation™ of history
that transcends the sterile, objective records of white patriarchal society to the "unwritten interior
lives" of the enslaved (Morrison p. 110). By employing the concept of “rememory,” where
personal experiences exist as independent, objective entities in the world, Morrison allows
characters like Sethe to navigate a landscape where "the picture of what I did, or knew, or saw is
still out there™ (Morrison 36). This theoretical position emphasizes the interconnectedness of the
past and the present, suggesting that reclaiming history is a necessary thing for individual and
collective healing. As scholar Ashraf Rushdy notes, Morrison’s project is revisionist in nature,
seeking to "bear witness" and signify on a history that has historically excluded the black female

subject (Rushdy, 1992, p. 568).

Sethe’s struggle to reclaim her own history is inseparably linked to the physical and
discursive violations of her body, which the novel treats as a literal text upon which the narrative
of slavery has been written. This is most vividly illustrated through the "chokecherry tree" of
scars on her back, a mark of white male authority that Sethe herself cannot see and must learn to
"read” through the eyes of others. Morrison highlights the dehumanizing power of the white
male gaze in the figure of the schoolteacher, who records Sethe’s "animal characteristics" in a
notebook, effectively attempting to delimit her humanity within a pseudoscientific discourse

(Morrison, p. 193). This act of "scientific" recording serves as the discursive analog to the
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physical Fragmentation of slavery, where black bodies are treated as goods to be sold and
categorized. As Mae Henderson argues, Sethe’s task is to "rip that veil" drawn over the
"unspeakable” events of her past, and transform her fragmented "rememories™ into a sequential,
meaningful discourse (Henderson pp. 81, 91). By ultimately choosing to kill her own child to
protect her from a return to Sweet Home, Sethe performs a "great refusal” of the slave system,
asserting a terrifying but absolute form of maternal ownership over her progeny that the law of

the "white Father" sought to deny (Perez-Torres p.189).

While Sethe represents the violent rupture of history, Baby Suggs, holy, offers a space for
the spiritual reconstruction of black identity through the oral tradition of the Clearing. In her
sermons, Baby Suggs does not deliver static moral dictates but instead urges the community to
"love your flesh" because "yonder they do not love your flesh™ (Morrison 88). This communal
ritual functions as a pedagogical tool that challenges the basic epistemological premises of
Western culture by prioritizing subjective, spiritually derived knowledge over objective "facts.”
Linda Krumholz posits that Baby Suggs serves as a ritual guide, facilitating a clearing of the
mind in which the collective trauma of the past can be safely encountered and transcended
(Krumholz, 1992). By emphasizing self-acceptance and the holiness of the physical body, Baby
Suggs counters the studding and commodification inherent in the slave system, providing a
foundation for a reconceptualization of the future that is grounded in the survival of the heart

(Krumholz , 1992).

Denver, called the "signifying daughter,” becomes a key symbol of historical hope in the
novel. She moves from a state of psychological deafness to being the "filtering ear" for the
community’s stories (Rushdy, pp. 586). Her growth is marked by her ability to retell the story of

her own birth, "giving blood to the scraps" of narrative gathered from her mother and
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grandmother until they have a "heartbeat” (Morrison, p. 78). This act of storytelling is described
as a duet with Beloved. Denver nurses the ghost’s interest through a lively oral tradition that
brings the past back to life (Morrison, p. 78). Unlike the "black scratches"” of the newspaper that
only record Sethe as a "horrible statistic," Denver’s oral history is rich and engaging. It allows
her to find her place within the "larger collective” of her ancestors (Rushdy, p. 582). By
eventually leaving the isolation of 124 Bluestone Road to seek help from the community, Denver
shows that rebuilding history is not just an individual task. It is a shared duty that needs the

support of a "community of memory" (Christian, p. 210).

The fragmented and non-linear structure of the novel reflects the broken nature of the
history it aims to recover. It uses multiple voices to create a mix that pushes back against the
authority of a single, master narrative. Morrison shifts points of view between Sethe, Denver,
and even the internal, unpunctuated thoughts of Beloved. This change in perspective shows the

diverse experiences of black women (Henderson, 1991).

The changing presence of the house at 124 evolves from being spiteful to loud and finally
quiet. It acts as a metaphor for the stages of trauma and exorcism the characters must face. This
narrative style oralizes the text and encourages the reader to engage in the "ritual of mergence.”
It pushes them to confront the living reality of the haunting presence of the Middle Passage
(Krumholz, 1992). By not providing a clear resolution or explaining Beloved’s appearance,
Morrison leaves the reader with a haunting sense of the deep pain and shame caused by slavery.

