
 

Unveiling the Forgotten Narratives in Toni Morrison's Beloved

Introduction 

 This research examines the reconstruction of silenced histories and marginalized voices 

in Toni Morrison’s Beloved, a narrative deeply intertwined with the legacy of slavery and its 

generational repercussions. The novel centers on the experiences of enslaved and formerly 

enslaved individuals, portraying their struggles with trauma, memory, and resilience. This study 

argues that Morrison’s Beloved not only critiques the erasures of traditional historical narratives 

but also serves as a medium for reclaiming agency and humanity for those often excluded from 

dominant accounts. Using New Historicism as a framework, the research will explore how 

Morrison bridges personal memory and collective history to illuminate forgotten narratives. 

 Morrison begins her novel with the haunting line, “124 was spiteful. Full of a baby's 

venom,” immediately establishing a house that embodies the lingering, unspoken horrors of 

slavery. This opening encapsulates the emotional and psychological weight of unprocessed 

trauma, setting the stage for a deeper exploration of how historical atrocities leave indelible 

marks on individuals and their descendants. Sethe, the protagonist, grapples with her decision to 

take her infant daughter’s life to spare her from the horrors of slavery, a profound act that 

encapsulates the moral complexities forced upon enslaved individuals. Her reflection, “I did it. I 

got us all out. Each and every one of my babies and me too,” illustrates the deep intersection of 

maternal love, resistance, and despair, as well as the lengths one goes to preserve dignity in the 

face of dehumanization. 



 

 The character of Sethe, haunted by the ghost of her daughter, Beloved, symbolizes the 

weight of historical trauma and the lasting impact of slavery on identity and community. The 

fragmented narrative structure of the novel mirrors the disjointed and suppressed histories of 

African Americans, while the speculative elements such as the presence of Beloved serve to 

amplify emotional truths often omitted from historical records. Interactions between characters 

such as Sethe, Denver, and Paul D further explore the interplay of individual and collective 

memories, emphasizing how the past continues to shape present identities. Morrison’s narrative 

does not merely recount historical atrocities; it also interrogates how societies construct and 

transmit memories of trauma, ensuring the survival of those stories that history seeks to forget. 

 This study addresses a critical gap in Morrison scholarship, which often focuses on her 

narrative innovation and thematic concerns but less frequently examines Beloved as a historical 

critique. By applying New Historicist principles, this research will uncover how Morrison’s 

storytelling challenges hegemonic narratives, reclaims silenced voices, and critiques cultural 

constructs of power. The study bridges personal and collective histories, offering fresh insights 

into Morrison’s narrative strategies and their broader implications for understanding memory, 

identity, and resistance. 

Statement of Problem 

 Toni Morrison’s Beloved critiques the erasure of African American histories, particularly 

the trauma of slavery, from mainstream historical narratives. The novel gives voice to the 

silenced experiences of enslaved individuals and their descendants, revealing the psychological 

scars left by slavery. This research will examine how Beloved reconstructs these forgotten 

histories using New Historicism, highlighting how personal memory and collective history 

challenge dominant historical accounts. Research Question are below: 



 

How does Beloved reconstruct the silenced histories of enslaved individuals and their 

descendants? 

How does Morrison’s novel critique the erasure of African American experiences from 

traditional historical narratives? 

How do the characters in Beloved confront and negotiate the trauma of slavery, and what does 

this reveal about the power structures that shaped their lives? 

How does Morrison use personal memory and collective history to challenge hegemonic 

historical accounts? 

How can New Historicism help illuminate the ways in which Beloved critiques the power 

dynamics of historical memory and social injustice? 

Hypothesis 

 This thesis contends that Beloved serves as a powerful narrative that critiques the erasure 

of African American histories, particularly the experiences of enslaved individuals, by 

reconstructing silenced histories through the lens of personal memory and collective history. By 

applying New Historicism, the study will explore how Toni Morrison uses the fragmented 

structure of the novel and the psychological trauma of characters like Sethe to challenge 

dominant historical accounts. The research will demonstrate how Beloved exposes the power 

dynamics of historical memory, social injustice, and the lasting effects of slavery. It is expected 

that the analysis will reveal how Morrison’s novel critiques the suppression of African American 

experiences and underscores the role of literature in preserving marginalized histories. 

