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ABSTRACT 
 

Toni Morrison's Beloved (1987) offers a radical reimagining of motherhood, one that is inseparable 
from the history of slavery, the politics of resistance, and the collective memory of trauma. Through the 
character of Sethe, Morrison redefines motherhood as a dynamic and political act, deeply entangled with 
survival, history, and the formation of identity. This paper explores how Morrison’s representation of Black 
motherhood challenges conventional notions of maternal care, exposes the impact of slavery on maternal 
bodies and identities, and emphasizes the collective nature of mothering within the African American 
community. By analysing Sethe’s maternal struggles within the historical and social context of slavery, this 
paper argues that Beloved reconfigures motherhood as a form of resistance, memory, and communal 
solidarity, ultimately reflecting the political dimensions of Black maternal identity. 
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Introduction 

 Toni Morrison's Beloved (1987) is widely recognized as one of the most significant works of 
American literature, addressing the enduring legacy of slavery and the ways in which its trauma 
reverberates through generations. At the novel’s core is Sethe, a Black mother whose profound love for 
her children leads her to a devastating act: killing her own daughter to prevent her from being recaptured 
by the horrors of slavery. This act of violence, though extreme, encapsulates the complexity of Black 
motherhood under slavery and the broader history of African American resistance, survival, and identity 
formation. In Beloved, Morrison redefines motherhood, presenting it not as an isolated, personal 
experience but as a deeply political and collective act shaped by historical trauma, community solidarity, 
and the ongoing struggle for self-determination. 

 Morrison's portrayal of Sethe’s maternal identity challenges conventional, Eurocentric notions of 
motherhood, which often emphasize individualistic and nurturing ideals. Instead, Sethe’s relationship with 
her children is inseparable from the larger historical context of slavery and its dehumanizing effects on 
Black bodies and families. Through Sethe's actions and her traumatic memories, Morrison reveals the 
ways in which Black women’s bodies and maternal identities have been politically contested, 
commodified, and violently controlled by the institution of slavery. Sethe’s motherhood becomes a radical 
act of resistance, one that transcends the conventional role of mother as caregiver and protector, instead 
positioning her as a figure who actively resists the brutal forces seeking to re-enslave her family. 

 This paper argues that Beloved reconfigures motherhood as a site of survival, resistance, and 
collective memory. Sethe’s experience of motherhood, marked by both profound love and unimaginable 
trauma, reflects the ways in which Black women have historically navigated the violent intersections of 
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race, gender, and power. By examining Sethe’s maternal struggles within the historical and social context 
of slavery, this paper explores the political dimensions of maternal identity and the ways in which 
Morrison’s work reshapes the understanding of motherhood as both a personal and communal force in 
the African American experience. Through Sethe’s story, Morrison illuminates the enduring impact of 
slavery on Black motherhood and reclaims the power of maternal love as a form of resistance, survival, 
and collective healing. 

Motherhood as Survival and Resistance 

 At the heart of Toni Morrison’s Beloved lies the complex and politically charged depiction of 
Black motherhood, especially through the character of Sethe. Sethe’s maternal identity is not only 
shaped by love and protection but also by a desperate need for survival and resistance against the brutal 
legacy of slavery. In Beloved, motherhood transcends the realm of personal affection and care, becoming 
a political act that challenges the institution of slavery and its dehumanizing impact on Black women and 
their families. Sethe’s maternal instincts, driven by the trauma of slavery, manifest in an extreme and 
tragic form: the decision to kill her own child to prevent her from being recaptured by the system of 
slavery. This act, while controversial and heartbreaking, encapsulates the radical redefinition of 
motherhood that Morrison presents in the novel. 

• Maternal Sacrifice and the Politics of Protection 

 Sethe’s act of killing her daughter Beloved, often referred to as an “act of love,” is a striking 
example of how motherhood in the context of slavery was bound to survival. Sethe’s maternal instincts 
are inextricably linked to her experience of enslavement, where Black mothers had limited autonomy over 
their bodies and the lives of their children. Slavery systematically sought to sever familial bonds, displace 
children from their mothers, and strip away the emotional and psychological significance of parenthood. 
The institution commodified Black bodies, including those of Black women, reducing them to vessels for 
labour and reproduction. 

