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Abstract 

This paper adopts a psychoanalytical approach to Toni Morrison’s Beloved by focusing 

on the significance of 124 Bluestone Road and the entity Beloved, as both a character 

and a source of displacement for the other characters as a result of the traumatic events 

that plagued them throughout the novel. In order to accomplish this, a close reading of 

passages dealing with this location’s haunting and the manifestation of Beloved as the 

flesh and blood spirit will be used to discuss the meaning behind the metaphor. 

Furthermore, certain psychological and literary terms will be utilized in the course of 

this analysis including: personification, repression, possession, metaphor, displacement 

and the uncanny in order to attempt to answer the question about how the author used 

these devices to narrate the trauma of the characters Sethe, Denver and Paul D, giving 

merit to their symbolic struggle with the trauma of their past and its negative impact on 

their identities. 
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Introduction 

Certain locations and structures are said to haunt the individuals who inhabit them due 

to past traumatic events that touched the lives there. Some would explain them as 

hauntings or possessions but the psychology behind this type of explanation is deeply 

rooted in the unconscious and can be said to be a type of defense mechanism where the 

mind plays tricks on the beholder in order to handle said traumas. Others may argue that 

ghosts are projections or displacements used by people to deal with unconscious issues. 

Freud discussed the idea of displacement in which a person relocates a trauma, desire or 

idea from one person to another and he described the uncanny as being rooted in this 

supernatural repetition. In Toni Morrison’s Beloved, 124 Bluestone Road is a significant 

place in the book and it is treated as a character. When the terrible act of infanticide 

took place in this house, back-dropped against slavery, it left a lasting psychological 

imprint which eventually manifested itself in the character called Beloved. Morrison’s 

Beloved has been analyzed countless times in scholarly texts but the fact remains that its 

meaning is polysemic and the author herself has stated that the connotations involved 

are up for interpretation. Keeping in mind the ambiguity of the novel, this essay will 

undertake a close reading using a psychoanalytical lens in an attempt to put forth a 

working theory of the psychological effects of slavery on the psyche and fractured self 

through the characters Sethe, Denver and Paul D. This application of theory requires the 

use of a type of classification in order to organize this analysis which will be carried out 

using the literary tropes of personification and metaphor juxtaposed with the 

psychological aspects of possession and displacement as manifested in the uncanny 

presence of the character Beloved. Moreover, this cataloguing of personality aspects 

will be used to demonstrate the identity crisis that was felt by all of these characters 

through the destructive past and present they had been forced to endure as a result of 

lacking the means for self-expression and a way to tell their story in the hope of healing 



 

4 

 

and moving past the trauma and being reborn into a new self that is not defined by the 

white oppressors.  

This paper will focus on these psychological events and draw conclusions about 

how the author used these aspects to tell a story that was described by the author as 

unspeakable. Moreover, it will be shown that the house at 124 Bluestone Road affected 

Sethe, Denver and Paul D through its manifestation of the character Beloved.  It could 

be argued that the author used metaphor when Sethe talked about her re-memories that 

were her way of talking about the past. The term possession has polysemic meaning in 

the book as both ownership and spirit possession. Furthermore, these terms could 

explain how a mother, who could not consciously handle what she had done, created in 

her unconscious mind a way of displacing the trauma through the uncanny visage of her 

deceased daughter. It could explain how Denver lived in an agoraphobic state of fear in 

this home and how Paul D’s very manhood and sense of self was fractured. This essay 

will answer the question, how did Morrison use 124 Bluestone Road and the possession 

of the character Beloved as a conduit for communicating the unspeakable in the 

deconstruction of the self in her book Beloved, thus illustrating how Sethe, Paul D and 

Denver psychologically displaced their individual traumas and reconstructed their 

identities?  