This makes the past a lasting part of contemporary thought (Krumholz, 1992).

Ultimately, the power of storytelling in Beloved lies in its ability to pass on a history that
was never meant to be recorded, transforming absence into a powerful presence through the

labor of women’s voices. The novel concludes with the ironic injunction that "this is not a story
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to pass on," (Morrison p. 275) a directive that simultaneously warns against the repetition of such

trauma while insisting that it can never be forgotten.

In giving voice to the "sixty million and more,” Morrison achieves a "spiritual
reclamation” that allows her characters to finally value themselves as their own "best thing"
(Morrison, p.273). This polished reconstruction of history serves as a "studied memorial” to the
victims of slavery, ensuring that their names and stories are no longer "disremembered and
unaccounted for,” but are instead woven into the very fabric of American literary identity

(McKay p. 3, Rushdy, p. 571).
2.4 Storytelling, Trauma, and the Politics of Black Motherhood in Beloved

In Beloved, Toni Morrison presents storytelling as a contested space where memory,

authorship, and power intersect, particularly in relation to Black women’s lived experiences.

“He liked the ink I made. It was her recipe, but he preferred how I mixed it and it
was important to him because at night he sat down to write in his book. It was a

book about us but we didn't know that right away.” (Morrison, p. 37)

It is this short scene in Beloved which allows a subtle but powerful meditation on who is
able to narrate, and what narratives are sanctioned, controlled and internalized. Although on a
literal level it narrates a domestic act, that of making ink and writing, this quotidian and material
observation actually provides insight into a structural inequality in the production of narration.
Writing is not neutral in this instance but rather intrinsically sited within a relation in which
another subject's experience becomes source-text. "A book about us," (37), here appears as a
seemingly inclusive marker for representation but ironically serves to point to a lack of consent

and awareness. Although "we" suggests shared inscription, the phrase "we didn't know that right
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away," (37) complicates this unity and insists on a delay through which subjects become written
into a story without their knowledge or consent. It is this tension between the inscription of lived
experience and its later textual representation that runs throughout Beloved and is all the more
poignant when it is placed alongside Morrison's treatment of memory. The past is never
contained nor stable and instead keeps “coming back," in fragmented pieces and painfully
"anything dead coming back to life hurts,” (35), and indeed, memory refuses to be contained,
existing outside of the individual self, as the idea of "rememory"” proves. It is the refusal to
remain contained that imbues the writing process with a political resonance; the production of
ink "It was her recipe™ highlights the invisible labor that constitutes the writing of narration and
points towards traditional, inherited forms of knowing “the sort Black women pass on”, which
make storytelling possible but do not ensure narrative control. The author of the "book™ controls
the reading, framing and re-circulation of the story and this becomes clear when Sethe says "I
will never run from another thing on this earth,” (Morrison, 15), reflecting the extremity of
maternal experience in slavery. Sethe's utterance belongs to a vocabulary of survival, sacrifice,
protection while her experiences are ultimately inscribed by another within systems that refuse to
adequately acknowledge the extremity of her lived experience. Hence, the contradiction exists
that the writer-the mother-sustains the substance of the story, while the narrator-a different

author-ultimately controls how the story is told.

A one way to discern this passage might be explicated that Morrison’s critique of
narrative ownership reveals how Black motherhood operates as a hidden yet foundational force
in storytelling. The metaphor of ink suggests that while Black women may not always control the

written word, they are indispensable to its creation. In this sense, storytelling becomes a subtle
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form of resistance even when their voices are marginalized or suppressed, Black mothers leave

an imprint that challenges erasure and reclaims presence within the historical narrative.

Terry Paul Caesar argues that motherhood and slavery function as “convertible terms,”
where the institution of slavery so thoroughly “contaminates being a mother that the two become
virtually inseparable”. From this perspective, the struggle for narrative authority is central to the
maternal experience; He notes that “definitions belong to the definers,” suggesting that under the
"Symbolic" order of slavery, Black mothers are stripped of the power to define their own
identities or the terms of their relationships with their children. Sethe’s act of infanticide is thus
analyzed as a manifestation of “anger handed down through generations of mothers” who were
denied a voice in their children’s lives, transforming the mother-child bond into a site of horror
rather than lyrical connection (Caesar, 1994, pp. 112-113). Ultimately, Caesar posits that because
slavery "used up or degraded all body relationships,” the attempt to reclaim motherhood through
narrative or action often results in a “bondage to a psychic economy” that mirrors the very

system of dispossession the mother seeks to escape (Caesar pp. 118,120).

