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Toni Morrison’s fifth novel Beloved published in 1987 is a supreme dramatization of 
a haunting amalgam of the past and present experiences of an escaped female slave, 
Sethe. The novel traces heroine’s quest for meaning and wholeness in slavery  and 
freedom. The novel projects the fact that the plight of Africans in America is founded 
on the grounds of Capitalism in all its disguises and that the solution lies in collective 
and not individual struggle against Capitalism. Set after the American Civil War , it is 
inspired by the true story of an African- American slave, Margret Garner, who 
escaped slavery in 1856 by fleeing to Ohio, a free state. 
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 “to be black was to be a victim ; therefore not to be victim was not to be black.”  

Steel Shelby , Black Consciousness in Perspective, The American Review, 33, 
1(1989), 58. 

 "Objectification of the subject race seems to be as ubiquitous as redirection to the 
animal world 97 consists of  in a denial of the right to self-regulation or the capacity 
for self-regulation. In its ultimate form, members of the subject race are equated with 
objects, with things, deprived of autonomy in many spheres, they are regulated by the 
dominant race.” 

Leo Kuper , Race, Class and Power (London; Duckworth Publications, 1974),13. 

“ Race is inextricably linked with class exploitation ; in a racist- capitalist power 
structure , capitalist exploitation and race oppression are complementary, the removal 
of one ensures the removal of the other.”   

Kwane Nkrumah, Class Struggle in Africa ( New York: International Publishers, 
1970), 27. 

   “ there are three major circles of reality in American society , which reflects degrees 
of power and powerlessness. There is a large circle in which white people, most of 
them men,  experience influence and power. Far away from it there is a smaller circle, 
a narrow space in which black people regardless of sex , experience uncertainty , 
exploitation and powerlessness. Hidden in this second circle is the third , a small, dark 
enclosure in which black women experience pain, isolation and vulnerability, there 
are the distinguishing marks of black womanhood in white America.”  

Gloria Wade-Gayles, No Crystal Stair : Vision of Race and Sex in Black Women’s 
Fiction ( New York : The Pilgrim Press , 1984) 3 -4.   

 

Abstract 
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The downtrodden status of the black women in America  is due to the twin factors , of 
capitalistic exploitation of Blacks  and  racist discrimination on grounds of the colour 
of the skin. 

The primary enemy of all the three groups in America – the exploited European 
indentured servant, the Native American Indian , and the African  has been capitalism. 
First the theft of raw materials for developing industrial countries  and then the theft 
of labor force to work within these countries have created the notions of inferiority 
and superiority leading to race and gender oppression. According to Walter Rodney ; 

“ The simple fact is that no people can enslave another for centuries without coming 
out with a notion of superiority and when the colour and other physical traits of those 
peoples were quiet different it was inevitable that the prejudice should take a racist 
form.” 1 

Beloved  is a historical novel, which explores the most oppressed period of slavery in 
the history of African people. The novel is based on the newspaper clipping about a 
fugitive slave in Ohio who killed her own infant rather than see her return to bondage 
in the south. Morrison found the newsclipping in ‘The Black Book’ which chronicles 
the life of African people in the United States from slavery through the civil rights 
movement. Morrison got the kernel of her novel from the news article entitled “ A 
Visit to the Slave Mother Who Killed Her Child”. To show the historical truth that 
collective struggle is the only practical solution for African people, Morrison wrote 
‘Beloved.’ 

 The greatest achievement of Morrison’s ‘Beloved’ is documenting slavery and its 
aftermath. One of the most common myth that slave life for some was good is 
demystified in the novel. The novel shows slavery was slavery ,on Sweet Home or 
any other plantation. The conditions of slavery were qualitatively indistinguishable 
whether the slave had a ‘good’ master or a ‘bad’ master. For instance, Baby Suggs 
reveals that life for her has been one continuous cycle of oppression. Her past has 
been intolerable like her present. Also for a ‘free’ African living in a slave society , 
life is not qualitatively different either. Morrison , therefore , demonstrates that the 
Africans plight can be potentially extirpated only through a collective struggle: 

 

“ Days of company : knowing the names of forty, fifty other negroes , their views, 
habits, where they had been and what done : of feeling their fun and sorrow along 
with her own,… at 124 and in the clearing, along with others she(Sethe) had claimed 
herself.”2 

Degrading  the lives of nonwhite slaves is one prime theme of the novel ‘Beloved’. 
The slaves have a dependency  upon their owners for all their existence which is no 
better than the existence of some farm animals. When Paul D runs away from his 
owner , he stole food from the pigs and fought with owls for the sake of food. He is 
not aware that he is a human being. Because of the animal like treatment by the white 
masters, he considers himself an animal. He meets one mindless black woman who 
thinks that the ducks were her children. 

 The most damaging impact of slavery was experienced by black women. The 
predicament  of black women in America was miserable beyond imagination. Though 
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they toiled in the farms just in a similar manner to black men, their lot was far more 
deplorable. Sethe, the central character of the novel, feels herself as a milking goat 
whose swollen breasts were sucked by the nephews of the schoolteacher. The 
schoolteacher describes that the slaves were his animal property under his care. When 
Sethe kills her daughter in the woods, the nephews beat her and the excessive beating 
is referred to as the beating similar to the horse or dog. The most damaging impact of 
slavery was experienced by black women. This is what lies at crux of all the novels 
written by Morrison. 