 Sethe’s decision to kill her child is not an impulsive act of cruelty, but a calculated effort to 
protect her children from the same fate that she endured—being torn away from her family, exploited, 
and subjected to the horrors of enslavement. Sethe, having already experienced the anguish of 
separation from her children under slavery, cannot fathom allowing her children to suffer in the same 
way. In her mind, death is a preferable alternative to the violence and degradation of slavery. This 
desperate act of protecting her children, even though violence, redefines the notion of maternal love as 
one that is fiercely protective, even in the face of moral ambiguity. 

 Morrison’s portrayal of this act reveals the dehumanizing choices enslaved Black women were 
forced to make in order to retain some measure of control over their own bodies and their children’s 
fates. The violent choice Sethe makes represents her refusal to allow the system to continue using her 
children as property. Her motherhood, thus, becomes a direct resistance to the institution of slavery, an 
act of defiance against the commodification of Black life. Sethe’s act of “mother-love” can be understood 
as a radical refusal to let slavery dictate her children’s futures. 

• The Maternal Body as a Site of Resistance 

 Sethe’s body, much like the bodies of other enslaved women, is a key site where the politics of 
resistance and survival are enacted. The scars that mark Sethe’s body, especially the tree-like scar on 
her back, serve as physical reminders of the violence she endured while enslaved. These scars are 
emblematic of the violence inflicted upon Black women’s bodies, and they symbolize both trauma and 
resilience. Sethe’s body, marked by the brutality of enslavement, becomes a battleground where the 
forces of slavery seek to control and dehumanize her, while her maternal resistance seeks to assert 
ownership over her body and her children’s futures. 

 Sethe’s physical scars serve as a visual manifestation of her survival, but they also reflect the 
broader experience of Black women under slavery, whose bodies were under constant threat of 
exploitation, violence, and disempowerment. Sethe’s motherhood, therefore, is not just about nurturing; it 
is about survival. Her body, scarred and marked by history, represents her resistance to a system that 
sought to strip her of every vestige of humanity. 

The Politics of Memory and Trauma 

 In Beloved, Toni Morrison intricately weaves the theme of memory with trauma, portraying how 
the legacy of slavery manifests within the bodies and minds of Black women, particularly through their 
maternal experiences. For Sethe, the act of mothering is not just about raising children, but about 
confronting and living with the haunting memories of her past as an enslaved woman. Morrison uses 
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Sethe’s relationship with her daughter Beloved to demonstrate how the ghosts of slavery—both literal 
and figurative—continue to affect Black mothers long after their physical freedom. Through the novel, 
Morrison examines how trauma is passed down through generations and how the politics of memory 
plays a central role in the reconstruction of Black maternal identities. 

• The Ghost of Slavery: Beloved as a Manifestation of Trauma 

 Beloved, the ghostly presence that haunts Sethe’s home, represents the traumatic memory of 
slavery and its unshakable hold on Sethe’s maternal identity. The character of Beloved is not simply a 
literal ghost; she embodies the collective memory of slavery’s violence and the traumatic past that Black 
people, especially Black mothers, have struggled to forget. Sethe’s relationship with Beloved, and the 
haunting that follows, becomes a metaphor for the struggle to bear witness to trauma while attempting to 
move beyond it. 

 Sethe’s act of killing Beloved, while tragic, is an effort to protect her children from being 
consumed by the horrors of slavery. Yet, Beloved’s return forces Sethe to relive the trauma she has 
spent years trying to bury. In this sense, Beloved is not just Sethe’s daughter; she is the embodiment of 
the past, a child whose life was violently cut short because of the brutality of slavery. Sethe’s attempt to 
“forget” this traumatic event, to protect her remaining children from the emotional weight of it, is 
contrasted with the reality that the trauma of slavery cannot be easily erased. 

 Morrison shows that trauma, especially historical trauma, refuses to stay buried. It resurfaces in 
the form of Beloved, a spectral figure who compels Sethe to confront her past. This haunting reflects the 
larger legacy of slavery, which continues to disrupt the lives of the descendants of the enslaved. Sethe’s 
inability to fully forget the pain of the past—her constant reliving of it through her interactions with 
Beloved—illustrates how the trauma of slavery is passed down through generations. Even after physical 
emancipation, the psychological and emotional scars remain. 

• Memory as a Political Act 

 The politics of memory in Beloved is not just about personal recollection but about the collective 
remembering and forgetting of slavery. Sethe’s struggle to remember and confront her past is a deeply 
political act. For Sethe, memory is not merely a personal or internal experience but a communal one, as it 
connects her to the wider history of African Americans who lived through slavery. 