Firstly, the theories used in the essay will be discussed for the purposes of 

clarification. Secondly, the theoretical analysis will commence with a discussion of the 

setting of the novel beginning with 124 Bluestone Road and demonstrate how 

personification was used and why. Thirdly, the analysis will explain the metaphorical 

characteristics of possession and show how its polysemic aspects relate to the characters 

in the novel. Lastly, the term displacement will be used to establish its significance for 

the three characters previously mentioned in order to prove that it has both 

psychological importance as a defense mechanism and also metaphorically to expose 
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the act of displacement of the African diaspora as a result of the middle passage as well 

as slavery and its eventual abolishment. This cataloguing of significant elements will be 

analyzed using the combined psychoanalytical critical theories of Sigmund Freud 

including the defense mechanisms of repression, projection, displacement and the 

uncanny with a mention of the symbol work by Carl Jung in order to attempt to explain 

how the characters used these mechanisms to cope with the traumas they experienced as 

a result of their identity crises caused by slavery. 

 

Theoretical Background 

In order to analyze the psychoanalytical and metaphorical aspects of this essay it is 

necessary to discuss the theories which will be applied in the subsequent pages and 

provide working definitions for the terms used. Personification is the literary term used 

to describe when an author gives human characteristics to non-living objects as in the 

case of 124 Bluestone Road. The haunting and personification of 124 is representative 

of Freud’s theory of the uncanny in literature. According to Merriam-Webster’s online 

dictionary, uncanny is an adjective which describes something as “seeming to have a 

supernatural character or origin” (“uncanny”). From a Freudian perspective, the 

uncanny of literature is paradoxical in nature because it is said to denote an 

unfamiliarity of the familiar or a disruption of the familiar (Bennett & Royle 35). 

Bennett and Royle state in their book, An Introduction to Literature Criticism and 

Theory, that uncanniness has to do with “how the ‘literary’ and the ‘real’…merge into 

one another” (36). More to the point, Freud stated that the uncanny in literature makes 

things uncertain and this is evident in Morrison’s characterization of the character 

Beloved as well as the personification of 124 Bluestone Road. Thus, the theory of the 

uncanny in literature is applicable to Beloved because she is both a character and a trope 

who represents several symbolic aspects including what these previous definitions 



 

6 

 

denote as uncanny. She is mysterious, paradoxically familiar and unfamiliar as well as 

someone who brings an element of fear to the other characters in the novel through her 

haunting as both a baby poltergeist and as a manifestation of the daughter killed by 

Sethe. 

When analyzing the unconscious aspect of the characters it is relevant to mention 

Freud’s topographical model of the psyche due to its connection to the following 

analysis. According to Freud, a person’s mind is said to have an unconscious which is 

represented by the id, the conscious which is the ego and a fore conscious and he has 

stated that there is an intersection between these aspects (Freud 250). He further 

described a threshold between the unconscious and conscious that is said to have what 

he called a “watchman” that controls what is revealed or not revealed. When a memory 

or picture of the mind is not able to get past the watchman it is said to be suppressed if it 

is done consciously but repressed if it is done by the unconscious (Freud 251). For 

Sethe, her re-memories are these mind pictures that have been repressed by her 

unconscious but also suppressed by her conscious. Symptoms develop as a result of 

traumatic events as a way of coping and Freud has theorized that neuroses develop as a 

result of the symptoms. Additionally, this essay will take some analytical aspects from 

the teachings of Carl Jung in order to explain how the character Beloved was 

symbolically representative of a shadow archetype. Beloved was a seemingly dark 

character who symbolized the dark side or shadow of Sethe’s nature. According to Jung, 

this shadow of one’s nature is part of the unconscious and another part of a human’s 

soul. For example, a person utilizes compartmentalization in order to cope and protect 

one’s self from pain and trauma in life (Jung 72). Therefore, from a psychoanalytical 

perspective, defense mechanisms such as repression, denial, projection and 

displacement are terms which may be used to describe how these characters cope with 

the traumas throughout the story. 
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Possession is not a psychoanalytical aspect but it has to do with the uncanny in 

literature when using it to denote a haunting or spirit possession as in the case of the 

character Beloved. It is also used to describe ownership as in the case of slaves but also 

Sethe, Denver and Paul D who attempt to take ownership of their lives. The characters 

in the story were involved in these various aspects of this term and the essay will further 

discuss these theories.  

