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Someone who deconstructs will take two opposites and blur the line 
between the two, showing how they are really the same or constructed 
out of each other, like a yin-yang image. Toni Morrison, in her novel 
Beloved, attempts to look at slavery and the post-Civil War North in a 
deconstructive light. Morrison deconstructs slavery and freedom by 
interlocking the two—proving that one doesn’t exist without the other. 

“Rememory,” Sethe’s word for the flashes of remembrance engulfing 
her reality, enslaves those who experience it by keeping them chained 
to the past. The form of the novel is in itself enough to suggest this. 
The plot jumps around, revealing Sethe’s story in pieces. No character 
is free of this trap. An image of trees may trigger remembrances of 
lynching (Morrison 7) for Sethe; or when Paul D looks at Sethe, he 
can’t help but remember Sweet Home (12). The characters are unable 
to escape their slave pasts even once the Civil War is over—no matter 
how far they run. Sethe, even when she is technically free after the 
war, periodically experiences the hardships of slavery (and her own 
escape from slavery) through rememory. She describes rememory as 
something that is “always… waiting for you” (44).  Sethe often expe-
riences rememory throughout the book. One such instance occurs 
when, walking into the forest grove, she relives the time leading up to 
her marriage with Halle and the ceremonies Baby Suggs would per-
form there (111). This is an example of how Morrison shows that even 
though Sethe is a free woman, she is still held behind by her memories 
of Sweet Home, reliving her experiences whenever something triggers 
them. And so Sethe is a slave to her memories. Near the end of the 
novel, Edward Bodwin, a white abolitionist, comes to 124 to pick up 
Denver for work. Sethe sees him and thinks that, like “Schoolteacher,” 
he was “coming for her best thing,” Beloved (308). Despite being held 
back by the black women who had congregated around 124 to exorcise 
Beloved, she tries to stab Bodwin with an ice pick. In this scene, Sethe 
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is enslaved by her memory of Schoolteacher and of her act of killing 
Beloved. She is helpless to recognize the difference between the past 
and the present. 

The character of Beloved serves to deconstruct the opposition be-
tween slavery and freedom. After Beloved has stayed in 124 for some 
time, Denver, who figures that Beloved really is the physical form of 
her dead older sister, asks Beloved never to reveal her true identity to 
Sethe. Beloved responds, despite Denver’s motherly disposition, that 
“[Sethe] is the one [she needs]” (89), and that Denver can leave be-
cause, unlike Sethe, Beloved doesn’t need her. Denver, because of her 
previous solitary situation, had grown dependent on Beloved, and was 
thus worried by Beloved’s threat. Beloved provided a freedom from 
Denver’s own isolation. Ironically, however, Beloved is free of Denver’s 
influence and only remains enslaved by Sethe’s maternal influence over 
her and because of Beloved’s own death. Given the circumstances sur-
rounding her death—that Sethe killed Beloved to keep her from being 
enslaved—the irony is that Sethe acted like a slave master herself by 
taking agency away from another. In this way, Morrison deconstructs 
slavery by having Sethe commit an act that enslaved her daughter even 
while she was trying to save her from slavery. At the end of the novel, 
the situation between Beloved and Sethe is reversed. Because Sethe 
spent her time trying to atone for her murderous actions and Beloved 
spent her time punishing Sethe (295), Sethe became the one enslaved—
feeding Beloved while dying and withering in the process (294). And 
thus, because of Sethe’s previous enslavement of Beloved, she becomes 
enslaved by her own conscience as well as Beloved’s actions. 