More significantly, storytelling in the novel becomes inseparable from trauma, that Toni
Morrison uses the image of the “tree” on Sethe’s back to externalize the trauma of slavery,
turning the Black female body into a living archive of violence and memory, like what
Schoolteacher did all to Sethe while she declares: “Schoolteacher made one open up my back,

and when it closed it made a tree. It grows there still” (Morrison, 17).

Sethe uses the mark on her body to make physical violence a repeated nightmare in the

passage above. The marks of "tree" on her body is a written reminder and engraving of violation

on the Black female body, making slavery "write on Black women's bodies." "it grows there
still'(17) proves that the trauma persists in an eternal, unbroken timeline as described in
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Morrison's conception of "rememory" that the past still lives in the present. Sethe states "nothing
ever dies" in another part of the novel to make this connection scarred and disciplined. In this
way the wounding of the body cannot be separated from the way in which Sethe functions as
mother whose body simultaneously witnesses and inflicts/endures violence. Sethe's later
assertion "l took and put my babies where they'd be safe"(164) suggests the ways in which the
act of mothering has become conditioned by the experience of and threat of abuse thereby
rendering motherhood itself a trauma response and not simply another part of life. In these ways
the "tree™ functions simultaneously as wound and memorial device which in some ways marks

Black motherhood during slavery as deeply inscribed by pain and resistant to effacement.

Deborah Horvitz contends that the represented body in trauma literature functions as a
“site of signification” (Horvitz, 2000, p. 47) where stories are physically inscribed, transforming
the victim’s flesh into a primary agent of narrative meaning. In this framework, Sethe’s
“chokecherry tree” serves as an “indelible mark™ of her history, illustrating how traumatic
memories are somaticized and forever preserved on the landscape of the body (Horvitz, p. 70).
Horvitz further explores the paradox of narrative as a restorative act, noting that while
storytelling is a vital component of regaining control, it simultaneously compels survivors to
“repeat stories suffused with terror, panic, and pain” (Morrison,06) in an effort to make their
experiences real to themselves and their community. Ultimately, through these literary
renderings, Horvitz demonstrates how the “convergence of political and psychological

sadomasochism” ensures that the Black maternal body remains a battleground where past

atrocities are both documented and perpetually revisited (Horvitz, p.4).

What becomes evident is that Morrison uses the “tree” not only as a symbol of suffering

but also as a form of resistant memory. While it represents violent inscription, it also ensures that
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what was done to Sethe cannot be erased or forgotten. The scar becomes a testimony written on
the body itself, challenging the historical erasure of Black women’s experiences. In this sense,
the trauma of Black motherhood is not only about injury but also about survival through

memory, where the body becomes both archive and witness.

Furthermore, Toni Morrison frames Black motherhood not only as a site of suffering
under slavery but also as a complex space where desire, autonomy, and freedom are violently
cuffed and deeply redefined. “He knew exactly what she meant: to get to a place where you
could love anything you chose—not to need permission for desire—well now, that was freedom”

(162).

This passage articulates a radical redefinition of freedom, not as legal emancipation
alone, but as the ability to choose love and desire without external control. Within the context of
Black motherhood in Beloved, this “permission for desire” is precisely what slavery
systematically denies. Enslaved Black mothers are stripped of ownership over their bodies, their
children, and even their capacity to love freely, as maternal bonds are constantly threatened by
sale, separation, and violence. This is echoed throughout the story in the relationship Sethe has
with her children and her traumatic experience of becoming a mother. Sethe expresses how "I
will never run from another thing on this earth”(Morrison,15), which emphasizes how her
mother's love has become one based upon fear and survival, and not liberation. Love is also
illustrated as having a haunt in the story in the phenomenon of rememory, which the past seems

to influence so strongly, in that Sethe says, "it's never going away"(36).

From this analysis, it becomes clear that Morrison redefines freedom through the lens of
Black motherhood as an emotional and political struggle for self-determination. The ability “to

love anything you chose” is not simply personal desire, but a form of resistance against a history

102



that regulated Black maternal affection and destroyed its autonomy. In this sense, Black
motherhood in Beloved becomes a site where freedom is both longed for and structurally denied,

making love itself a political act shaped by trauma, memory, and survival.