The term displacement is related to the psychoanalytical aspect but may also be 

described using a metaphorical and literary perspective. The psychological definition of 

displacement is an unconscious defense mechanism where the mind substitutes an 

object that is painful with something less painful and less dangerous. This is the theory 

that seems to explain Sethe’s act of conjuring Beloved who is meant to represent the 

daughter she killed in order to mentally deal with memories of the act as well as her 

feelings of pain associated with the infanticide. However, the second aspect of 

displacement has to do with the literal meaning of the act of displacing the African 

diaspora through the middle passage. This definition of displacement may also be used 

in the essay to illustrate the effects it had on the character’s lives and its destructive 

effects on their identities. Here, displacement is meant to describe the literal forced 

movement of persons without their consent but also the root word place denotes a home 

or area of settlement. African Americans were not allowed the right to have a place of 

their own under slavery and despite the abolishment of slavery they were still treated as 

lesser than the whites and as a result of slavery they could not feel at home in this new 

place. Although, displacement is often used in terms of postcolonial criticism, it will be 

discussed in this essay primarily through the lens of psychoanalytical criticism in order 

to closely examine how these characters were affected but also how the reader is thrown 

into the story that Morrison has written and provided with a vivid depiction through the 

narrative. 
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The Personification of 124 Bluestone Road 

The opening of the novel places the reader at the infamous location of the setting, 124 

Bluestone Road and proceeds by using the words “spiteful” and describes it as “full of 

baby’s venom” (Morrison 3). In her paper, “Unspeakable Things Unspoken: The Afro-

American Presence in American Literature,” Morrison explains that her reasoning 

behind this introduction was to provide an identity for the house and give it a 

personality with a personalized address. Moreover, she elaborates that using numerals 

provides an “inner sound…harmonious…musical emphasis” (Morrison 160). It can be 

argued that Morrison’s desire was to grab the reader’s attention and provide them with a 

shared experience of a foreign environment similar to a slave’s experience of being 

forcibly displaced through the act of slavery. (Morrison 161). 124 Bluestone road was 

personified and given humanlike characteristics. It had victims and Sethe’s sons felt the 

spite it had for them.  

Moreover, Morrison used a type of narrative technique that hints at gothic 

literature when she utilized the trope of personification of the house at 124 Bluestone 

Road. The reason it can be said to have gothic characteristics is threefold: the main 

setting is a gloomy house that is haunted, there is a spirit present that the other 

characters acknowledge and there is an element of romance between Sethe and Paul D. 

Melanie Anderson discusses in her book, Spectrality in the Novels of Toni Morrison, 

how the author often uses these elements in her novels in order to haunt the reader into 

realizing that this is part of the history of her characters and a part of America’s past 

(Anderson 65). In other words, this is a past that cannot be ignored and through the 

characters in the novel, Morrison creates a narrative that causes a psychological effect 

of the uncanny not only in these characters but in the reader.  

Additionally, this setting creates feelings of despair and sadness in all of the 

characters who have been there. For example, the previous owners, The Bodwins, are 
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mentioned with the explanation that all of the Bodwin women died in that house and 

many precious things were buried on the grounds there (Beloved 305). The people of the 

surrounding community avoided the place and horses reacted when traveling past it 

(Beloved 5). Baby Suggs used the house as a refuge in the beginning but when the past 

transgressions of slavery caught up to her, it literally caused her to give up and later she 

died in the house. Denver was born free but was instead psychologically enslaved to the 

house in a type of agoraphobia and acute loneliness where she lived in fear of her 

mother and her mother’s past. Paul D reacted physically and emotionally to the house 

and had to struggle with his own fears in order to deal with his past and help Sethe 

break free from her own past traumas.  