Morrison also uses love to deconstruct slavery and freedom. When 
Baby Suggs preached to others in the forest, she would say that whites 
wouldn’t “love your mouth. You got to love it” (104), that blacks had 
to “love [their hearts]” (104). In this instance Morrison stays true to 
the traditional view of slavery and freedom. Baby Suggs is telling those 
freed blacks to take agency over themselves now that they are free to 
do so. And love happens to be the way in which they can exercise their 
individual power, something that was not afforded to them while they 
were enslaved. On the other hand, when Sethe is defending Denver 
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from Paul D’s criticism, he notes that “that much love was dangerous, 
especially if it was her children she had settled on to love” (54). This 
resonates with the slave experience because, as demonstrated by Baby 
Suggs’s relationship with her children in which all but Halle were taken 
from her, children and mothers were often separated, and the care-
taker role was different than the birthing role. If a mother loves her 
son too much, and he is ripped away from her without consent, pain 
will undoubtedly ensue. A mother will thus be enslaved by her love if 
she loves her child too much, which goes back again to Beloved’s death. 
In acting to keep Beloved from becoming a slave, Sethe expressed her 
own freedom. She was free to be the one who ripped her offspring 
from her own hands—she was the agent of pain for the first time. And 
so freedom cannot exist without slavery. Sethe exercised her freedom 
by enslaving her daughter. 

Morrison is able to portray a fairly realistic worldview through her use 
of deconstruction. She shows that even characters who think they are 
free—who believe in their own agency—commit acts that prove they 
simply are slaves to something else and thus still tools. Morrison writes, 
“Freeing yourself was one thing: claiming ownership of that freed 
self was another” (112). Sethe never reaches the point where she can  
become her own agent. She starts out a slave and when she kills  
Beloved to stay “free,” she simply becomes a slave to her guilt. She 
tries to make Beloved understand her actions because she can’t forgive  
herself. She depends on Beloved, which is why she tries to kill Mr.  
Bodwin and why she lapses into herself. Talking to Paul D at the end, 
Sethe says, “He couldn’t have done it if I hadn’t made the ink” (320). 
She implies that had she been in control of herself, if she hadn’t let 
Schoolteacher control her by obeying him and making “the ink,” he 
wouldn’t have come after her. And so Morrison notes that slavery is 
not temporary, that it does not end with the Civil War. Instead, it con-
tinues and will continue until we free ourselves and take control of our 
actions. Until then we are slaves, to our memory and to others. 

Finally, the use of ownership in this novel deconstructs slavery and 
freedom, as those who have the power to own have the power to 
be masters and have slaves. The primary ownership in this novel is 
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through love. Chapter 20 starts with “Beloved is my daughter. She is 
mine” (236). Sethe then goes on to explain that it was “[tough] love” 
(236) that caused her to kill Beloved. Sethe believes that through her 
love of Beloved, she must own her. In this case, then, Beloved is a 
woman enslaved. Sethe states that “if [she] hadn’t killed Beloved, she 
would have died…” (236). She chose to be the agent of Beloved’s death, 
thus exercising her power and ownership over her daughter rather 
than having her die passively. Chapter 21 starts similarly to Chapter 
20, only it’s Beloved who is talking. It begins, “I am Beloved and she 
is mine” (248). In this iteration, Beloved’s love for Sethe results in the 
daughter’s ownership of her mother. Beloved wishes to own Sethe just 
as Sethe believes that she owns Beloved. So who is the real master and 
who is the slave? In the last chapter of Beloved, we read that “Although 
[Beloved] has claim, she is not claimed” (323). By the end of the 
novel, therefore, it is clear that Beloved cannot be owned by any one  
person, as demonstrated by the footprints she left by the stream behind 
124. Morrison writes that, “Should a child, an adult place his feet in  
[Beloved’s footprints], they will fit” (324). Beloved is so ingrained in 
the collective unconscious that she is owned by all and is therefore 
owned by none. Just as much as each adult or child owns her, she 
owns them. Therefore, Beloved is never wholly enslaved by one being;  
instead, pieces of her are enslaved by various people, thus making her 
the only truly free person because she never has a single master. And 
just as much as she is enslaved by these people, she is their master. How 
is this possible? Can slavery then be said to exist at all? Yes, slavery can 
exist, but not within the collective unconscious—not within Beloved’s 
own nature. The collective unconscious is just that. It is a vast realm 
without boundaries, with no contradictions and only contradictions. 
In its very nature it deconstructs slavery and freedom. And so Beloved, 
as both a character and as a novel as a whole, is deconstructive. But 
then, I suppose, I’ve only demonstrated that Toni Morrison was suc-
cessful in her attempt to write a deconstructive novel. And in the end, 
therefore, I’ve done nothing at all.
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