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Abstract 

This essay examines Toni Morrison's Beloved (1987) in the overlapping paradigms of 

postcolonial studies and memory studies, unveiling the novel as a fervent act of 

resistance to the dehumanizing narratives of slavery. Through the heralding 

of Beloved's broken narrative and use of magical realism, the research explores how 

Morrison resists the historical erasure of enslaved life and translates trauma's 

psychological force. Postcolonial theory accounts for the novel's criticism of 

hegemonic power structures, citing resistance actions that reclaim identity, agency, 

and narrative power from under colonial domination.  

Memory theory builds such an examination further by examining the depiction of 

individual and collective trauma, highlighting the non-linear, somatic, and 

intergenerational nature of remembering as depicted in figures such as Sethe, Paul D, 

and Denver. The communal nature of memory work is exposed to be central to healing, 

seen in the group exorcism of Beloved's ghost. The essay argues that Beloved remakes 

memory into a project of reconquering history, identity, and community, which brings 

readers into an ethical relation with a traumatic past that still lingers in their 

imagination. The intersection of theoretical orientations strengthens our understanding 

of the potentialities of African American fiction in engaging cultural memory, trauma, 

and resistance. Morrison's novel continues to be forcefully relevant to arguments on 

race, memory, and survival and is a fundamental map of artistic and intellectual 

engagement with histories of racial terror and survival. 
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Introduction 

The slave trade and institution of slavery are not only an interval of history but an originary and perdurable trauma in the fabric 

of the modern world, one that pertains to the African American collective psyche. Its residue is a complex weave of systemic 

disproportion, cultural displacement, and psychic injury that continues to resonate (Hartman, 1997; Davis, 2006).[16, 9] The task 

of symbolizing this unspeakable horror, of voicing the silenced and giving form to experiences quietly erased from the official 

record, goes deep to art and literature. Here, few novels are so epic or so frightening as Toni Morrison's Beloved (1987). The 

novel is telling us something other than history; it performs an archaeology of the national and psychic wounds done by slavery, 

refusing the past to be past but existing on in the present as a palpable, insistent presence (Morrison, 1987; Gates, 1997).  

This essay argues that Toni Morrison's Beloved employs a particular aesthetics of literary refiguring to engage in a profound act 

of postcolonial counter-memory. With its fractured narrative, magical realist devices, and positioning of the enslaved 

consciousness at its core, the novel moves beyond historical account to explore the profound structures of trauma, the tenuous 

process of memory, and the multiple forms of resistance enacted by the enslaved (Ashcroft, 2003; Morrison, 1987) [3, 22]. 

https://doi.org/10.54660/.IJMRGE.2025.6.5.644-652
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It contends that Morrison's task is to "re-member" the 

dismembered bodies and disremembered histories of slavery, 

reassembling them so as not to close off, but to confront the 

living ghosts of such a violence-laden past (Gilmore, 2015) 
[13].  

Nobel Laureate Toni Morrison wrote Beloved as a response 

to the silences of history which have covered over the life of 

the enslaved. The novel was inspired by the true story of 

Margaret Garner, a slave woman who, upon being caught 

when she fled to Ohio, chose to kill her infant daughter rather 

than have her returned to slavery (Smith, 2011; Morrison, 

1987) [19, 22]. From this germ of historical fact, Morrison 

creates a world that is simultaneously brutally realistic and 

deeply spiritual. The novel centers on Sethe, a former slave 

woman in post-Civil War Ohio, who is haunted literally and 

metaphorically by the ghost of her deceased infant, Beloved. 

The advent of an eerie young woman with that name forces 

Sethe, her daughter Denver, and her people to confront the 

repressed memories of the Sweet Home plantation and the 

ghastly choices made in the spirit of love and freedom (King, 

2000; Morrison, 1987) [19, 22].  

To analyze the novel's intricate dialogue with history and 

trauma, this analysis will be guided by two interconnected 

theoretical frameworks: postcolonial theory and memory 

studies. Postcolonial theory, as theorized by thinkers like 

Homi K. Bhabha, provides us with the tools to analyze the 

power relations of slavery as a paradigmatic colonial venture, 

one that tried to systematically dehumanize, commodify, and 

subjugate the African subject (Bhabha, 1994) [5]. It allows us 

to investigate the sites of resistance and agency that the 

characters instill within and against this totalizing system.  

Furthermore, a postcolonial approach helps to illuminate the 

manner in which Morrison decenters the master narratives of 

history, far too often narrated in the master's voice of the 

colonizer, in favor of the subjective lived experience of the 

enslaved (Mbembe, 2001; Loomba, 1998)[21, 20]. Subjective 

experience necessitates the second paradigm: memory 

theory, and specifically the trauma and cultural memory. 

Poststructural theorists like Marianne Hirsch's theory of 

"postmemory" and Cathy Caruth's theory of traumatic 

remembrance are pivotal (Hirsch, 2012; Caruth, 1996)[18, 7]. 

Slavery is a cultural trauma, a trauma so unimaginable that it 

shatters communal identity and is transmitted over 

generations (Alexander, 2004) [2].  

Beloved mesmerizingly describes how trauma is not 

remembered as a coherent narrative but explodes in 

flashbacks, somatic presentations, and ghostly repetitions. 

The ghost itself is the ultimate metaphor for the return of the 

repressed past, a memory that will not remain silent and 

unembodied (Craps, 2020) [8]. Emerging scholarship in the 

field, such as Stef Craps's work on postcolonial trauma 

novels, is necessary to overcome Eurocentric models of 

trauma to account for how Morrison's novel tells a distinctly 

African American story of catastrophic history and 

intergenerational transmission.  