 Throughout the novel, the community’s collective memory of slavery is marked by silence and 
denial. Many of the characters, including Sethe’s neighbours, initially refuse to acknowledge the depth of 
Sethe’s trauma. The social pressures to forget, to "move on," and to bury the past are palpable, reflecting 
the broader societal tendency to downplay or erase the history of slavery. Morrison critiques this 
tendency, illustrating how the refusal to remember slavery—or the desire to forget—perpetuates the 
trauma of its legacy. 

 Sethe’s reluctance to remember her past is mirrored in the community’s own disavowal of the 
history of slavery. The novel shows how this collective amnesia, this desire to repress traumatic 
memories, harms both individuals and the larger community. Sethe’s journey to confront her past and 
accept her trauma is an act of resistance against a dominant culture that seeks to erase or distort the 
history of Black suffering. In Beloved, memory becomes a revolutionary act, a means by which the past 
can be acknowledged, validated, and ultimately healed.  

• Memory, Trauma, and the Reconstruction of Black Maternal Identity 

 Morrison’s exploration of memory and trauma in Beloved is particularly significant in its 
reconfiguration of Black maternal identity. Sethe’s motherhood is shaped by the dual forces of love and 
loss, of protection and violence, as she struggles to remember the past while trying to shield her children 
from its pain. Sethe’s experiences of slavery and her memories of being an enslaved mother, form the 
core of her identity and her ability to mother in the aftermath of her trauma. 

Collective Maternal Identity: The Role of the Community 

 In Beloved, Toni Morrison explores not only the personal, individual dimensions of Black 
motherhood but also its communal and collective aspects. While Sethe’s experience as a mother is 
central to the narrative, Morrison extends the definition of motherhood beyond the confines of a nuclear 
family or isolated maternal experience, positioning motherhood as a collective responsibility shaped by 
history, culture, and community solidarity. Sethe's story, along with the interactions of other women in the 
novel, reveals the significance of the community in shaping maternal identity and offering both emotional 
and physical support in the face of profound trauma. 
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 In Beloved, motherhood is not a solitary, individualized experience but a collective act of 
survival, resistance, and healing. Through the relationships between Sethe and the women of her 
community, Morrison redefines maternal identity as a shared, interconnected force, deeply shaped by the 
collective memory of slavery and the collective effort to resist its continuing effects. 

• The Role of the Community in Sethe's Maternal Identity 

 Sethe’s experience of motherhood is initially portrayed as deeply isolated. Haunted by her 
memories of slavery and the trauma of losing her children to violence and the system of enslavement, 
Sethe attempts to protect her family by keeping them apart from the wider community. Her choice to hide 
the ghost of Beloved in her home, as well as her hesitance to engage with her neighbours, speaks to the 
isolation she feels as a mother-one who carries the heavy burden of protecting her children from the 
trauma of their past. Sethe’s maternal identity is thus deeply personal, but also deeply scarred by the 
past. 

 However, Sethe’s eventual healing and her ability to fully integrate and accept the complexity of 
her motherhood-is contingent upon the support of the community, particularly the other Black women in 
the neighbourhood. The women who come to her aid in the exorcism of Beloved play a pivotal role in 
transforming Sethe’s isolated, burdened motherhood into something collective and communal. The 
community’s involvement in Sethe’s story reveals that, while Sethe’s actions as a mother may seem 
individualistic or even extreme, they resonate within the broader historical and communal context of 
Black motherhood, where survival and resistance are shared goals.  

• Sethe’s Relationship with the Community: A Shift from Isolation to Solidarity 

 Initially, Sethe distances herself from the community, wary of exposing her trauma and afraid of 
being judged or ostracized. Her maternal instincts, shaped by the brutality of slavery, have taught her to 
protect her children at all costs, even if that means keeping them away from others. Sethe’s relationship 
with the community is thus one of mistrust and fear, stemming from her own experiences with loss, 
violence, and abandonment under slavery. Yet, the novel reveals that Sethe’s initial isolation also stems 
from the broader societal pressures that seek to dismantle the collective strength of the Black community. 

 In many ways, Sethe's journey mirrors the larger historical and communal struggle of Black 
people in the aftermath of slavery. The process of collective healing in the novel suggests that the scars 
of the past cannot be fully healed by one person alone. Instead, it is through communal solidarity that the 
painful memories of slavery can be acknowledged, processed, and transformed into a collective strength. 