Building on this idea, Hortense Spillers argues that the Middle Passage and the
subsequent theft of the body fundamentally ungender the Black female, stripping the captive
body of symbolic integrity and transforming it into a “territory of cultural and political
maneuver”. From this perspective, the physical scars of trauma are not merely wounds but a
“hieroglyphics of the flesh” that function as a primary narrative of seared, divided, ripped-

apartness (Spillers, 1987, p. 445).

This systemic violation severs the captive subject from her “motive will” and active
desire, reducing motherhood to a condition where it is no longer a recognized blood-rite but a
mark of dispossession forever entailed on posterity. Ultimately, Spillers’ theory suggests that
maternal resistance involves gaining “insurgent ground” by “claiming the monstrosity” of a

disfigured identity to rewrite a radically different text for female empowerment (Spillers, 1987).
2.5 Voicing the Silenced: Narrative Resistance and Female Agency in Beloved

In Beloved, Toni Morrison explores how storytelling becomes a powerful form of
resistance against slavery, silence, and historical erasure. Through the voices of Sethe and other
marginalized characters, the novel highlights the struggle to reclaim identity, memory, and

female agency in the aftermath of oppression.

In this passage "Clever, but schoolteacher beat him anyway to show him that definitions
belonged to the definers—not the defined.” (Morrison, 190), the reader witnesses the very core

of the function of slavery, controlling personhood through language, classification and definition.
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Although on the surface this is a purely punitive action, on the contrary, it is an ideological one.
Schoolteacher's violence is not just physical but epistemic, representing who gets to decide what
people are and how they will be referred to. Morrison has here clearly demonstrated that slavery
is not simply a physically coercive phenomenon but also that it is a knowledge production which
rationalizes the oppression and the phrase definitions belonged to the definers will be central
here. It clearly indicates the enslaved people are outside the realm of self-definition and have
become an object to be defined, instead of subjects who are doing the defining. They are stripped
of their internal identities and instead have their external identities constructed and imposed upon
them by the power-structures and ideologies controlling them. As Sethe later explains, “School
teacher’d wrap that string all over my head, ’cross my nose, around my behind. Number my
teeth” (191), a scene that further reveals how enslaved bodies were reduced to scientific objects
of measurement and categorization. Morrison does not pretend to be neutral, claiming a person
means owning the way he or she defines himself or herself. In this manner the beating of the
enslaved person represents the enslaved persons’ inability to have their intellect “cleverness”
used for their own agency when the control over the definition belongs to their owners. What is
problematic, however, and Morrison highlights, is that enslaved individuals in the novel are
aware of their bad situation, of what is happening to them but lack the agency to make their
experience socially visible, the contradiction between consciousness and recognition being one
of the greatest brutalities in the narrative. This idea appears again when Paul D reflects on
slavery’s dehumanization, stating that “a rooster was better than me” (Morrison, 72),
emphasizing how the institution destroyed the enslaved people’s sense of humanity and self-

worth. Nonetheless, it is by means of narrating these events that Morrison succeeds in reclaiming
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the erased interiorities of the enslaved people against the oppressive ideology of their

Oppressors.

In the narrative Morrison gives power to the characters for telling their own stories and
thereby defying those who had claimed the ownership of their identities. Thus, voices for
Morrison are not empty words, but a claim to power, since in storytelling they defy the forces
that have objectified their lives. As Beloved itself declares, “This is not a story to pass on” (275),
Morrison paradoxically insists on remembrance and testimony as acts of resistance against
historical erasure. In the end, if slavery managed to fix an identity on people by means of force

and language, Morrison's narrative through storytelling will break that fixed identity.

Linda Krumholz posits that Morrison employs the novel as a "tool for historical
recovery,” using a narrative technique such as magical realism to transcend the "confines of
conventional historical fiction™ (Ennass, 2024, 768). Storytelling works as a mechanism to
overcome the “erasure and distortion of African American history,"” thereby creating an essential
"narrative space where the unsung stories of slavery may be aired". By expressing the
"unspeakable" misery of the past, Morrison’s counter-narrative acts as a "means of resistance

against oppressors™ (Ennass, 2024, P. 767).