The meeting of these paradigms is required. Postcolonial 

theory places the power dynamics that created the trauma, 

while the theory of memory provides the vocabulary of its 

psychological and cultural impact. Alongside each other, they 

enable us to read with sophistication how Beloved navigates 

the struggle to reclaim one's past from the grip of a 

dehumanizing regime. The novel implies that true freedom 

from the remnants of the past entails not forgetting, but an 

active, hard, communal act of remembering, of "re-

membering" the body, the family, and the community that 

slavery would have dismembered (Gilmore, 2015; Morrison, 

1987) [13]. 

This essay will therefore proceed to examine first the 

postcolonial features of the novel's presentation of slavery as 

a dehumanizing force. It will then address the trauma 

processes and the non-linearity of memory as explored for 

Sethe, Paul D, and other characters. Lastly, it will discuss the 

various modes of resistance presented in the text, from overt 

rebellion to the less obtrusive, but still effective, resistance 

inherent in loving, caring for, and ultimately, narrating one's 

own history. With this analysis, we will demonstrate 

how Beloved is an integral work of postcolonial literature 

that utilizes the power of art to transform historical silence 

into a haunting, compelling, and enduring song of sorrow, 

survival, and resilience. 

 

Statement of the Problem  

The historical archive of slavery, artfully curated by its 

perpetrators, deliberately silences the subjective narratives of 

the enslaved. Although critical scholars such as Spillers 

(1987) and Hartman (2008) built on this foundation to 

interrogate the racialized and gendered violations of the 

archive, contemporary critics still struggle with how 

literature remediates the silence. Recent scholarship has 

moved much closer to realizing this argument. For 

instance, Mikko Tuhkanen (2021) has discussed the queer 

temporality of trauma in Beloved, analyzing how the past 

erupts into the present (Spillers, 1987; Hartman S. V., 2008).  

Contra, Jessica M. Babb (2022) [4] has been interested in 

Morrison's writing process, analyzing the "dangerous 

memory work" of novel-writing. Once more, Robin Blyn 

(2020) has analyzed the novel's critique of neoliberal 

resilience and self-care narratives, situating it within the 

context of an emergent economic zeitgeist. However, a gap 

remains recognizable. While these excellent studies focus on 

temporal disruption, labour of writing, or economic critique, 

there is a need for a more synthesized analysis linking the 

novel's narrative form directly to its status as a postcolonial 

tool of resistance via the specific mechanisms of trauma and 

memory (Babb, 2022; Blyn, 2020) [4].  

Tuhkanen's focus on queerness, as helpful as it is, does not 

centrally engage the postcolonial work of reclaiming 

subaltern voice. Babb's focus away from Morrison's process 

draws attention from the workings of the text internally, and 

Blyn's socioeconomic approach can overshadow the deep 

psychological and mnemonic dynamics in play. This paper 

covers this gap by investigating how Beloved's aesthetic 

architecture, its non-linear structure, magical realism, and 

polyvocal form, is not just a vehicle for theme, but the actual 

space of enacting postcolonial counter-memory. It exceeds 

existing scholarship in arguing that the novel form officially 

performs the work of trauma and memory, translating the 

archival lack into space of psychic and historical testimony.  

The ghost of Beloved, therefore, is not merely read as a 

category or symbol, but as the figuration of a narrative 

technique that forces us to reconsider how we remember the 

past.  

 

Literature Review 

The Mnemonic and Postcolonial Imperatives in Toni 

Morrison's Beloved 

Toni Morrison's Beloved (1987) represents a sea change in 

literary history, a novel which irreparably recast the artistic 
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and academic engagement with the legacy of transatlantic 

slavery. Its provocative intervention occasioned a wide and 

interdisciplinary critical conversation, positioning the novel 

at the locus of key texts from which to theorize about the 

relationships between historical trauma, cultural memory, 

and postcolonial resistance. This critique synthesizes the 

impressive body of scholarly work surrounding Beloved, 

emphasizing analysis that calls on the templates of 

postcolonial critique and memory studies. It follows through 

on how the multiple perspectives have engaged with the 

novel's unflinching probing of slavery's psychic and social 

inheritance, its innovative narrative strategies for 

representing the representable, and its ultimate task of 

reclaiming subjugated histories. Through the mapping of 

these principal conversations, this review provides the 

foundation on which this study will move forward, ultimately 

identifying a space for integrated analysis that most 

completely synthesizes postcolonialism's political demands 

with the formal mechanisms of traumatic memory.  

The application of postcolonial theory to Beloved is a 

scholarly mainstay, the novel's explicit address of racialized 

domination discourses, subaltern agency, and the negotiation 

of identity in the presence of an adversarial colonial 

apparatus. Postcolonial philosophers provide central lexicons 

for such an analysis. Psychoanalytic accounts of Frantz 

Fanon's work, especially Black Skin, White Masks (1952) 

and The Wretched of the Earth (1961), provide a lens for the 

internalized trauma of colonialism. Scholars such as 

Stephanie A. Smith (2021) [28] employ Fanon's theory of 

"epidermalization" of inferiority to explain characters such as 

Sethe and Paul D., stating that the novel charts their agonized 

attempt to decolonize their heads and disavow the "official" 

constructions of manhood and womanhood conferred upon 

them by Schoolteacher's ledger, a text that measures their 

animal and human qualities (Smith S. A., 2021) [28]. Working 

from this perspective, then, Sethe's infanticide is not so much 

read as mere insanity but instead as a catastrophic but 

extreme Fanonian moment of resistance; an attempt of last 

resort to gain total mastery over her children's bodies and 

lives in counterpoint to the colonizer's total engulfing power.  

Edward Said's Orientalism (1978) [26] also illuminates the 

wielding of power. Other critics like Jessica M. Babb (2022) 

[4] apply Said's model to deconstruct Schoolteacher's 

reductionist, pseudoscientific measurements as a 

paradigmatic instance of colonial "knowledge" production, a 

process of constructing the enslaved as the "Other" in order 

to legitimize domination. Morrison's book is itself a strong 

counter-discourse that takes back the story from the colonizer 

to regain interiority and subjectivity for the subaltern (Babb, 

2022; Said, 1978) [4].  