It is clear that Morrison used this trope of the personification of 124 to arouse an 

emotional reaction and unconscious associations on the part of the reader. Her novel is 

often described as ambiguous which further proves this theory of her desire to cause a 

deep reaction within anyone who reads it. They are meant to come to terms with the true 

story of the African diaspora with Sethe, representing the victim, her daughter, Denver, 

the hero of the story and Paul D as Sethe’s lover and partner. Her life at 124 is directly 

involved in a haunting that stems from her perceived belief that her baby daughter is the 

spiteful spirit punishing Sethe for killing her. However, as with most characters, 124 

evolved and changed into something more substantial. The baby ghost was finally 

subdued with the arrival of Paul D who drove it out but this was only a temporary 

defense. Sethe had been repressing the memories of her past into her unconscious for so 

long that the result was a displacement or forcing out of her past and the infanticide of 

her daughter which manifested itself in the body of Beloved.  

There have been several theories about the haunting aspect of Beloved and its 

purpose and effects. For the purposes of this essay the argument is that Beloved is the 

spirit of Sethe’s daughter manifested in flesh and blood who becomes a psychological 



 

10 

 

means for her and Denver to remember the past and work through their traumas. This 

character is also a catalyst for the growth of the character, Paul D. Specifically, some 

writers have argued that the young woman who calls herself, Beloved, is an actual slave 

who has escaped and found her way to 124 Bluestone Road. This theory has several 

flaws and a close reading of the book demonstrates these discrepancies. For instance, 

she knows things that only her daughter would know like the fact that she once had 

diamond earrings and a song Sethe sang for her as a child (Beloved 69). Furthermore, it 

has been posited that she is in fact a representation of Sethe’s unconscious which occurs 

when her identity fractures as a result of the defense mechanisms of repression that are 

caused when Paul D’s arrival brings back her re-memories (Koolish 170).  

Analyzing the haunting at 124 Bluestone Road from a psychoanalytical 

perspective requires the reader to step back and take a critical look at the text and realize 

that the author was purposeful in her use of ambiguity. Maud Ellman asserts in her 

book, Psychoanalytical Literary Criticism, that reading a text through this lens involves 

a seduction between the reader and the text which rings true in Morrison’s work (10). 

Her intentions seem to be to haunt the reader into a psychological experience using all 

senses available when reading it. There is a cadence in the words of the text as well as 

vivid imagery and metaphorical devices meant to shake the reader at the core. 

Specifically, the baby ghost of the house is a representation of the unconscious of the 

characters Sethe and Denver who live and interact with it daily and as Baby Suggs 

observed, “every house wasn’t like the one on Bluestone Road. Suspended between the 

nastiness of life and the meanness of the dead” (Beloved 4). If Freud were to analyze 

Sethe he would likely use the event of the infanticide due to its seemingly traumatic 

influence over the character who has suffered “traumatic neuroses” as a result in order 

to demonstrate that she has repressed her memories of the event into her unconscious. 

He would likely mention the relationship between the text and the reader and its 
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awakening of the uncanny in the supernatural aesthetic. However, it is not enough to 

use Freud’s theory due to the complexity and polysemantic nature of Morrison’s work. 

Of course, one can argue for the defense mechanisms of repression of past traumatic 

events and the projection of the dead child into a ghostly apparition but there is more to 

this than meets the eye. It is necessary to juxtapose Freud’s psychoanalysis with Jung’s 

shadow archetype in order to delve deeper into this character’s psyche.  

