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Amy Nolan 
 
“As reams of literary criticism are being written about Morrison’s Pulitzer Prize-winning 
novel Beloved (1987), some of us know it to be not just a novel, but a prayer, a healing 
ritual for our country’s holocaust of slavery.  Literary criticism aside, my most riveting 
memory of the power of Morrison’s work is when I conducted a workshop with 
emotionally disturbed Black patients using Beloved.  For them, the novel was not difficult 
in the way so many ‘sane’ readers found it.  The supposedly ‘fragmented’ quality of its 
narration – which mirrors the country’s fear of remembering, for remembering is painful 
and dangerous, as well as freeing – was visceral, and quite normal, to these readers.”
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* The third and final section begins with another kind of quiet – the quiet of death. 

As Beloved grows, Sethe shrinks.  Section three captures the deterioration of 
Sethe and the final defeat of Beloved.   

 
* The present is being overpowered by the past.   
 
 

Themes to consider: 
Love: 

• Sethe killing her children 
“Sethe was trying to make up for the handsaw; Beloved was making her 
pay for it.” (p. 295)  

• of Paul D.  
“You your best thing, Sethe.  You are.”  (p. 320) 

• of Beloved (she is the source that makes all the other characters remember) 
“Sethe pleaded for forgiveness, counting, listing gain and again her 
reasons: that Beloved was more important, meant more to her than her 
own life.  That she would trade places any day.  Give up her life, every 
minute and hour of it, to take back just one of Beloved’s tears.” (p. 284) 

Hate: 

• Sethe’s hatred of whites? 
“… she sees him.  Guiding his mare, slowing down, his black hat wide-
brimmed enough to hide his face but not his purpose.  He is coming into 
her yard and he is coming for her best thing.” (p. 308)   
This scene parallels the murder in the past – but instead of killing her 
daughter, Sethe makes the decision to kill the white man.  Is her penance 
paid with this action? 

• Does hate exist within everyone so much that it need not be spoken? 
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“With those assurances, Denver left, but not before she had seen, sitting 
on a shelf by the back door, a blackboy’s mouth full of money… Painted 
across the pedestal he knelt on were the words “At Yo Service.” (p. 300) 

 
Fear: 

• constant tension 
“When it became clear that they were only interested in each other, 
Denver began to drift from the play… Then the mood changed and the 
arguments began…” (pp. 283-284) 

• as part of life 
“Out there where there were places in which things so bad happened that 
when you went near them they would happen again.”  (p. 287) 

• of Beloved 
“She said when she cried there was no one.  That dead men lay on top of 
her.  That she had nothing to eat.  Ghosts without skin stuck their fingers 
in her and said beloved in the dark and bitch in the light.” (p. 284) 

• of the past/ of the present 
“Everybody knew what she was called, but nobody anywhere knew her 
name…” (pp. 333-334)  

 

Resolutions: 
 
Denver’s resolution:   taking the first steps out of the house, realizing Beloved is what to 
be afraid of, learning of the outside world (not just the ordinariness of evil at the 
Bodwin’s home – the implications of the statue -- but also hope with her encounter with 
the young man on the street). 
 
 Paul D.’s resolution:   coming full circle back to 124.  He returns to the place he ran from 
and in so doing, brings the present (future?) back to the house and Sethe.  Paul D. wants 
to put his story next to Sethe’s, telling her “me and you, we got more yesterday than 
anybody.  We need some kind of tomorrow.” (p. 322) 
 
Sethe’s resolution:  while consumed with the past, there is a hope that she will survive 
and meet the present/future and possibly “disremember.” 
 
Beloved’s resolution:  instead of a slave ship holding her, she is now safe in a womb.  
Morrison describes this new image on page 323 as “unlike a ship’s… It’s an inside kind – 
wrapped tight like skin.”    

 

Other topics to discuss and explore: 
 
Instead of a remember/forget dichotomy, Morrison uses rememory and disremember.  
Why?  Is it because using these words makes the reader feel the effort the characters must 
use to force things away from the mind?  Or that everything is held in the memory?  Does 
rememory and disremembering require more than the work of individuals – is it a 
communal process?  
 



How is freedom explored in Beloved?  Is freedom by itself devoid of meaning?  Where 
can freedom be found – in the memory, in the heart, in the present, in the future?  What 
does it mean to be free? 
 