Postcolonial reading is greatly enriched by the work of 

Hortense Spillers. Her seminal essay, "Mama's Baby, Papa's 

Maybe: An American Grammar Book" (1987), provides a 

rich lexicon to the novel's violence in her struggle between 

"body" and "flesh." For Spillers, the slave "body" is 

converted into a commodity for labor and reproduction in the 

slave economy, whereas "flesh" is the site of ungendered, 

primordial pain and prior existence (Babb, 2022) [4]. 

Researchers like Sima Farshid (2012) take this further, 

that Beloved is really about the struggle to move from being 

"bodies" formed by the master discourse to the recovery of 

one's "flesh," and, ultimately, voice and story (Farshid, 

November 2012). This is in line with the very essence of 

postcolonial narrative sovereignty, as further intertwined by 

Gayatri Spivak's groundbreaking challenge, "Can the 

Subaltern Speak?" (1988). The novel may be read as 

Morrison's profound response: the subaltern may not speak in 

the archives of the oppressor, yet the novel may create a new 

space, a heterotopic space of ghostly return and carnal 

memory, where that suppressed voice may be heard. It is 

precisely here that the second powerful critical paradigm 

comes into play: trauma and memory theory (Palladino, 

2008).  

While postcolonial theory provides us with the political and 

historical context, trauma theory provides us with the 

psychological and narrative tools to manage its enduring, 

fractured impact. The field is dominated by the authority of 

Cathy Caruth's Unclaimed Experience: Trauma, Narrative, 

and History (1996). Her own definition of trauma as 

something not experienced fully at the time of the occurrence 

but returning late in nightmares, flashbacks, and compulsive 

actions is the master key to understanding Morrison's broken 

narrative structure (Caruth, 1996). The fractured, non-linear 

chronology of the novel is thus not a stylistic flourish but a 

formal mimetic reproduction of the traumatized mind. 

Subsequent critics like Mikko Tuhkanen (2021) have 

expanded on this, proposing that the novel establishes a 

"queer temporality" wherein the past continually intrudes 

upon the present so that the ghost is no supernatural tic but 

rather a psychological necessity, the unthinkable event made 

real (Tuhkanen, 2021).  

This focus on personal trauma is helpfully undermined by 

theories of collective memory. Maurice Halbwachs's 

argument in On Collective Memory (1992), that memory is 

not a singular act, but is constructed and sustained by social 

groups, is crucial to the novel's conclusion (Halbwachs, 

1992). The communal exorcism of the community, thirty 

women descending upon 124 to sing Beloved's ghost away, 

is a Halbwachsian moment of collective memory work. It is 

in this communal, ritualized action that the burden of Sethe's 

personal trauma is confronted and deflected by the 

communal, allowing for a possible future. This 

transgenerational memory is subsequently elaborated in 

Marianne Hirsch's (2012) [18] "postmemory" theory, which 

attempts to describe how traumatic experience in one 

generation is transmitted to another so powerfully that it 

becomes a formative element of the latter's own identity 

(Hirsch, 2012) [18]. This model can best be seen with the 

character of Denver, who, although not having directly 

witnessed Sweet Home's trauma, inherits the emotional 

baggage of Sweet Home and in turn becomes the ultimate 

driving force behind her mother's future by going out into the 

world. In particular, contemporary scholars like Stef Craps 

(2020) [8] have denounced and expanded Eurocentric models 

of trauma because they are apt to discount the chronic, 

structural nature of trauma resultant from colonialism and 

slavery (Craps, 2020) [8].  

Craps's work provides us with a firm theoretical grounding 

for reading Beloved as not a story of an earlier traumatic 

event solved, but as one of seeking an open history wound 

working itself up and persistently into the present in ways that 

resist readings based on easy closure. This leads to a third 

strand of criticism: the scholarship on representation's ethics 

and aesthetics. Most of the criticism responds to the 

enormous challenge that confronted Morrison: how to 

represent the horror of slavery without sensationalizing the 

pain or replicating the violence of the archive. This debate 

was aggressively initiated by Saidiya Hartman's "Venus in 
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Two Acts" (2008), in which she critically interrogates the 

project of recuperating the genuine voices of the enslaved 

according to a historical record meant for their 

commodification and erasure, warning against an uninhibited 

attempt to "give voice" to the subaltern (Hartman S. V., 

2008).  

Others, including Christina Sharpe (2016), have built on this, 

arguing in In the Wake: On Blackness and Being that the 

genius of Morrison lies in her refusal of direct representation 

(Sharpe, 2016). Instead, Sharpe argues, Morrison practices 

"wake work," using strategies of opaqueness, fragmentation, 

and supernaturalism (i.e., magical realism) to point toward 

the pain without attempting to capture it fully. The Beloved 

ghost is thus the final artistic solution to this moral problem, 

the material returns of the repressed past that cannot be 

contained within the archive. She is, as Jessica M. Babb 

(2022) [4] observes, a "dangerous memory," a truth too 

powerful for conventional narrative (Babb, 2022) [4]. 

Therefore, the novel is itself a meta-commentary on its work: 

a performance of "rememory" that recalls the past to the 

present not as something to be told but as something to be 

encountered. Finally, these threads of criticism converge in 

placing Beloved as a towering act of resistance and cultural 

recovery.  

The scholarship is concurred in the perception that the novel's 

most subversive gesture is the taking back of narrative power. 