Objectives 

To analyze how Beloved reconstructs the silenced histories of enslaved individuals and their 

descendants. 



 

To explore how the novel critiques the erasure of African American experiences from historical 

narratives. 

To examine how characters confront the trauma of slavery and its ongoing impact. 

To understand how Morrison uses memory and history to challenge hegemonic accounts. 

To apply New Historicism to reveal how Beloved critiques the power dynamics of historical 

memory and social injustice. 

Literature Review 

 Toni Morrison’s Beloved bridges history and literature to challenge dominant ideologies 

and recover silenced voices. Through fragmented timelines, polyphonic narratives, and 

supernatural elements, the novel critiques traditional historiography and reclaims marginalized 

African American histories. This study situates Beloved within New Historicist principles, 

emphasizing its dual role in critiquing power structures and restoring agency to the oppressed.

 Gang Xu, in the article “The New History in Toni Morrison’s Beloved and the 

Construction of the Black’s Subjectivity,” underscores the novel’s role in reconstructing 

marginalized histories. Xu observes: 

Morrison’s work is not merely a recounting of historical events; rather, it is an intricate 

tapestry that weaves together the personal and collective memories of her characters…. 

The novel’s structure allows for a fluidity of time and memory, enabling readers to 

engage with the past in a way that is both immediate and reflective. This reconstruction 

of history is not just an act of remembrance but a reclamation of agency for those who 

have been marginalized. (Xu 2). 

Morrison’s narrative strategy in Beloved aligns closely with the principles of New Historicism, 

as it intertwines historical realities with the subjective experiences of her characters. This 



 

approach challenges linear historical narratives, allowing for a more nuanced engagement with 

the past. By reconstructing history through the lens of personal trauma and collective memory, 

Morrison’s work not only addresses the enduring legacy of slavery but also reclaims agency for 

those whose stories have been marginalized or erased. 

 The fluidity of time and memory in Beloved creates a dynamic narrative that engages 

readers in both reflection and immediacy. This technique transforms the act of storytelling into a 

form of resistance against hegemonic historical discourses, underscoring the importance of 

literature in uncovering forgotten histories and amplifying silenced voices. Morrison’s work 

exemplifies how fiction can serve as a critical intervention in historiography, bridging the gap 

between lived experiences and recorded history. 

 The intersections of history and literature reveal how narratives can confront and critique 

dominant ideologies, particularly those that marginalize or erase the experiences of oppressed 

groups. Toni Morrison’s Beloved exemplifies this dynamic, blending historical realities with 

fictional storytelling to recover the voices silenced by the traumas of slavery. By weaving 

personal and collective memories into the narrative, Morrison challenges traditional 

historiography, advocating for a more inclusive and multi-vocal approach to understanding the 

past. 

 Stephanie Demetrakopoulos, in A Study of Representation and Portrayal of Motherhood 

in Toni Morrison's Beloved, emphasizes how Morrison explores the complexities of motherhood 

against the backdrop of slavery. She argues that the trauma of the past shapes maternal identities, 

stating: 

Morrison's Beloved intricately weaves together the personal and collective memories of 

her characters, illustrating how the trauma of slavery is not just an individual experience 



 

but a shared historical burden. Through the haunting presence of Beloved, the novel 

challenges the dominant historical narratives that have often silenced the voices of the 

enslaved, allowing for a reclamation of agency and identity (Demetrakopoulos, 6). 

Demetrakopoulos’s analysis highlights how Morrison positions memory as a mechanism for 

reclaiming agency. By intertwining personal trauma with shared histories, Beloved critiques 

linear and hegemonic historical accounts, underscoring the necessity of preserving silenced 

voices. This perspective aligns with the concept of literature as a vehicle for emotional 

resonance, as seen in works like Ruskin Bond’s The Night Train at Deoli. While Morrison uses 

memory to recover historical traumas, Bond captures fleeting human connections to reflect the 

bittersweet nature of unspoken emotions. Salunke, in Indecision: A Common Thematic Structure 

in Rabindranath Tagore's The Postmaster and Ruskin Bond's The Night Train at Deoli, compares 

Bond’s portrayal of transient love with Tagore’s emphasis on emotional attachment, noting how 

both authors explore the ephemerality of human connections. 