Jung discusses the theory of the shadow in his book, Man and His Symbols, in his 

discussion of the role of symbols of the unconscious he states, 

 

they are important constituents of our mental makeup and vital forces…they 

cannot be eradicated without serious loss. Where they are repressed or 

neglected, their specific energy disappears into the unconscious with 

unaccountable consequences…the psychic energy…lost…serves to revive and 

intensify…Such tendencies [which] form an ever-present and potentially 

destructive “shadow” to our conscious mind…[are] transformed into demons 

when they are repressed. (Jung 83) 

 

In other words, Sethe repressed the memory of her infanticide in a form of 

compartmentalization to deal with the psychic effects it had on her life. Lynda Koolish 

confirms this theory in her article, “‘To Be Loved and Cry Shame’: A Psychological 

Reading of Toni Morrison’s Beloved,” stating that the residents of the house 

unconsciously summoned the ghost of the dead girl “in order to displace onto a shadow 

self the knowledge of feelings too painful to otherwise allow to surface to 

consciousness” (172).  Thus, the past can never remain hidden or repressed in the 

unconscious forever and as part of her “spirit work” she was forced to work through this 

trauma due to her obligation to her living daughter, Denver. Furthermore, the shadow 
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archetype as Beloved, is also related to Sethe’s unconscious as discussed in Jung’s 

book. It can be seen as a part of her identity manifested from the trauma of the 

infanticide. Thus, Beloved’s symbolic dark possession of Sethe was representative of 

the shadow archetype, while her interaction with Denver was of a different nature.  

Denver had her own demons to deal with and her perspective of the haunting was 

an alternate one to Sethe’s. “For a baby she throws a powerful spell,” said Denver” 

(Beloved 5). Sethe’s living daughter was more afraid of her own mother than the spirit 

of the house as there is mention of her anxiety over the possibility of her mother losing 

her grip and killing her like she did Beloved (Beloved 242). For Denver, the spirit was 

company in her lonely existence in the haunted house in which she was a psychological 

prisoner. “Denver…thinks of the ghost as a kind of playmate, a mischief-making ally” 

(Koolish 172). However, the house is also a place of her own psychological growth 

through the knowledge she gains in hearing her mother’s re-memories about the past. 

124 is a place that represents a starting point for Denver’s transformation as a character. 

From the beginning, the reader is given a hint about this character’s coming 

metamorphosis when she is described by Sethe as “a charmed child” (Beloved 50). 

Sethe elaborates that nothing bad can happen to Denver because she apparently 

conjured Amy Denver out of nowhere and even survived the horrific event when 

Schoolteacher arrived. She went to jail with her mother and was impervious to the rats 

in the cell. It stands to reason that this character would be the most likely to emerge 

from this story with a self that was the least tainted by the ugly past of slavery. She was 

free and would eventually gain the knowledge from her mother’s re-memories and 

traumatic past providing her with the tools necessary to overcome her agoraphobia at 

124 and start a life of her own. Conversely, Denver was distraught with Paul D’s arrival 

because of the competition for her mother’s attention. 
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Paul D was a character who had trauma stemming from his psychological 

emasculation which was a result of his past life of slavery. However, when he comes to 

124, he immediately assumes the role of protector and desires to have a life with Sethe 

whether she wants it or not. He drives out the spirit in a makeshift exorcism which 

temporarily severs Sethe from her daily work of repressing the past in this baby ghost 

and his arrival signals a hope of a future for this couple after slavery. Consequently, 

Beloved is not so easily defeated much like the past trauma of slavery that affects its 

victims and the battle of wills is about to escalate. Paul D has good intentions but he 

keeps his own unconscious shadows and past demons locked away in a tobacco tin 

where his heart should be (Beloved 86). This symbolism was used by Morrison to hint 

at the undercurrent of a love story between the two characters but they would both need 

to tackle the ghosts of their past in order to pursue this love. Moreover, because their 

psyches were broken it would be a daunting task. Some may argue that Paul D was too 

weak to stand up to his past because his manhood had been too damaged and ask how a 

man with a tobacco tin for a heart could ever truly love Sethe. On the contrary, the 

evidence can be found in his personal struggle and the fact that he found his way back 

to Sethe in the end. When the past had been fought back by the women of the 

community and with Denver’s help, Paul D’s reappearance was like a prophecy fulfilled 

and one need only read the last lines to understand that it was a love story fit for this 

epic psychological struggle when he says, “you your best thing, Sethe. You are” 

(Beloved 322).  