Postcolonial readings find resistance in keeping the narrative 

about the awareness of the enslaved. Trauma readings find it 

in the act of witnessing a pain that the dominant culture would 

erase. Together, they find the retrieval of what slavery was 

trying to destroy: Black love, Black family, and Black 

community. The book reveals how, within a system purpose-

built to destroy social connection, characters such as Baby 

Suggs Holy teach a provocative, self-loving faith in the 

Clearing, a strong act of spiritual and cultural resistance. 

Most recent scholarship, such as Robin Blyn's (2020) critical 

intervention, even locates this recovery in neoliberalized 

contemporary contexts, reading Baby Suggs's sermon as an 

instance of care begun at the level of the community that is 

starkly contrasted with individual, market-based solutions to 

healing (Blyn, 2020). 

Lastly, current scholarship on Beloved is rich and extremely 

polyvalent, and there is copious scholarship providing deep 

insights using postcolonial, trauma, memory, and ethical 

paradigms. An advanced and fully integrated analysis, 

however, is a rich site for inquiry. Though the majority of 

research is exemplary in the application of one theory, there 

is an important point to demonstrate how such strategies are 

inextricably and inseparably embedded in the very fabric of 

the novel. In this essay, it will be argued that by the toil of 

traumatic memory, the postcolonial act of resistance is 

achieved in Beloved, and that this dense process is forcefully 

executed by the novel's unique, artful and narrational form. It 

is here, at the intersection of political background, 

psychological subtlety, and aesthetic innovation, a point at 

which the mind of Fanon meets that of Caruth, and Spillers 

introduces Halbwachs, that this study will position its 

intervention, building on the solid foundation laid by scholars 

outlined here. 

 

Exploration of Artistic Representations of Slavery in Literature and Art 

 

 
 

Fig 1: On Board a Slave-Ship 

 

The pictorial representation of slavery presents a sharp 

ethical and aesthetic challenge: how to depict an institution 

of dehumanizing violence without replaying that violence 

through exploitative imagery or simplifying its complex 

trauma. The scholarly discussion therefore passes beyond 

mere representation to scrutinize the methods artists and 

writers deploy to make the unimaginable palpable. This thesis 

is heavily informed by Saidiya Hartman's foundational work, 
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which questions the very possibility of recovering the voice 

of the enslaved from an archive which was designed for their 

commodification and erasure. In "Venus in Two Acts" 

(2008), Hartman is warning against a facile "attempt to give 

voice to the enslaved" that risks reiterating the objectifying 

eye of the historical record (Hartman S. V., 2008). This 

critique requires a move away from literalist representation 

toward what Christina Sharpe, in In the Wake: On Blackness 

and Being (2016), terms "wake work", artistic work that 

resides in the ongoing wake of slavery through new, often 

oblique, formal structures (Sharpe, 2016). 

In art, the model for this ethical artistic practice is Toni 

Morrison's Beloved (1987). Morrison's answer is to dispense 

with simple historical realism in favor of a fractured, non-

chronological narrative with a dash of magical realism. 

Beloved's ghost is not just some supernatural device; it is the 

novel's greatest artistic innovation for rendering the past an 

embodied, unignorable reality. This official decision is 

corroborated by Cathy Caruth's (1996) theory of trauma, 

where it is theorized that slavery can only be accessed via its 

delayed, disruptive returns (Caruth, 1996). The novel's 

structure thus mirrors the psychological condition of trauma, 

forcing the reader to piece together a horrific history from its 

broken memories (Rani, 2017; Caruth, 1996). Morrison's 

experiment with literature provided a model to the "neo-slave 

narrative," and also challenged a younger generation of 

authors to utilize experimental forms in order to address the 

legacy of slavery (Palladino, 2008). 

This literary endeavor has its own intense correlate in the 

world of visual arts, most importantly in the work of 

contemporary artist Kara Walker. Her monumental, elaborate 

black-paper silhouettes directly address the lurid cruelty and 

psychosexual perversion of the antebellum South. Like 

Morrison, Walker avoids realistic depiction for a stylized, 

often grotesque, aesthetic which exaggerates stereotypes to 

expose their monstrous and repulsive foundations. Her work 

is not designed to comfort or to provide a redemptive 

narrative; instead, it immerses the viewer in the nightmare, 

provoking a confrontation with the horrid spectacles of power 

and subjection. This approach addresses Hortense Spillers's 

(1987) interpretation of the enslaved being dehumanized to 

"flesh" rather than "body." Walker's book brings this concept 

to life, illustrating a body that is typically mutilated, 

enmeshed, and dehumanized, translating abstruse theoretical 

formulations into viscerally immediate experience (Spillers, 

1987). Her works create a haunting act of viewing, engaging 

the viewer and defying passive reception of historical images 

(Spillers, 1987; Scholarly writing regarding Kara Walker's 

work). 

Thus, in literature and art, the best artistic representations of 

slavery are those that abandon strict realism for formal 

innovation, fragmentation, ghostly presence, the grotesque, 

and the surreal. These practices acknowledge the boundaries 

of the record and the ethical risks of direct representation. 

Instead, they seek to invoke the psychic echo of slavery and 

create works that are not about the past but are actually 

haunted by it. This visual practice, theorized by Hartman, 

Sharpe, and Spillers, is not intended to close down a historical 

era but to make felt the ongoing "wake" of slavery, using 

aesthetic form in order to make apparent its unseen trauma. 

 

Theoretical framework 

The driving force of this critical examination of Toni 

Morrison's Beloved is the interactive application of two 

related theoretical frameworks: memory theory and 

postcolonial theory. Together, they provide the framework 

for deconstructing the novel's engagement with the 

inheritance of slavery, not merely as a historical period but as 

an ongoing system of cultural and psychological hegemony, 

and for analyzing its new narrative shape as a mode of 

testifying against and resisting that inheritance. 