As Dr. Min Pun suggests, these stories serve as a “vehicle for Black voices to resist
slavery,” ensuring that the psychological and emotional scars of the enslaved are finally
acknowledged. Thus, while the story may be too painful to "pass on," the scholar's view
emphasizes that the act of narrating it is what allows for the “reclaiming and redefining of
African American history and identity”. This process transforms the trauma of the past into a

“narrative of healing” that repossesses the self from the hands of the "definers" (Ennass, 2024, p.

774)
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Morrison here illustrates how narrative acts both emotionally and structurally in the novel
"Sethe learned the profound satisfaction Beloved got from storytelling.” (Morrison, 58). She
doesn't portray storytelling as just remembering events but how narration revises the relation
between memory, pain and subjectivity. Beloved's demands to hear stories thrusts Sethe into a
place where she cannot suppress her memories so easily anymore. What has been silenced
doesn't stay silent but reasserts its existence in the form of a demand to be narrated, implying that
pain and trauma carry a type of self-existence that rebels against silence. This idea is reinforced
when Sethe admits that “nothing ever dies” (36), suggesting that traumatic memories continue to
live within consciousness even when one attempts to bury them. This “satisfaction, deep,
prolonged” of Sethe's complicates our thinking about trauma's painful revisiting. Morrison
doesn't just imagine memory as something destructive, nor as something restorative in a linear
sense. Instead, narrative is conceived of as a paradoxical place of both agony and solace: in one
sense telling stories reiterates painful memories from the past that never actually healed since
slavery had never fully faded, but the retelling also offers catharsis and form to previously
fragmented and untold pain. As Denver observes, “Beloved was shining and Paul D didn't like
it” (64), the emotional power Beloved gains through listening and storytelling reveals how
narration itself becomes a source of emotional attachment and identity formation. Beloved's role
is crucial. She doesn't just want to hear the story, but her demand to do so encourages the
reconstruction of history through Sethe's voice. In this way, trauma is revealed not as something
personal but as relational it emerges and gains expression through another, thus proving that
memories are never truly private since they search for an audience to be complete. Furthermore,
narration works to restore the narrative to an oppressed group. Black experience under slavery

was systematically denied a voice and was told only through others' subjective,
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misrepresentation and narrative construction. Sethe's act of narrating is an act against historical
invisibility; though it evokes pain, the voice that narrates asserts the truth of her experience and
reclaims ownership of that narrative away from those who defined it through their oppression.
This resistance to silence appears again when Baby Suggs urges the Black community to reclaim
themselves emotionally and spiritually: “Love your heart. For this is the prize” (Morrison, 89).
Her words connect storytelling and self-recognition, emphasizing the necessity of affirming
Black humanity against systems that attempted to erase it. That to narrate is to not disappear is
central here, as the telling of stories affirms the inability of dominant structures to simply erase
and rewrite history. Thus, narration doesn't function solely on an individual level: it is also a
cultural method of preserving historical truth and memory, making sure narratives of struggle
and survival are available in a society trying to make people forget. Morrison ultimately presents
voice as a dual entity, a method for individual solace and a technique for ensuring the survival of

collective history in Beloved.

The act of Sethe Killing her daughter in the novel Beloved is described by Putnam as being
the “ultimate mother violence,” being used as a way of resistance against oppression. She
suggests that this fatal act allows Sethe to “redirect her racial weakness into motherly possession
and dominance, effectively claiming ownership of her children over the legal claims of the
slaveholder. By choosing death for her child rather than a return to the "death of the spirit and
mind" inherent in slavery, Sethe’s violence is circled as an act of “pure love” and a radical
assertion of her own agency (Putnam, 2011). This "ferocious mothering™ ultimately "redefines"
the character from a subjugated victim into a "hauntingly forceful” woman who dictates her own

destiny, even when that destiny is tragic. Consequently, Putnam argues that such actions "wreak
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havoc on societal expectations,” establishing a new vision of Black motherhood that refuses to be

constrained by social and racial domination.