How does Beloved deal with the concept of family?  Of evil?  Of moral ambiguity?  Of 
race and the effects of slavery? 
 
Does Beloved begin with death and stagnation and end with life and growth?    
 
Is the past literally haunting the present?  Does the past demand recognition in the 
present?  Can it be exorcized?   
 
 

Topics that are based on larger literary/historical ideas:  
 
Does Beloved require a historicist reading?  Historicists focus on the social and economic 
conditions as the main factors behind a literary work.  They ask questions like why a 
particular work appears at a particular time, what made the subject interesting and what 
effects society had on the work’s themes.  In short, historicists wonder why a text 
emerged from the social context of the time it was written.   
With Beloved, historicists question why Morrison would chose to rework the 19

th
 century 

slave narrative and what her changes suggest for her social context? 
There are other works that preceded Morrison’s Beloved (1987) and are similar including 
Margaret Walker’s Jubilee (1966), Gayl Jones’s Corregidora (1975), Octavia Butler’s 
Kindred (1979), David Bradley’s The Chaneysville Incident (1981) and Sherley Anne 
Williams’ Dessa Rose (1986).   
Does Beloved represent a rise in the public’s interest in black and/or female history?  
Why?  Is it because people want to know the “truth” about slavery?   
Another question to ponder is why Beloved is set in the 1870s?  Will it make readers 
more receptive to the text – and less defensive?  Does it allow readers to deal with issues 
without present-day specifics?  Is it more powerful?   
 
How does Morrison deal with the idea of literacy – more than just reading and writing but 
a broader meaning of the text? 
 
Barbara Christian again: “I recalled Morrison’s sense of herself as a writer, as one who 
should be of service because of the saving grace her folk have with the language.  It is a 
grace that has led her to explore a world in which claiming freedom, and therefore the 
power to love, is dangerous, risky – but always blessed.  How bereft we would be without 
Toni Morrison’s liberating sound!  How fortunate to have lived at a time when we can 
dwell in, and heal, through her language!”  Is Beloved a healing text?  For whom?  Why? 
 
 
 
 

Odds and ends: 



In May 2006 the New York Times book review named Beloved the best American novel 
published in the last twenty-five years.  The article can be found at:  
http://www.nytimes.com/ref/books/fiction-25-years.html 
 
Stephen Metcalf of Slate wrote a piece entitled, “Why Is Beloved Beloved?”  He believes 
that Beloved exists “wholly beyond its own artistic merits and demerits” as something 
“more than mere literature.”  It is a quick read, and well worth it.  The article can be 
accessed at:  http://www.slate.com/id/2141971/ 
 
Morrison drew her inspiration for Beloved from Margaret Garner’s life.  Garner killed her 
daughter with a knife after trying to escape slavery in Kentucky.  A comparison of Garner 
and Sethe can be found at: 
http://www.luminarium.org/contemporary/tonimorrison/muckley.htm 
(Of course use what you choose with this information) 
 
There is an awesome New York Times audio piece of Toni Morrison reading a section of 
Beloved at the following site: 
http://www.nytimes.com/packages/khtml/2006/05/21/books/20060521_MORRISON_A
UDIOSS.html 
 I think it is amazing to have the author’s voice, inflection, tone and power available to 
us! 
  

An interview Toni Morrison did with Renee Montagne of NPR is also on the web and 
can be found at:   
http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=3912464 
Frankly, I found the New York Times audio easier to work with, but this piece is more 
personal.  Morrison refers to the ‘ghosts’ she sees…   
 

Ideas: 
Split into smaller groups and work directly with quotes or larger themes. 
 
Assign character-driven assignments before discussion, for example Sethe’s actions, 
Beloved’s later ‘life’, Denver’s changes.  Ask students to explore how they would have 
reacted to these situations.  Would their reactions be different than Morrison’s 
characters?  How would their reactions change the outcome of the text? 
 
Make connections to other works – Kyi’s freedom from fear, Wiesel’s idea of being a 
witness – how are these works, and other themes we have explored, reflected in Beloved?  
 
A few sources (of many) to consider if you want to know more: 
Barbara Christian, Toni Morrison: Our Saving Grace  
_____.  Beloved:  She’s Still Ours 
Kimberley Davis, “‘Postmodern blackness’: Toni Morrison’s Beloved and the end of 
history,” Twentieth Century Literature (Summer 1998). 
Missy Dean Kubitschek, Toni Morrison: A Critical Companion (1998) 