 

Postcolonial Theory 

Postcolonial theory provides the critical space for the 

examination of the power relations, culture domination, and 

psychological effects of colonialism and postcolonialism. 

While traditionally extended to European overseas colonies, 

its principles are profoundly relevant to the internal colony of 

slavery in America, a system based on the violent 

subordination, commodification, and erasure of Africans 

(Said, 1978; Fanon, 1961). This paradigm allows us to look 

at how Beloved affects the master narratives of history and 

recuperates subaltern identity. 

The answer is the knowledge of cultural hegemony, as 

outlined by Antonio Gramsci, which defines how ruling 

classes maintain dominance not only through force but by 

institutionalizing their worldview as the cultural norm 

(Gramsci, 1971). Slaveholding discourse in Beloved, 

captured in the pseudo-scientific measurements of 

Schoolteacher and in him instructing his nephews how to 

recognize Sethe's "human" traits and her "animal" features, is 

a hegemonic exercise in dominating brutality. It attempts to 

mark the slave with a logic that naturalizes the slave as 

inferior and objectified. Postcolonial theory permits us to 

interpret Morrison's project as an explicit counter-hegemonic 

reversal of this narrative. The novel dismantles this world 

view level by level by putting the interior lives, emotional 

depth, and complex humanness of the enslaved at center 

stage, hence undercutting the colonizer's construction of 

reality (Palladino M. , 2011; Xin, 2022). 

Further, the theory illuminates the experience of colonial 

trauma, the deep psychological damage inflicted by the 

colonial project upon the dominated. The internal conflicts of 

protagonists like Paul D, who questions his own manhood, 

and Sethe, whose love is so warped by conditions of slavery 

that it is almost like violence, are examples of what Frantz 

Fanon called the epidermalization of inferiority (Fanon, 

1961). The novel explores how internalizing the master's look 

can shatter the self. But postcolonial reading is not everything 

about destruction. It is as responsive to resistance and agency. 

From Sethe's desperate act of "claiming" her children in the 

form of killing them to Baby Suggs's revolutionary sermons 

of self-love in the Clearing, the novel is filled to the brim with 

acts of resistance, both covert and overt. Postcolonial theory 

thus allows us to place Beloved in the category of reclaiming, 

of history, of identity, and of right to definition outside the 

boundaries of the colonizer's language and logic (Adebayo, 

2025; Palladino M. , 2011). 

 

Memory Theory 

Memory theory provides the key vocabulary to understand 

the means through which the past lingers with us, haunts us, 

and must be met head-on in the present. Morrison's novel is, 

in fact, about the necessity and risk of memory, and this 

theoretical background offers precise concepts to explore its 

non-linear formation and psychological sophistication. 

The novel is primarily interested in traumatic memory, a 

concept carefully defined by Cathy Caruth. Trauma is a 
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memory so intense that it cannot be processed and integrated 

into consciousness upon occurrence. Instead, it returns 

belatedly as intrusive flashbacks, nightmares, and 

compulsive acts (Caruth, 1996). The very narrative structure 

of Beloved is a ritualistic deployment of such a theory. The 

story is not shown chronologically; it is reconstructed in 

fragments, by painful and unwilling flashbacks that intrude 

into the present, indicative of the psychological existence of 

Sethe, Paul D, and Denver. The ghost itself is the greatest 

embodiment of traumatic return, the unthinkable past become 

literal, demanding to be seen (Palladino M. , 2011). 

This individual trauma is inescapably linked to collective 

memory, a concept that was first forwarded by Maurice 

Halbwachs, who dictated that all memory is socially 

constructed and preserved in social frameworks (Halbwachs, 

1992). Community's role in Beloved is paramount to a 

memory studies approach. The community silence that meets 

Sethe's deed and the community's eventual coming together 

to conduct an exorcism on Beloved's specter illustrate how 

memory is social, collective. The book suggests that 

individual traumatic memory cannot be worked through; it 

has to be done communally. This aligns with Marianne 

Hirsch's theory of postmemory, which describes the 

connection that later generations share to earlier generations' 

traumatic pasts (Hirsch, 2012) [18]. Denver, who does not have 

a firsthand encounter of Sweet Home, nonetheless inherits its 

history of fear and loneliness. Her path is the second 

generation's quest to confront a past that belongs to someone 

else but is still shaping them (Hirsch, 2012; Palladino M. , 

2011) [18]. 

Finally, the book also explores repressed and recovered 

memory. Characters consciously attempt to "disremember" 

the past, building mental shields against its pain. Paul D most 

famously keeps his memories in the "tobacco tin" secreted in 

his chest. The action of the novel is driven by the gradual and 

agonizing disintegration of this repression, forcing the 

characters to "re-memory", consciously to reconstruct and 

confront their fractured pasts. Memory theory, however, 

allows us to read the novel not merely as a history of slavery, 

but as a self-conscious meditation on the very act of 

remembering, that cure requires travel from repression in 

silence to testimony in voice, however painful the passage 

(Hirsch, 2012; Halbwachs, 1992) [18]. 

In summary, then, postcolonial theory provides the political 

and historical context to the power relations that created the 

trauma, while memory theory provides the psychological and 

narrative context to comprehend its long-lasting influence. 

By interposing these lenses one against the other, this 

examination will demonstrate the ways in 

which Beloved uses the act of remembering as the strongest 

form of postcolonial resistance, rewriting the past from the 

clutches of hegemonic history and refiguring traumatic 

memory as a originary narrative of identity and survival 

(Adebayo, 2025). 