  Black women in America is a victim of triple jeopardy. She is at once black, poor 
and women. She is sexually exploited at the hands of both black men and white men. 
The black women were most often then not seen as sex toys at the hands of their 
white masters. The unholy sexual relationship resulted in new babies which further 
enchanced the human resources required for the plantations . This process of 
miscegenation reduced black women to the level of breeders. This is most evidently 
and precisely focused problems of the black novelists in America  

In the character of Sethe’s  mother , we find one slave woman  who came from Africa 
during the Middle Passage . Subjected to unbelievable tortures, they were raped 
multiple times by the crew and were also cruelly branded on the chest in order that 
their owners could always recognize and claim them. Sethe was taken away from her 
mother by a system of slavery that regarded the children as property and the adults as 
work animals that had no time for raising children. Sethe ‘s mother was later on 
hanged along with other slaves and she could not identify her mother by looking into 
the mark under her mother’s chest. 

In case of Baby Suggs, we find   that her eight children has six fathers. Sexual sanctity 
was denied to the black women.  

Stamp Paid ’s  revealation of his past is a further testimony of the havoc wrought 
upon black slave woman. Stamp Paid was originally called Joshua and was married to 
a women named Vashti. He never touched her for a whole year while the master’s son 
was having sex with her. When the man was finally through Vashti , she came home 
to Stamp Paid. He realized that he wanted to break his wife’s neck instead he changed 
his name to Stam Paid and began a new life for himself. 

 The protagonist of the novel , Sethe , a mother figure is a victim of both sexist and 
racist oppression. She is a runaway slave woman , a slave mother who is brutally 
treated by white men, the school teacher and his nephew. It is not only the sexual 
exploitation that Sethe feels most oppressed by, but the humiliation of her nurturing 
abilities as a mother – the stealing of her milk.  

  The most devouring effect of the dual oppresion of black women , against which 
Morrison writes, is murder of one’s own child. The murder of her children becomes 
Sethe’s act of mother love. Sethe murders her daughter , Beloved . According to 
Deborah Gray white, infanticide represents one of the avenues of resistance on the 
part of a slave woman. The agony that drove to the point of murdering one’s own 
children is not easy to fathom specially when it comes to Sethe who was 
overwhelmed by her thick mother- love. The nurturing quality of Sethe is further 
visible when she showers all her affection on the ghost of ‘Beloved’. Knowing very 
well the reality of this apparition she perpetuates in it as she is overburdened by the 
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guilt of her past when she murdered baby Beloved , then two years old. The love 
comes in reconciliation of this sinful past and an attempt to atone it. 

      In keeping with the line of destruction of motherly affection Morrison presents 
Baby Suggs. Baby Suggs who had lived sixty years a slave and ten years free 
celebrates Sethe’s reunion with the family along with her four grandchildren. She acts 
as a defence mechanism for the slaves who had almost lost themselves. This 
amazingly strong woman meets her catastrophe when the slave catchers barged into 
her house resulting in the gruesome cold blooded murder at the hands of Sethe. Thus , 
the long coveted dream of a happy reunion comes to a halt.  The shock proves too 
deep for Baby Suggs who finds her present as intolerable as  her past. She had eight 
children and everyone had gone away from her. She lived “ sixty years a slave and ten 
years free”. These were her last words before she died. 

Baby Suggs and Sethe’s  black awareness and rejection of white perceptions and 
inscriptions of themselves , their children and other slaves as non- humans are 
synthesized with her black feminist sense of self-sufficiency. 

     The feminist qualities that Morrison advocates through the character of  Sethe 
and Baby Suggs are the traditional beauty, strength, resistance and integrity of 
black women. In her interview with Rosemarie  K.  Lester , Morrison expresses 
her views on an extremely painful and unattractive history of black women in the 
states where black women have always been both mother and labourer, mother 
and worker , and have worked in the fields along with men : 

 “ They were required to do physical labour in competition with them , so that 
their relations with each other turned out to be more comradeship than male 
dominance / female subordination…. Black women are both ship and safe 
harbor.” 3 

      Undoubtedly Morrison’s ‘Beloved’ is a brief saga of slavery in white America 
founded on the grounds of capitalism . This politics of race and class can be 
successfully decoded through collectivism.  To crystallize the dire necessity of 
collective action for the survival of African people, Morrison juxtaposes isolated 
struggle with collective struggle and selfish individualism conditioned by social 
responsibility. In ‘ Beloved’ most forms of isolation are genocidal for the race . 
For instance, when Baby Suggs labours alone to feed the community she insults it 
; 

      “ Too much , they thought. Where does she get it all. Baby Suggs, holy? …. And 
loving everybody like it was     her job and hers alone….loaves of bread and fishes 
were His powers” 4 

      It is not a concealed fact that the conditions of oppression of Africans during the 
time of Slavery and now as well as our reactions to them have not changed much. 
Morrison has constantly insisted that ‘ Beloved’ is the story of people rather than a 
person. She says: 

     “The book was, not about the institution- slavery with a Capital S. It was about 
those anonymous people called slaves. What they do to keep on ; how they make a 
life, what they are willing to risk , however long it lasts , in order to relate to one 
another – that was incredible to me.” 5 
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