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Abstract — The purpose of the study is to explore the issues
of racism and exploitation of black women. Beloved is a
historical novel discusses about the racism and harassment on
women. It also discusses about the haunted house and
haunted slavery in which the protagonist decides in the
extreme level and chose infanticide. Beloved represents the
true story of a woman who struggled a lot to save their
children from being slaves. It exposes the real nature of
dehumanization on women and men who work as slaves for
financial support. The symbolization of scars on the body of
a protagonist with past is a remarkable awakening to the
readers. It talks about the regaining the consciousness of past
in the present time. Toni Morrison, an author of this novel
also faced racism in her childhood and this became one of the
themes of her writings. She won Pulitzer Prize for this novel.
Morrison uses different elements to sensitize the issues of
women especially black women who being the domestic
workers and at the same time protecting their family against
the evils of slavery.
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I. INTRODUCTION

Toni Morrison being contemporary writer exposed the
realities of African — American in her works and won the
Nobel Prize in Literature in 1993. She focused on collective
struggle rather than individual struggle against the evils of
oppression. She strives to explore the struggling of black
women. S. Kannammal comments that Morrisons novels and
her textual strategies on education — which gives a frame of
mind that challenges, construct, destabilizes them with an
orientation towards self-discovery through self-examination.
(100)

She presents the experiences of the blacks especially
women who faced challenges in white dominated America
for their survival. One of the critics and lecturer, Ms.
Shrutidas affirms that Morrison’s firm vice has forced the
world to recognize her, not as a marginalized Afro-American
woman writer but as an important voice in the mainstream of
world literature.(221)

Morrison examines the impact of race, sex and class
on society and its effect on the lives of Africa-American
psychologically. The lives of Afro-American woman have
been affected by racism and classicism and woman are
denigrated as inferior. Especially black women were
relegated to a lower class by virtue of their sex. They were
discriminated, dehumanized and dominated because of their
economic instability. Black men work as slaves under white
to get financial support.

Her effort to “invent her thoughts, plumb them for a
subtext that was historically true in essence, but not strictly
factual in order to relate her history to contemporary ideas of
freedom, responsibility and woman’s place (Beloved xi) is
really appreciable. Beloved is her fifth novel, written in with
the purpose of awakening the readers to learn by experiencing

through the characters. Nafisa Hatmi, a critic, says
Morrison’s Beloved offers a painfully compelling, detailed
account of slave humiliation and oppression so that the black
life on American soil is recorded, examined and understood
for its complexity. (109)

Beloved is a historical novel of Toni Morrison
which deals with the most oppressed period of slavery in the
history of Africa. It explores the physical, emotional and
spiritual devastation that haunts the characters who are
former slaves. Dean Frano, a critic, observes that a
contemporary novel about a historically distant but
nonetheless always present time — the period of American
slavery and Reconstruction — participates in something like
mounting for the past” (Modern fiction studies, 416)

Beloved is the invention of Morrison’s ideas by
observing a newspaper clipping in the Black Book. She
inspired from a newspaper clipping and from a photograph by
James Van Der Zee to write a novel. Th newspaper clipping
is about an escaped slave woman Margaret Garner who in
1851, kills one of her children in an attempt to prevent them
from being taken into slavery. It is the story of Sethe,
protagonist, of the novel who memorizes the levels of past
from the slave ship to Sweet Home as well as the present. The
novel was set after the civil war and still the slaves depend on
whites for their existence. The novel opens with the house at
124 Bluestone Road, a house that has “literally, a personally
haunted ...” (xii) Sethe, an ex-slave, the protagonist of
Beloved is a proud and independent woman who is devoted
to her children. Morrison says that “there is a necessity for
remembering the horror, but of course there’s a necessity for
remembering it in a manner in which it can be digested, in a
manner in which the memory is not destructive. The act of
writing the book is a way of confronting it and making it
possible to remember. (Danille Taylor - Guthrie,
Conversations with Toni Morrison, 248)

In the novel, Sethe did not mention or talk about the
pain she has to endure but she mainly focused on the milk that
had been taken from her which is vital to feed her baby. She
convinces herself, “ The milk would be there and I would be
there with it” (19) Sethe cries in vain “they took my milk”
(20) and “T was pregnant with Denver but I had milk for my
baby girl I hadn’t stopped nursing her when I sent her on
ahead with Howard and Buglar” (19) She expresses her
failure as a mother when her breast milk is stolen by the boys
of Sweet Home and feels, “what it’s like to send your children
off when your breasts are full.”

Racial oppression and slavery have become one of
the social pathologies in Morrison’s novels. She is a well-
known author dealt the realities of slave’s life. The novelist
herself became one of the victims during her marital life. In
the novel, Sethe’s mother-in-law, Baby Suggs is another
woman whose personality undergoes a metamorphosis. She
like Sethe, is subjected to physical, sexual and emotional
atrocities along with the loss of her children.
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Morrison discusses of the haunted house and Sethe’s
being “lonely and rebuked” (16) of her daily struggle with the
haunting slavery in the form of her threatening memories and
her daughter’s ghost. She is struggling a lot in the present to
beat back the past to regain her consciousness. She has
separated the scars from herself just like her past as if she did
not feel about the scars. According to Deborah Guth, a critic,
the novel is a fable of dynamics of memory, it dramatizes the
intersection of two warring impulses towards the past, the
imperative to remember and the desperate need to forget, and
encodes them in a tale where one woman’s attempt to defy
forget and to the encroachment of the past culminates in a
truly symbolic bond between the present, imaged as haunted
mother, and the past, represented in the form of her murdered
and resurrected child. (584-85)