 

Analysis and Discussion  

Excavating Individual and Collective Trauma in Toni 

Morrison’s Beloved 

Toni Morrison's Beloved is a rich psychological and 

historical excavation, bringing forth the institution of slavery 

as not a closed moment in the past but as a living, breathing 

wound that runs through the present. The novel charts the 

manner in which this trauma operates upon the individual 

psyche and the collective consciousness with great care, 

arguing that the path to freedom is not through forgetfulness 

but through an agonizing collective act of remembrance. By 

haunting 124 Bluestone Road, Morrison creates a narrative 

whereby the past is made flesh, necessitating a confrontation 

with a history that official records have actively sought to 

conceal. By close reading of primary passages, it is seen how 

Morrison uses Sethe's fractured mind, the ghost of Beloved, 

and the community's tortured relationship with its own 

memory to construct a memorial to the necessity and risk of 

witnessing trauma.  

 

The Individual Psyche: Fragmentation, Somatic 

Memory, and the Repressed Self  

Sethe's self is the novel's main case study of the devastating 

psychological consequences of slavery, whose symptoms are 

fragmentation of self, the persistent remembering of the 

body, and the riskier mechanisms of repression. Her trauma 

is not a single event but a summing up of the abuses, the 

culmination of which is pilfering of her breast milk by 

Schoolteacher's nephews. It is a cruel defilement of 

mothering and caring that annihilates her sense of self. Her 

subsequent decision to kill her child is the final traumatic 

action, an act of horrific love born from a perverse logic 

created by a system in which a mother's only choice for the 

recovery of her children is to "put [them] somewhere they 

[are] safe" (p. 193). This is not a past that remains in memory; 

it actively intrudes into her present, as she expresses in her 

definition of "rememory":  

"I used to think it was my rememory.  

But it's not. Places, places are still there" (p. 43).  

For Sethe, trauma has shattered linear time, making the past 

as tangible, livable space, something that explains why her 

mind is "Loaded with the past and hungry for more, it left her 

no room to imagine, let alone plan for, the next day" (p. 83). 

This break-up psychologically can be seen in the way she is 

with Paul D. Their shared past is so traumatic that it breaks 

the most basic links:  

 

"I know your name, but I won't say it.'  

And I couldn't say it either."  

I couldn't think of it" (p. 69).  

 

Both characters have to suppress vehemently in order to 

survive. Paul D famously compartmentalizes his 

unacceptable memories, "Alfred, Georgia, Sixo, 

schoolteacher, Halle, his brothers, Sethe, Mister, the taste of 

iron, the sight of butter", in the "tobacco tin lodged in his 

chest" (p. 133). Sethe's suppression is more diffuse but no less 

intense, and it leads to dissociative episodes like when she is 

found "spinning." Round and round the room" (p. 159), a 

physical attempt to escape her own awareness. The trauma is 

even inscribed physically onto her body in the form of the 

"chokecherry tree" on her back, a grotesque work of art that 

reminds us how the violence of slavery is carved upon the 

very bodies of its victims, something so compelling that Paul 

D "cannot bring himself to tell her" what it evokes in him (p. 

21).  

Her emotional responses become uncontrollable, provoked 

by innocuous-seeming thoughts and bursting out in an "out-

of-control laugh. that she could not stop" (p. 110), 

demonstrating the neurological destruction inflicted by 

severe PTSD. The Embodied Specter: Beloved as the Return 

of the Repressed Beloved's coot is the novel's masterful 

storytelling device for literalizing the return of repressed 
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trauma. From the opening line of the novel, "124 was 

spiteful." Seething with a baby's venom" (p. 3), the house is 

haunted, but not haunted; it is a materialization of the 

unresolved grief and vengeful love.  

Beloved is no ordinary ghost but the material form of the 

unspoken story that will not let go until it is heard. She is the 

icon of collective grieving for the "60 million and more" to 

whom the book is dedicated, but she is the specific, piercing 

remembrance of Sethe's act. Her constant hunger for stories 

and recognition "Tell me your diamonds" (p. 66), is the 

hunger of history, the hunger for testimony and recognition. 

Her presence brings about the novel's central psychological 

conflict, as it forces the characters to open their sealed 

containers of memory. For Sethe, Beloved's arrival bursts the 

dam of her suppression, flooding with raw flashbacks of her 

escape:  

"But there was no stopping water breaking from a breaking 

womb and there was no stopping now. The little hill of dead 

people" (p. 210).  

The attachment quickly becomes pathological, a guilt-

reparative closed circuit in which Sethe's identity is 

consumed whole and produces the psychotic identification in 

which boundaries between self and other collapse:  

 

"You are my sister 

You are my daughter  

You are my face; you are me  

I have found you again;  

you have come back to me 

You are my Beloved" (p. 241).  

 

This unification is the ultimate victory of trauma: the 

annihilation of the self. Beloved also bears the trauma of the 

Middle Passage, her shattered monologues reflecting the 

disorientation and fear of the slave ships, thereby connecting 

Sethe's personal tragedy to the broader, communal genocide 

of the transatlantic slave trade. 

 

The Collective Body: Community, Silence, and the Path 

to Healing 

The slavery trauma in Beloved is not a personal burden but a 

communal inheritance. The Black community in Cincinnati 

is traumatized too, a reality that is revealed through their 

silences and acts. Their first judgment and ostracism of Sethe 

after the infanticide is an act of self-defense, a desperate 

attempt at quarantining her extreme trauma so they do not 

have to contend with their own. This quarantine is 

symptomatic of the fragmented state of the community, a 

direct result of a system which aims to destroy kinship bonds. 

The question posed to Sethe by the Bodwins' yard man, 

"Where are your men? You got to get up on out of here. You 

got to look out" (p. 317), be moanfully stresses this mutual 

loss and vulnerability. The community's memory is not only 

one of oppression but of resistance, often unspoken. Paul D 

is haunted not only by his own suffering but by witness 

trauma, remembering: 

 

"the one with the iron circle around his neck 

that's the one I need to see 

to ask him about the party in the corn" (p. 269),  

 

a recollection of Sixo's magnificent and defiant death. The 

novel implies that the path to recover this shared trauma is 

not travail of the self but support of the community. The 

novel's climactic event is not a singular act but a communal 

one: the reunion of thirty women to oust Beloved's ghost. 