It is evident that Morrison used this trope of the personification of 124 to evoke an 

emotional reaction and unconscious associations on the part of the reader. Her novel is 

often described as ambiguous which further proves this theory of her desire to cause a 

deep reaction within anyone who reads it. The reader is meant to come to terms with the 

true story of the African diaspora with Sethe, representing the victim but also the tragic 
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hero of the story. Sethe’s life at 124 is directly involved in a spirit possession as a result 

of her perceived belief that her baby daughter haunts her as a result of her past actions 

and her act of conjuring her into existence. Morrison used this character to signify 

multiple meanings for the term possession.  

 

The Possession of the Characters in Beloved 

Possession can be said to be polysemic in that it carries multiple connotations in this 

novel. The simple definition is that it denotes the ownership of property but the 

symbolic significance is embodied in the manifestation of the flesh and blood entity of 

Beloved. Slaves were owned by white men who possessed them body and soul and 

reduced them to literal property. A ghost is bound by the confinements of the space it 

haunts just as slaves are bound by their masters to the confinements of a plantation. The 

third aspect of this term is that when it is used as the adjective possessive it describes 

Sethe’s thick love for her children. “Her love for her children is so “thick,” as Paul D 

describes it, that she commits the ultimate act of protection and possession, claiming for 

herself the arbitration of life and death among her children in a time of peril” (Anderson 

70). The possession of a house by a spirit can be used to metaphorically signify the 

relationship between a slave and master. Sethe has been possessed by her slave masters 

and also by the haunting of her past and the infanticide at 124. Therefore, the concept of 

possession can be seen as something deeper than a supernatural term in this novel. It has 

a psychoanalytical aspect where it is used to illustrate this character’s struggle with her 

past traumatic experiences as a result of slavery. Thus, slavery which is by definition 

the white man’s possession of human beings, has directly caused the haunting 

possession of the house at 124. Likewise, this possession is a product of Sethe’s 

unconscious mind and its attempt to repress past events like her infanticide because she 

was in fact trying to protect her own most valuable possessions: her children. 
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Slavery had completely dismantled African American lives causing Sethe and 

others to lose all possessions themselves and when she had her children it was her 

motherly bond that created a strong drive to protect them but at the same time attempt to 

deal with her rage towards her previous captor. Ultimately, a desperate decision was 

made by Sethe to release her babies from the horror of slavery through death. “I stopped 

him…I took and put my babies where they’d be safe” (Beloved 193). She further 

explains to Paul D, “They ain’t at Sweet Home. Schoolteacher ain’t got em” (Beloved 

194). This was a power struggle between Sethe and slavery embodied in the character 

Schoolteacher. It can be seen as the author demonstrating how completely slavery has 

fractured the identities of so many African American people and Sethe’s own inner self 

was haunted and possessed by this gruesome past. This past was so repressed by her 

that her unconscious mind held these memories that were too painful for her conscious 

mind to handle. However, the haunting and the manifestation of Beloved forced these 

memories to the surface causing the psychological conflict as seen in her identity crisis 

in the novel. Kristin Boudreau states in her article, “Pain and the Unmaking of Self in 

Toni Morrison’s Beloved”, “Sethe’s reified memory…highlights the tenuous status of 

selfhood: her memory is more real, more present and lasting, than the agent of that 

memory” (462-463). Part of Freud’s work dealt with repression which was the 

forgetting or ignoring of unresolved issues and traumas (Barry 97). This was all part of 

Sethe’s work of beating back the past as she herself described it. If her memories were 

part of her identity, these would need to be dealt with otherwise her unconscious mind 

would find alternate ways of dealing with the traumas. 