In her narratives, “men are often not directly
involved in the raising of children, and were also often
forcibly removed from their families, without strong family
bonds, men fled to pursue their own freedom (Wright, 76)
Men are not sole providers and women are not solely
domestic caretakers in Sweet Home. But they perform the
tasks outside the home and have jobs as those performed by
men. Whenever any slave tries to escape, he is punished
savagely. Any reaction is deemed as blasphemy by the
masters resulting into the most severe punishment like death.
The slaves are encouraged to live as family and live by the
moral of their owners. Even slaves are not permitted to
become legally wedded. Marriage means a contract binding
to one another. Usually slaves are contracted to their owners.
It also prevents the slaves from having a strong claim to
children. They are treated as chattels and property to another.
During her stay in Sweet Home, Sethe asks permission for
marriage with Halle from Mrs. Garner, a white woman and
owner of the Home, and then she laughs as it is an unusual
event. She secretly stitches herself a dress to mark the
wedding occasion and they experience consummation after
the marriage in a corn field.

But this is impossible within the slave economy
where the master considers them as mere chattels and sells
them as their belongings. Whereas Stephanie in her essay,
points out that the ‘mothering can also be hazardous for the
growth of an individual. Her chief concern is to prove that
Sethe in mothering her children forgets or annihilates her own
sense of self.” (32)

The slave mother as portrayed is a symbol of self-
sacrifice who protects her children. The very motherhood that
enslaves them becomes a weapon, or a site of resistance that
forces and dictates both motherhood and their lives. It leads
to infanticide that can be interpreted as a way of protecting
the children from a life of slavery, as “an attempt to attack the
reproduction system which upheld slavery, or as an act of
opposition too an oppressive society which abused, killed and
separated families, experience motherhood as a sort of
slavery in itself, a bondage from which they cannot
disentangle because of love and cultural expectations.”
Women should give birth to themselves arise. Elizabeth Fox
Genovese in her essay, Unspeakable things unspoken: Ghosts
and memory in Beloved grounds her argument on the point
that the slavery as an institution imperiled both the sexuality
and the motherhood. A mother was even denied the right to
nurture her own offspring. (115)

Beloved focuses on the memory that leaves into past
struggling in present situation that makes Sethe to think about
her baby daughter. Beloved who wasn’t even two years old
when she died. In order to give her funeral, she agreed to ten
minutes of sex with an engraver in order to have the word
“Dearly Beloved” (5) carved on the baby’s headstone. She
even agrees to have sex with tombstone engraver, “Ten
minutes for seven letters.” (5) The society does not dare to
understand the love of mother, who has bitter and worst
experiences as slavery under white men. In order to protect
her child from white folks, she even took the hardest step to
murder her child.

Pamela E. Barnett in her essay drives reader’s
attention towards the issue of harassment. Her writings are
broadened with the issue of sexual harassment not only of the
whites perpetrating sexual harassment on the black, but also
the way in which the black subjugate the members of their
own community by dragging them in an incestuous and
homosexual relationship. She also mentions the ramifications
of the sexual harassment. (12)

The slave women were treated as of their own
property and sexually harassed like animals. Not just physical
tortures were used as means of suppression but sexual
exploitation is quire frequent. They were assaulted and raped
by the white men and those children form an economic
benefit to the slave owners. In the words of Pamela E. Bernett,
“while Morrison depicts myriad abuses of slavery like brutal
beatings and lynching, the depictions of and allusions to rape
are of primary importance; each in some way helps explain
the infanticide that marks the beginning of Sethe’s story as a
free woman.” (193)

In Beloved, Sethe believes that to be born as a
woman is a sin. She has been subjected to assault in many
ways. Ella, an ex-slave, was similarly kept in a room and was
maltreated by a father and his son for several days. Ella faces
so much of violence in her life and gives birth to a baby whom
she would not nurture now. She also remembers the beating
to which is subjected. Because of torture inflicted on her for
several days, results in ultimately negativity in her attitude.

As the novel is centered on Sethe, her plot is narrated
that can be identified as a strong, loving, brave mother. She
decided to discard the past and the future for the love of her
children. Beloved can be seen as a testimony of the
exploitation of black woman by white men and the children
who had to suffer for it. Beloved functions like a ghost of
slavery, haunting the characters that carry their past with
them. The blood and scars of Sethe symbolically indicates her
past i.e., birth of Denver and death of Beloved. Sethe has
taken another step towards reclaiming her identity and
healing her split.

‘Anything dead coming back to life hurts.” (42)
Kannammal in appreciates Morrison’s works that teach
others to read reality with which feminism is concerned. In
real life situations various layers of emotions and different
moods exist in the same person at different times and
situations in varying degrees.. the exhibition of these
emotions in men and women in real proportions. (101)
Morrison warning is to remind us that it is not easy to keep
that history in out memory. Morrison concludes Beloved with
the admonition that Sethe’s story should not be passed on, for
Sethe and Beloved’s as it indicates as ‘the process of re-
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inscription and reinterpretation’ (Aikant, Memory, Text and
subtext: Toni Morrison’s Beloved, 162)

Toni Morrison symbolized the scars of a protagonist
as her past.She described the characters who were haunted by
ghost for the committed sins. Past represents the ghost where
it haunts the character responsible for it. She reminds the
readers that remembering the past that is to be forgotten can
worsen the life of human beings. Instead of remembering the
past better to erase from the memory. In this way, she
explores the realities of lives of black women who were being
discriminated on the basis of sex, racism and color.
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