This ritual singing is an evocative act of Halbwachsian 

collective memory-making. They absorb Sethe's individual 

trauma into the community, share the burden they once 

avoided, and break the cycle of lethal solitude. 

This communal act is what makes possible the possibility of 

healing for the self. With Beloved exorcised, Paul D is finally 

able to return to Sethe not as rescuer but as a co-sufferer, with 

the simple, profound desire to "put his story next to hers" (p. 

322). This act is the novel's hesitatory hope: that integration, 

rather than repression, and relation, rather than solitude, are 

the means to craft a future. The final, ambivalent refrain, 

"This is not a story to pass on" (p. 324), summarizes the 

novel's dilemmatic center. It means both that this is a story 

too ghastly to be passed along to future generations and a 

story too important to be forgotten. Morrison's novel insists 

that we must "pass on" in the sense of moving beyond, but 

that we must first "pass on" the story itself, tell the unsayable, 

bear witness to the trauma, and in so doing, deprive it of its 

killing power and begin the hard work of re-membering the 

selves and the community slavery sought to dismember. 

 

The Archive of the Oppressed: Memory as Resistance in 

Toni Morrison’s Beloved 

Toni Morrison's Beloved is a colossal confirmation of the 

idea that, for the oppressed, memory itself constitutes a 

radical act of resistance. The novel argues that this kind of 

system as slavery, whose existence is justified by 

commodifying human beings, depends on suppressing their 

histories, their selves, and their family relationships. 

Therefore, remembering, the painful, splintered, or 

dangerous, remains a primary way for restoration of the 

human and rejection of the colonizer's repressive mentality.  

Through the lives of Sethe, Paul D, Denver, and the 

community, Morrison charts with precision how memory is 

both burden and instrument, source of wounding and the very 

process for its transcending. Through an encounter with the 

twenty provided excerpts, we can trace the intricate ballet of 

memory and resistance, and the manner in which the 

characters attempt to narrate their stories and, through their 

narration, to claim themselves. The first, naked act of 

resistance is mere, stubborn survival of memory, not wishing 

to be wiped out. 

The system, figured in Schoolteacher's ledger that reduces 

people to "animal" and "human characteristics" (p. 176), 

attempts to create a permanent, authoritative record that 

authorizes its violence. Counter to this, the characters possess 

a different kind of record, a record inscribed in trauma and 

feeling. Sethe's concept of "rememory" is central here. She 

explains how some things "just stay," so "Places, places are 

still there" (p. 43), tangible and available to everyone who 

comes in contact with them. This exteriorization of memory 

makes the past neither contained nor controllable; it is a 

ghostly geography not reducible to the linear, "official" 

history of the oppressor. This is the reason that her brain is 

"Loaded with the past and hungry for more" (p. 83); it is an 

archive that actively consumes the present, refusing all 

silencing. This rememory is embodied physically in Beloved 

herself, whose presence causes the community to remember 

what they'd rather not: "they forgot her like a bad dream. 

Until they saw her" (p. 308). Her body is a walking, insisting 

monument to the narrative they tried not to "pass on" (pp. 

274, 324). 
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Yet this insistence is also hurtful, producing the second form 

of resistance: the complex and necessary repression of 

memory as a survival strategy. To simply survive, characters 

need to build strongholds against the past. Paul D's is the most 

explicit, as he methodically locks each horrific memory, from 

"Alfred, Georgia," to the "taste of iron", into the "tobacco tin 

buried in his chest" (p. 133). It is not a surrender but a tactical 

retreat, an effort to build a usable self on the ruins of a 

traumatized one. Sethe, no less, attempts to do so, actively 

insisting, "I don't want to know or have to remember that" (p. 

86), focusing instead on the short-term necessities of survival 

for herself and Denver.  

Morrison shows, however, that while repression is a 

necessary short-term mechanism, it is an impossible long-

term solution. It leads to a disjointed identity, whereby Sethe 

feels she has "nothing to fall back on; not her own speech, 

nor her own habits" (p. 55). It manifests itself in dissociative 

episodes, like her frantic spinning around the room (p. 159), 

a physical representation of a mind that is trying to escape its 

own contents. This repression also truncates interpersonal 

relationships, as when Paul D and Sethe are unable to utter 

each other's names, a sign of their common, repressed past (p. 

69). 

The ultimate resistance, therefore, lies not in repression but 

in the courageous, collective reclamation of memory. This is 

the painful process the novel charts. The journey begins with 

the terrifying step of facing the memory itself. For Sethe, this 

is instigated by Beloved's insistent hunger for hearing her 

stories, causing her to remember in vivid detail taking her 

children and going "behind the smokehouse" (p. 192). This is 

the source of her trauma, and asserting this memory, as 

horrific as it is, is an act of asserting her own choices and her 

own agency in a system that allowed her none. It is why she 

makes the bold declaration, "Love is or it ain't. Thin love ain't 

love at all" (p. 194), asserting her own definition of love in 

defiance of the world's judgment. 

This reclamation is not merely individual; it is a communal 

process that transforms memory from an isolating burden to 

a liberating force.  

The transgenerational aspect is supreme. Sethe warns Denver 

that the past is not safe, that if you go to the place of a 

memory, "it will happen again; it will be there for you, 

waiting for you" (p. 43). This "postmemory" is Denver's 

inheritance, and her revolt begins when she stops hiding and 

begins "remembering something she had forgotten" (p. 132), 

pushing her out into the community to seek help. The 

community's role is the crescendo of this collective 

resistance. Their judgment and silence before were self-

preservation, but their final coming together to exorcise 

Beloved is an aggressive act of communal remembering. 