The word possession is significant for Denver as well due to her relationship with 

her mother and also the one she forms with Beloved. She clings to this entity and 

possessively absorbs her presence in an attempt to keep her for herself. Moreover, she 

believes that this entity is her possession as well as her mother’s. “Beloved is my sister. 
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I swallowed her blood right along with my mother’s milk” (Beloved 242). In the 

beginning, the baby ghost was an amusement for Denver, but now that the manifestation 

has resulted in the figure of Beloved, she can interact with it and through this interaction 

she gains much needed insight into her mother’s past. As Koolish explains, through the 

retelling of the story of her own birth to Beloved, Denver is able to see her mother as 

someone who struggled to bring her into the world instead of a power figure bent on 

destroying her children’s lives (Koolish 188). There is an exchange taking place 

between Denver and Beloved. “They spent up or held onto their feelings in harmonious 

ways. What one had to give the other was pleased to take…neither competition between 

the two nor domination by one” (Beloved 117). In other words, there was a type of 

symbiosis between these two characters and it helped Denver grow in the novel. 

The ghost of the child killed by Sethe possessed 124 in the beginning and 

psychologically affected every character that lived there. It was angry and spiteful and 

seemed to hint at the anger that was felt by Sethe as a result of living the life of a slave. 

If one were to use the defense mechanisms of Freud to explain this it would be 

projection. Sethe was tormented by the infanticide she felt she had to perform and 

projected her feelings into this space which became the ghost of her baby girl. When the 

manifestation became the flesh and blood character Beloved, the possession took on a 

new level. Beloved was extremely possessive of Sethe and their interaction eventually 

pushed Paul D out for good and he was forced into displacement once again. Dean 

Franco discusses the idea of ownership using the word “claim” in his paper, “What We 

Talk about When We Talk about Beloved”, however astute it may be, the word 

possession is stronger because it has the ability to encompass the word on a polysemic 

level including the use of it to describe hauntings (Franco 421). “Freeing yourself was 

one thing; claiming ownership of that freed self was another” (Beloved 111-112). Of 

course this is a capable usage of the word ‘claim’ in the critical analysis of this novel, 
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but possession places the analysis on a deeper level. “Whatever Sethe had done, Ella 

didn’t like the idea of past errors taking possession of the present” (Beloved 302). 

Through this quotation, it is evident that Morrison uses the possession and haunting in 

order to take hold of the reader and emotionally instill the idea that because Sethe had 

such a “thick” love for this daughter that she killed, she could not let her become a 

possession like herself. Likewise, Morrison means that America could not allow an evil 

like slavery from the past to take possession of the future because its effects are present 

to this day. Just like a possession in the form of a haunting, the event may never leave 

because it is imprinted on a place, brought back in memories and traumas relived. 

 

The Displacement of the Characters in Beloved 

In order to discuss the matter of displacement it may also be closely analyzed and 

decoded for the purposes of explaining the multi-faceted definition of the word. In fact, 

within this word is the root word, place, which is significant for analysis of the 

narrative. Place is mentioned throughout and it is important for the characters due to 

their forced movement through the subjection of their bodies to the effects of slavery 

and being placed at the whim of the slave owners, to their perception of having their 

own place as a type of freedom that they had never known previously. In the foreword, 

Morrison writes, “ I wanted the reader to be kidnapped, thrown ruthlessly into 

an…environment…just as the characters were snatched from one place to another, from 

any place to any other, without preparation or defense” (Beloved xii). The repetition of 

the word place brings to mind the African diaspora in regards to displacement. 

According to John McLeod and his book, Beginning Postcolonialism, the meaning of 

home for slaves is a “mythic place…a place of no-return” (224). To take the word place 

here and replace it with the word home illustrates what McLeod states. “To be ‘at 

home’, is to occupy a location where we are welcome, where we can be with 
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people…like ourselves…where we… have found safe harbor” (McLeod 225). This is a 

concept that often eludes the characters of Morrison’s novel and likewise the victims of 

a past of slavery. Thus, despite Sethe’s having found a place of her own in 124, it was a 

possessed place and it was not truly hers but belonged to her haunting past. 