Morrison foregrounds agency through Sethe’s declaration, “I did it. I got us all out.
Without Halle too. Up till then it was the only thing I ever did on my own. Decided” (162),
producing one of the most significant arguments for agency in Beloved. The interior logic of the
decision to escape is placed at the forefront of a life lived almost entirely at the hands of
constraint and coercion. The very sentence structure and placement of the word "Decided"
separate it from the sentences before and after, emphasizing the difficulty of having made a
decision in a society that has systematically denied the enslaved person the opportunity to make
choices. Morrison emphasizes choice here with deliberate stylistic control; she slows the pace
down and insists on focusing on the act of choosing as a unique and monumental one in Sethe's
life. The significance of the isolated word "Decided” in relation to the rest of the novel's
representation of slavery comes from the fact that it reverses the enslaved subjectivity; the
enslaved are subjects who are acted upon. Decided is therefore a sentence that defies the logic of
slavery. It asserts a definition of self that works against any attempt to diminish Black
subjectivity as mere survival under someone else's control. This resistance is echoed when Sethe
declares, “Freeing yourself was one thing; claiming ownership of that freed self was another”
(95), reinforcing the idea that freedom requires an active assertion of identity and agency beyond
physical escape. For Morrison, this decision is not a condition that exists constantly; instead, it is
a momentary, difficult breakthrough against an overpowering condition that attempts to negate it.
What is particularly interesting is that in this passage, the Black enslaved mother is

reconstructed.
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Sethe's escape, rather than an event that is spontaneous or imposed from the outside, is
one driven by a deliberate intention and a willful act: "I did it" is the most direct and forceful
affirmation of Sethe's agency in Beloved, an argument against literary conventions that make the
enslaved subject a passive participant in their freedom, reliant on luck or the whim of whites or
historical chance. Morrison insists instead on an internal driver for resistance; most especially
her maternal instinct: Sethe's maternal identity is not opposed to her agency but the condition
through which she actively asserts it. Her choice to escape is also necessarily linked to the
decision to protect her children; in this sense her agency is more complex than a simplistic
representation of choice. This maternal determination appears again when Sethe explains, “I will
never run from another thing on this earth” (15), a statement that reflects both her trauma and her
refusal to surrender her autonomy again. Sethe's decision, while not one free choice, is one made
within constraints of extreme threat and emotion; yet the act of "deciding” itself can be seen as a
radical form of self-creation. Perhaps most importantly, this moment exemplifies one of
Morrison's most significant concerns; the need to reinstill a sense of active and deliberate
subjectivity in Black female identity. She does this by highlighting Sethe's voice and her
insistence that she "Decided," creating a space of storytelling within the narrative for this

subjectivity to be expressed.

Sharpe’s analysis of Margaret Garner’s expression of joy at her daughter Cilla’s death
provides a stark confirmation of Black maternal agency that transcends the brutal architectures of
the hold. By framing this 'frantic joy' as a reaction to the child being spared the hell of slavery,
Sharpe underscores how the enslaved woman actively subverts the law of partus sequitur
ventrem, which would otherwise dictate the child's inheritance of non-being. This refusal to

accede to the optics of the state transforms the mother from a silent servant to a bold resister of
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wake work, an individual who creates their own liberty inside a system of oppression (Sharpe,
2016). The constant presence of the past highlights how people fight back against being
oppressed by exercising agency despite their actions being steeped in tragedy and hopelessness.
It is in these decisions that one can see how a strong statement is made that the life of Blacks
holds importance and cannot be erased. In this case, the idea of the continuous presence of the
past becomes significant since it emphasizes how under conditions of desperation, agency
becomes a form of resistance by recognizing the worth and humanity of Blacks' lives at any

given time. (Sharpe, 2016).

Conclusion

In summary, this chapter illustrates how the story structure of Beloved works as an
important tool for reclaiming history and psychology. The author's words turn painful silence
into a strong form of resistance. The book uses a broken, non-linear style that reflects the
scattered nature of memories. This approach moves away from standard historical writing to
focus on personal, inner experiences, making the reader face a past that won't stay hidden. This
analysis shows how reclaiming Black womanhood and the role of mothers helps characters move
from being seen as property to becoming the main writers of their own lives. This process breaks
down harmful labels through the power of words. Finally, the act of sharing one's story, as
shown by the group voices that challenge oppressive language, becomes a way to gain freedom
and show human strength. It proves that putting together broken histories into a shared story is
the biggest victory over social death, bringing back dignity and proving the true value of the

African American experience.

110



General Conclusion

This dissertation explores the function of storytelling as a form of resistance in Toni
Morrison’s Beloved, examined through the intersecting frameworks of African American
literature and trauma theory. It investigates how Morrison’s narrative techniques articulate
historical, psychological, and social realities, particularly those shaped by slavery, systemic
racial oppression, gendered violence, and complex struggles over identity formation. In this
regard, the study foregrounds storytelling not merely as a literary device, but as a critical
epistemological practice through which suppressed histories are retrieved and reinterpreted.