Their singing outside of 124 is a loud, communal reclamation 

of the narrative: "In the midst of that. they jumped" (p. 308).  

They reincorporate Sethe's individual trauma into the body 

collective, using their collective voice, the same instrument 

slavery tried to control, to heal one of their own. This 

communal action enables the final, deepest step: 

the integration of memory to forge a new future.  

The novel's conclusion suggests that healing is in connecting 

fragmented narratives rather than imprisoning them. This is 

epitomized in Paul D's return, not to save Sethe, but to place 

"his story next to hers" finally (p. 322). This humble desire 

constitutes a move from isolated, paralyzed memory to 

testimony and sympathetic connection. Paul D had enacted a 

small act of mnemonic resistance even in the midst of the 

chain gang by remembering his name (p. 138), the foundation 

of his identity. Now, he can offer that whole self to Sethe. 

Lastly, Morrison presents memory as the gateway to genuine 

freedom, which she is not so much physical freedom as 

psychological autonomy. It is "To get to a place where you 

could love anything you chose, not to need permission for 

desire" (p. 191). One can get to this point only by embracing 

the past that denied that permission. The novel's final, 

haunting ambiguity, "They forgot her like a bad dream. It was 

not a story to pass on" (pp. 323-324), acknowledges the 

necessity of forgetting even as it performs the act of 

remembering. In telling the story Morrison ensures its being 

passed on, arguing that although the memory of slavery is a 

"dangerous" gift, it is the required, non-negotiable ground 

upon which identity, community, and freedom must be built. 

The resistance is in the telling. 

 

Findings and conclusion  

The reading of Toni Morrison's Beloved through the 

collaborative prism of postcolonial and memory theory 

discloses the novel as a deep literary act of resistance and 

repossession of history. The general arguments of this essay 

demonstrate the means by which Beloved transcends the 

simple recitation of slavery's abhorrent history to perform a 

sophisticated negotiation of trauma, memory, and agency that 

undermines dominant discourses and revitalizes African 

American cultural identity. Postcolonial theory is responsible 

for offering a model for a reading of Beloved's depiction of 

slavery as colonial rule bent on dehumanizing and 

commodifying Black bodies. The novel unashamedly 

exposes the workings of cultural hegemony, as in 

Schoolteacher's pseudo-scientific classification of the slaves, 

whereby power is justified by removing subjectivity. 

But Morrison's book is not merely a denunciation of this 

system; it is also an exploration of the different modes of 

resistance that pervade the novel, beginning with Sethe's 

experimenal act of infanticide as a claim for control over her 

children's lives and continuing with Baby Suggs's anger-

filled sermons on loving oneself and healing the community. 

These moves are a reclaiming of identity and narrative 

agency that subverts the colonizer's definition, 

making Beloved a powerful counter-hegemonic text in the 

postcolonial canon. Memory theory's application is also 

important to the extent that it explains the ways in 

which Beloved represents trauma as something other than a 

neat historical occurrence but as a haunting, fractured, and 

intergenerational one.  

Morrison's broken narrative structure reproduces the 

mechanisms of traumatic memory, evoking the spontaneous 

flashbacks and corporeal disruptions recorded by Cathy 

Caruth. Moreover, the novel brings to the foreground the 

sociality of memory, emphasized by Maurice Halbwachs's 

theory of collective memory and Marianne Hirsch's 

postmemory, illustrating how slavery's burdens remain 

inhabiting descendants like Denver, even though they never 

knew slavery themselves. The shared exorcism of Beloved's 

ghost by the women in the community demonstrates the 

social labor of memory and healing required, suggesting 

freedom from trauma relies on collective solidarity and 

testimony. Double-theoretical reading unhides Beloved as 

more than a historical novel; it is meta-commentary on the 

act of remembering itself, a painful but required act of 

reconstruction wherein shattered body, broken self, and 

silenced community are "re-membered." The novel insists on 
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real freedom not emerging from forgetfulness but from the 

painful confrontation of traumatic histories to reclaim 

identity and forge communal ties. This perspective is 

significant not only for literary interpretation but also for 

understanding broader cultural processes of reconciling 

histories of racial violence and trauma.  

This research's concern extends beyond Beloved into African 

American literature and art more broadly. Morrison's 

combination of postcolonial critique and memory studies 

makes for a superb model of understanding how Black 

cultural productions navigate historical erasure and psychic 

trauma. Her visual innovations prompt current writers and 

artists to use experimental narrative strategies, magical 

realism, and symbolic imagery as ways of bearing witness 

and creating resilience. Equally, her work highlights the 

continuing need for cultural memory as a place of resistance 

and survival under ongoing racial injustice and systemic 

violence. 

Beloved continues to be powerfully relevant in today's 

conversations on race, trauma, and resistance. Since the 

society continues to be plagued by slavery's shadow and 

racism, Morrison's novel forces readers to confront ugly 

truths and pay homage to the persistent work of history in 

both creating identity and community. It asks for a conscious 

confrontation with the past as the starting point for healing 

and change. The haunting insistence of the novel's "passing 

on" of the story, after releasing the pain at memory's center, 

swells so mighty a day in debates over reparations, racial 

justice, and restorative memory. 

Generally speaking, the intersection of postcolonial theory 

and analysis theories of memory in reading Beloved also 

sheds further light on how literature becomes an agent of 

historical record and cultural memory. Morrison's work is a 

masterpiece that not only testifies to the horror of slavery but 

also commemorates the survivability of African American 

existence in the agonizedly redemptive process of 

remembrance. Its afterlife assigns to scholars, artists, and 

readers the work of richly engaging with the paradoxes of 

trauma and resistance, and in this regard, Beloved is a living 

and ongoing work of race, memory, and freedom studies. 
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