• The Role of Baby Suggs: The Spiritual Mother and Community Healer 

 Central to the communal maternal identity in Beloved is Baby Suggs, Sethe’s mother-in-law and 
the spiritual matriarch of the community. Baby Suggs embodies a kind of maternal wisdom that extends 
beyond biological motherhood. As a former slave who has been freed, Baby Suggs seeks to heal her 
community not only by providing emotional support but by offering spiritual and collective solace. Her role 
as a mother figure is not confined to her own children but encompasses the broader community of Black 
women who have endured the suffering of enslavement. 

 Baby Suggs’ “preaching” in the novel, where she urges people to "lay down their burdens" and 
find joy in their bodies, is a form of communal healing that transcends individual pain. Her home becomes 
a sanctuary where the community gathers, where they can acknowledge their suffering and also 
celebrate their humanity. Through Baby Suggs, Morrison highlights the importance of community in 
reshaping maternal identity-not only as a biological role but as a source of spiritual and emotional 
nourishment for the collective. 

 Baby Suggs’ maternal identity is emblematic of the role that Black women played in the survival 
and healing of their communities. She embodies the collective strength of Black women, who, despite the 
ravages of slavery, found ways to nurture, sustain, and resist. Even after her death, Baby Suggs 
continues to influence the community and Sethe’s understanding of motherhood, reminding the women 
around her that healing, like mothering, is a shared responsibility. 

The Role of the Body in Maternal Identity 

 In Beloved, Toni Morrison offers a profound exploration of the relationship between the body 
and maternal identity, particularly through the lens of slavery’s dehumanizing impact on Black women. 
The maternal body, in the context of the novel, is not merely a biological vessel for reproduction or 
caregiving but a site of trauma, resistance, and survival. The experiences of Sethe and other characters 
in the novel reveal how the Black maternal body is shaped, violated, and reclaimed through both 
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personal and collective experiences. For Sethe, and for many Black women under slavery, the body 
becomes both a source of power and a site of immense vulnerability. The role of the body in Beloved 
underscores the intersection of race, gender, and history, revealing how maternal identity is deeply 
connected to physicality, memory, and trauma. 

• The Body as a Site of Trauma 

 One of the most significant ways the maternal body is depicted in Beloved is as a site of 
violence and trauma, particularly under slavery. Sethe’s body is marked by the scars of her experiences 
as an enslaved woman. The most prominent example is the "tree" scar on her back, which she describes 
as a reminder of the brutal whipping she received while pregnant with Denver. This scar is not just a 
physical injury, but a symbol of the systemic violence that Black women faced under slavery, where their 
bodies were treated as property to be exploited, brutalized, and controlled. 

 Sethe’s scarred body is a powerful visual representation of how slavery sought to erase the 
humanity of Black women by reducing them to mere tools for labour and reproduction. Sethe’s 
experience of violence-both physical and sexual-during her time as an enslaved woman is emblematic of 
the larger trauma inflicted upon Black women’s bodies during slavery. The brutality of these physical 
violations strips away the boundaries between body and mind, creating a lasting psychic wound that 
cannot be easily forgotten or healed. 

• Maternal Bodies as Vessels of Memory 

 The trauma that Black mothers experienced under slavery was deeply rooted in their bodies, 
and in Beloved, the body becomes a vessel for memory. For Sethe, the experience of childbirth, of 
having her children, is profoundly tied to her body’s capacity for pain, trauma, and survival. Her act of 
killing Beloved is in part an attempt to protect her children from being re-enslaved, but it is also a direct 
response to the pain she feels in her body, the memory of what slavery had done to her and could do to 
her children. In this way, Sethe’s maternal identity is inseparable from her body’s memory of suffering, 
both for herself and for her children. 

 Slavery not only commodified Black women’s bodies but also placed their reproductive 
capacities under strict control. Enslaved women were often forced to give birth under inhumane 
conditions, their pregnancies and births subject to the whims of their enslavers. The very act of 
reproduction, a fundamental aspect of motherhood, was deeply tied to economic interests in the context 
of slavery, which is why Sethe’s bodily autonomy-and the autonomy of all enslaved women-was 
consistently denied. In Beloved, Sethe’s physical experience of motherhood is inextricably tied to her 
body’s trauma, as her labour-both as a mother and as a slave-was co-opted and exploited. 