Furthermore, the research considers the ways in which literature operates as a means of
cultural recovery, particularly through the reconstruction of overlooked or deliberately silenced
historical experiences. It emphasizes how Morrison’s text gives voice to marginalized subjects
whose lived realities have been excluded from dominant historical and cultural narratives,
thereby positioning Beloved as both a literary and ethical intervention into historical memory and
representation.

By focusing on Beloved as both a postmodern neo-slave narrative and a form of African
American literary expression, the study analyzes Morrison’s depiction of a society influenced by
slavery, in which Black individuals are dehumanized and treated as property. The research
addresses critical questions: What is the significance of storytelling in reconstructing traumatic
histories? How does African American literature act as a form of resistance? Why is Beloved
viewed as a narrative of memory and trauma? Additionally, in what ways does Morrison utilize
narrative structure and character growth to confront historical erasure and reclaim Black

identity?
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Using a qualitative research approach, this study adopts a trauma-informed and cultural
analytical framework, with a strong emphasis on close and detailed textual analysis. It engages
with key theoretical concepts such as rememory, fragmented identity, collective trauma, and
narrative voice in order to demonstrate how Beloved articulates the persistent and
intergenerational effects of slavery on both individual consciousness and collective memory.
Through this lens, the novel is read as a literary space where historical experience is
continuously reconstructed and re-experienced.

In addition, the study critically examines Morrison’s narrative techniques, particularly her
use of fragmentation, non-linear temporality, and shifting perspectives. These formal strategies
are interpreted as deliberate aesthetic choices that mirror the psychological rupture and historical
dislocation produced by slavery. In this sense, Morrison’s narrative form becomes inseparable
from its thematic concerns, functioning as a representation of both trauma’s disruption and the
difficulty of fully accessing or articulating the past.

The dissertation concludes that storytelling in Beloved serves as a potent means of
resisting historical silence and regaining identity. It depicts formerly enslaved characters as
individuals shaped by trauma who seek healing through memory and shared narratives. Through
this portrayal, Morrison challenges a history that sought to erase Black humanity and suppress
lived experiences.

Furthermore, the research shows that Morrison’s artistic choices enhance the novel's
emotional and political dimensions. Instead of providing a straightforward historical narrative,
she employs symbolism, temporal dislocation, and haunting imagery to illustrate the persistence
of trauma. The character Beloved embodies the return of repressed memories, highlighting the

inevitability of remembrance and its need for acknowledgment.
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The analysis underscores that central themes such as memory, trauma, motherhood,
identity, resistance, and survival are intricately woven throughout Beloved, shaping both its
narrative structure and its thematic depth. These interrelated concerns are consistently reflected
in the dynamics of character relationships, with particular emphasis on Sethe’s experience as a
mother and formerly enslaved woman. Her trajectory illustrates the enduring psychological
consequences of slavery while simultaneously foregrounding the complexities of maternal
agency under conditions of historical violence.

In this sense, Sethe’s journey becomes emblematic of broader struggles for self-
definition, autonomy, and psychological emancipation in the post-slavery context. Through her
experiences, Morrison articulates the ongoing negotiation between past trauma and present
identity formation, revealing how personal and collective histories remain deeply entangled in
processes of survival and self-reconstruction.

In summary, Beloved functions not only as a neo-slave narrative but also as a profound
exploration of memory, trauma, and resistance. Morrison strategically employs storytelling as a
means of confronting historical violence and reasserting the humanity of those who were
systematically dehumanized and silenced. Through this narrative framework, the novel engages
with the ethical and cultural imperatives of remembrance, emphasizing the necessity of
confronting the past rather than suppressing it. Ultimately, it invites readers to reflect on the
enduring consequences of slavery and the ways in which history continues to shape
contemporary identities and collective consciousness.

This research is significant in bridging African American narrative traditions with trauma
theory, illustrating how literary texts can reconstruct silenced histories and challenge dominant

historical narratives. It further contributes to broader scholarly discussions on literature, memory,
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and identity by demonstrating the critical role of storytelling in shaping cultural and historical
consciousness. Moreover, it opens avenues for future research on trauma narratives within
diverse critical frameworks, including postcolonial, feminist, and cultural studies approaches,

thereby extending the analytical scope of literary trauma studies.
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