 Much like the lingering impact of Beloved’s haunting presence on Sethe, Bond’s 

depiction of fleeting interactions carries emotional weight. His characters’ infatuations and 

unspoken feelings resonate with universal human experiences, presenting love and loss not as 

grand or dramatic but as subtle and ephemeral. Both Morrison and Bond highlight the enduring 

influence of memory and fleeting moments, though Morrison extends this theme into a 

reclamation of historical agency. 

 Wajiran Wajiran, in The Portrayal of Black Women in Toni Morrison’s Beloved, The 

Bluest Eye, and Song of Solomon, explores how Morrison’s works examine the intersection of 

race, gender, and identity, particularly through the lens of Black women’s experiences. Wajiran 

states: 



 

Morrison’s narratives often focus on Black women rendering their interior lives and outer 

realities in a society governed by racial and sexual hierarchies. In Beloved, for instance, 

slavery is portrayed as haunting its victims through one specific character, Sethe. Her 

experience represents the collective trauma endured by African American women. The 

Bluest Eye mainly highlights how young Pecola Breedlove is conditioned into self-hatred 

based on beauty standards grounded in racism prevailing within society (Wajiran 6). 

Wajiran’s analysis focuses on how Morrison delves into the interior lives of her characters to 

illustrate the pervasive effects of systemic oppression, particularly on Black women. This 

interpretation complements Stephanie Demetrakopoulos’s perspective, which highlights the role 

of memory and motherhood in Beloved. While Demetrakopoulos emphasizes the collective 

trauma and agency reclaimed through memory, Wajiran focuses more on the societal hierarchies 

that shape the external realities of Morrison’s characters. Both scholars agree on the centrality of 

slavery’s psychological and social impact, but their approaches diverge in focus: 

Demetrakopoulos privileges personal and familial relationships, while Wajiran examines how 

these relationships intersect with broader cultural constructs of race and gender. 

 As Aamir Qayoom articulates in Reading Reminiscence, Trauma and Dissent: A Critical 

Study of Beloved, Morrison’s narrative intricately combines personal and collective memories to 

challenge dominant historical narratives that have silenced African American voices. Qayoom 

emphasizes how the novel’s structure, with its use of fragmented time and stream-of-

consciousness, reflects the trauma of slavery. He states: 

Morrison radically presents this phenomenon by granting the psychological effects of 

slavery a physical embodiment, resurrecting a figure to adopt the secondary selves of the 

living. The temporal structure of the story, which alternates between the present and the 



 

past, is what sets this book apart. The tale uses the stream-of-consciousness style in its 

final sections to examine peoples' inner lives (Qayoom 2). 

Qayoom’s insights emphasize Morrison’s use of temporal fragmentation and psychological depth 

to convey the enduring impact of slavery. The alternating timelines and stream-of-consciousness 

technique allow Morrison to reveal how the trauma of the past infiltrates the present, granting 

readers access to the inner lives of her characters. This analysis complements Wajiran Wajiran’s 

perspective in The Portrayal of Black Women in Toni Morrison’s Beloved, The Bluest Eye, and 

Song of Solomon, which highlights Morrison’s focus on the intersection of race and gender in 

shaping the experiences of her characters. While Qayoom underscores the narrative’s structural 

innovation, Wajiran focuses more on how societal hierarchies and systemic oppression frame the 

characters’ realities. 

 As Dr. Lekha Nath Dhakal discusses in Toni Morrison’s Beloved: A Study on History, 

Slavery and Love, Morrison’s novel intricately combines personal and collective memories to 

reconstruct the silenced histories of African Americans. Dhakal asserts: 

The novel articulates and embodies a history of slavery of African-Americans and their 

experiences, which has been apparently, accurately and carefully recovered but is 

actually uncooked. Beloved directly confronts racism which combines lyrical beauty with 

an assault on the readers’ emotions and conscience (Dhakal 39). 

Dhakal emphasizes the emotional and moral engagement of Beloved, highlighting how the novel 

does not just recover a historical account but also forces the reader to confront the painful reality 

of racism. His interpretation focuses on the emotional depth that Morrison brings to the history 

of slavery, suggesting that Beloved is as much a literary act of resistance as it is an intellectual 

reconstruction of history. This view aligns with Greenblatt’s New Historicism, which sees 



 

literature as a medium for uncovering hidden or forgotten histories, validating marginalized 

voices, and challenging dominant ideologies. Both scholars recognize Morrison’s work as an 

essential tool in reconstructing histories that have been erased or overlooked. 