• Maternal Bodies as Sites of Resistance 

 While Sethe’s body is marked by the trauma of slavery, it is also a site of resistance and 
survival. The very fact that Sethe survives, that she is able to escape from Sweet Home, and that she 
attempts to protect her children from re-enslavement is a testament to her body’s resilience. Her maternal 
instincts, coupled with the deep trauma of slavery, drive her to protect her children at all costs. Her act of 
infanticide-killing her own daughter rather than allowing her to be captured and re-enslaved-underscores 
the radical ways in which Black women, through their bodies, resist the forces of oppression. 

 Sethe’s body, scarred though it may be, is also an instrument of power. Her decision to protect 
her children, to make the ultimate sacrifice, challenges the system that sought to commodify and control 
her body. In this sense, the body in Beloved becomes not just a passive victim of violence but an active 
agent of resistance. Sethe’s body refuses to be controlled, refuses to be exploited for the purposes of 
slavery. Even in her most traumatic moments, Sethe’s body remains a powerful expression of her love for 
her children and her refusal to submit to a system that sought to strip her of her humanity. 

 Moreover, the communal exorcism of Beloved-when the women of the community come 
together to help Sethe confront and banish the ghost of her dead daughter-also represents a collective 
reclamation of the maternal body. In this communal act of resistance, the body of Sethe and the bodies of 
the other women serve as symbols of collective power and solidarity. The communal body, as it comes 
together to support Sethe, creates a space of collective healing where the trauma of slavery can be 
confronted and, to some degree, overcome. 

• The Reclamation of Maternal Power and Autonomy 

 Morrison’s depiction of Sethe’s body and the bodies of other women in Beloved, ultimately 
speaks to a larger theme of reclaiming Black maternal power and autonomy. Under slavery, Black 
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women were denied control over their own bodies, their reproductive capacities exploited for economic 
gain, and their motherhood subordinated to the demands of the institution. Sethe’s journey, as painful 
and difficult as it is, is also about reclaiming control over her own body and, by extension, her identity as 
a mother. 

 The act of exorcising Beloved, the embodiment of Sethe’s trauma, marks a significant moment 
in this reclamation. It is through the collective action of the community that Sethe’s body—and the bodies 
of other Black women-are liberated from the psychological chains of the past. In the novel, the 
reclamation of the maternal body is both a personal and a communal act. Sethe, in confronting her past, 
reclaims her autonomy and her humanity. Through the solidarity of other women in the community, this 
process of reclamation is amplified, suggesting that Black maternal identity can be reconstituted through 
collective action, support, and memory. 

 Morrison also explores the ways in which maternal bodies, once sites of violence, can become 
spaces of healing and power. By confronting the violence inflicted upon their bodies, Black women in the 
novel, including Sethe, begin to restore their agency. The body, in this sense, is not just a passive 
recipient of trauma but a space of renewal, resistance, and transformation.  

Conclusion 

 In Beloved, Toni Morrison intricately weaves together the themes of trauma, memory, and 
resistance to portray the complex, multifaceted nature of Black maternal identity. Through the 
experiences of Sethe and other women in the novel, Morrison reveals that motherhood, particularly for 
Black women, is not a singular or isolated endeavour but a collective and communal process shaped by 
historical violence, survival, and resistance. The body, as both a site of trauma and a vehicle for memory 
and healing, plays a pivotal role in shaping maternal identity in the novel. Sethe's journey-from a mother 
marked by the scars of slavery to one who reclaims her power through collective healing-speaks to the 
larger legacy of slavery and its continued impact on Black women and their families. 

 The maternal body in Beloved is a powerful symbol of both the oppression and resilience 
experienced by Black women. It bears witness to the history of violence and dehumanization inflicted on 
enslaved women, but it is also the space through which Black women resist, survive, and reclaim their 
humanity. Sethe’s act of infanticide, while tragic, represents an extreme form of maternal protection and a 
refusal to submit to a system that seeks to re-enslave her children. Yet, it is only through her interaction 
with the community-particularly the women who come together to help her face her trauma-that Sethe's 
maternal identity can evolve from one of isolation to one of collective healing. 

 Ultimately, Beloved redefines motherhood as a powerful, collective force that transcends the 
individual, positioning Black maternal identity as one that is forged in the fires of resistance, survival, and 
solidarity. In doing so, Morrison offers a profound meditation on the ways in which Black women, despite 
centuries of trauma and dehumanization, continue to resist and reshape their identities, not only for 
themselves but for their communities and future generations. Through Sethe and the other women in the 
novel, Morrison demonstrates that Black maternal identity is not defined by the violence inflicted upon the 
body, but by the strength, resilience, and unbreakable bonds that emerge from the shared experience of 
motherhood. 
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