 Toni Morrison’s Beloved has been widely recognized for its emotional depth, critique of 

slavery, and exploration of racism's psychological and societal impacts. Scholars like Aamir 

Qayoom, Wajiran Wajiran, and Lekha Nath Dhakal have analyzed its fragmented narrative 

structure, racial and gendered oppression, and emotional resonance.  

 Building on this foundation, the thesis also integrates posthumanist theory, drawing on 

thinkers like Donna Haraway and Rosi Braidotti, to explore how Beloved complicates notions of 

human identity in the context of trauma and memory. By intertwining fragmented timelines, 

personal and collective memory, and supernatural elements, Morrison’s work not only reclaims 

African American voices but also interrogates the boundaries between human and non-human, 

identity and history. This dual approach highlights how Beloved extends beyond emotional and 

personal narratives, offering a radical critique of identity formation and collective memory in a 

post-slavery society. 

 This thesis distinguishes itself from existing scholarship on Beloved by adopting a New 

Historicist framework that emphasizes the interplay between literature and its historical context. 

While many studies have focused on the novel’s themes of trauma, motherhood, and community, 

this research extends beyond a thematic analysis to explore how Morrison actively reconstructs 

marginalized histories and critiques dominant narratives. Philosophically, this study engages 

with Michel Foucault’s theories of power and knowledge to analyze how Morrison subverts the 

historical erasure of enslaved individuals.  



 

 Additionally, Stephen Greenblatt’s concept of “cultural poetics” is utilized to 

demonstrate how Beloved negotiates cultural memory and historical truth, creating a dynamic 

dialogue between the personal and the collective. Unlike traditional analyses that treat the novel 

as a reflection of African American history, this thesis contends that Beloved functions as a 

counter-discourse, deliberately rewriting history to center the lived experiences and agency of 

the oppressed. By applying Louis Montrose’s idea of the “historicity of texts,” this research 

highlights Morrison’s nuanced critique of the cultural constructs that shape and silence historical 

narratives, offering a fresh philosophical perspective that bridges individual memory and societal 

structures. 

Methodology 

 This study employs textual analysis to explore how Toni Morrison’s Beloved reconstructs 

silenced histories and critiques the erasure of African American experiences through its narrative 

structure, character development, and themes. Focusing on Sethe and the ghostly presence of her 

daughter Beloved, it applies New Historicism to examine the intersection of personal memory 

and collective history. Drawing on Stephen Greenblatt’s “cultural poetics,” the study investigates 

how Morrison’s depiction of slavery and its aftermath challenges traditional historical narratives, 

while Michel Foucault’s discourse on power and knowledge informs the analysis of constructed 

historical erasures. Ultimately, the research highlights how Beloved critiques dominant accounts 

of history, reclaiming marginalized voices and demonstrating literature’s capacity to reconstruct 

erased pasts. 

Conclusion 

 In conclusion, Toni Morrison’s Beloved serves as a powerful critique of historical erasure 

and the marginalization of African American voices, offering a profound commentary on the 



 

enduring trauma of slavery. Through the lens of New Historicism, this study has examined how 

Morrison reconstructs silenced histories, intertwining personal memory with collective history to 

challenge traditional historical narratives. By focusing on Sethe’s trauma and the spectral 

presence of Beloved, the research has highlighted how the novel critiques the dominant historical 

accounts that often omit the experiences of enslaved individuals and their descendants. The 

fragmented narrative structure of Beloved not only mirrors the disjointed histories of African 

Americans but also emphasizes the importance of reclaiming these forgotten voices. This 

analysis underscores Morrison’s innovative storytelling as a means of preserving and 

reconstructing histories, revealing the complexities of memory, identity, and resistance. By 

applying New Historicism, this research illuminates how Beloved serves as both a historical 

critique and a powerful narrative of survival, offering critical insights into the role of literature in 

reconstructing marginalized histories. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Annotated Citation  

Morrison, Toni. Beloved. Plume, published by Penguin Group, 1998. 

Morrison’s Beloved explores the psychological and historical trauma of slavery, focusing on 
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challenge traditional historiography, reclaim marginalized voices, and critique dominant 
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