According to Elizabeth Wright, in her book, Psychoanalytical Criticism: a 

Reappraisal, displacement is described by Sigmund Freud ‘as the most powerful 

instrument of the dream-censorship’ where certain elements replace other elements in a 

chain of associations within the mind (20). In other words, unconsciously Sethe 

displaces the memory and pain of killing her daughter, Beloved, into the ghost of the 

house who later becomes a woman in the story that embodies her pain and regret. Freud 

posits in his eighteenth lecture called “Traumatic Fixations: The Unconscious,” that 

traumatic events “are grounded in a fixation upon the moment of a traumatic 

disaster…symptoms are not built up out of conscious experiences; as soon as the 

unconscious processes…become conscious, the symptom disappears” (Freud 236). In 

other words, the traumatic event of infanticide has likely caused symptoms in Sethe and 

the other characters who were affected by it and the displacement of trauma into Sethe’s 

unconscious seems to have manifested itself into a haunting experience that is shared by 

those who inhabit the house. Koolish stated that the inhabitants of 124, “unconsciously 

summon the disembodied spirit, and, later, the apparently incarnated Beloved, in order 

to displace onto a shadow self the knowledge of feelings too painful to otherwise allow 

to surface to consciousness” (172). This pain and trauma is displaced by all of the 

characters in Beloved and perhaps even more so by Sethe who had dealt with infanticide 

by creating the reincarnation of her daughter who literally haunts her. Moreover, the 

author uses the trope of the baby ghost as a direct representation and metaphor of a 

mother’s pain and agony over the loss of her child. Wright discusses the point further 

and brings up Freud’s theory that displacement and condensation occur together and are 
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likened to similarity and contiguity as “two fundamental poles of language” as stated by 

Jakobson and Halle in 1956 and “all these tropes are based on one thing being a 

reminder of another, on one’s memories” (21). In fact, as Koolish posits, Sethe 

displaces all of her feelings of anger, loneliness, sadness and despair into this poltergeist 

and allows it to act out on her behalf. It is the surrogate or vessel to displace these 

emotions from a life of slavery that has negatively affected her identity (172). When 

Paul D asks her about the spirit, Sethe explains how it is not evil but sad and he 

observed how sad the room made him feel when walking through it. In this moment, the 

reader is faced with his pain and grief in a type of dream-like narration. Here, Morrison 

illustrates how the pain and grief is shared by all of these characters and the 

personification of the house and the character Beloved are merely metaphors used by 

the author to signify the shadow of trauma in the self of victims of slavery. Thus, 

personification in the guise of an uncanny gothic apparition at 124 Bluestone Road, 

reveals the psychological trauma of the characters and particularly, Sethe, in order to 

describe a dwelling that has come alive and its symbolism of the past of slavery will 

forever haunt those affected. The reader is meant to delve into the unconscious mind of 

this character in order to feel her pain and realize the underlying theme of displacement 

of these people and come to terms with the grisly truths of slavery in America. In this 

way displacement is both literal and metonymic. It is literal because Sethe and the other 

characters were displaced physically but also in identity. Metonymically, displacement 

is used to represent the metaphor of a house personified which was actually a displaced 

shadow or ghost of another victim of slavery. Its manifestation is in the form of a 

memory of a desperate act of infanticide by a woman who refused to allow another soul 

to be in chains and went a little mad in the process.  

When looking at displacement from Paul D’s perspective in the novel, it is 

necessary to once again, view it along with his journey and aspects of his masculinity. 
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Morrison provides the reader with a glimpse of how African American men were 

victims of slavery and its psychological effects through this character’s journey before 

he arrived at 124 but also after he found Sethe. His character was constantly being 

displaced, sometimes by the white men who bought and sold him and other times 

through his own actions by never remaining in one place for any lengthy duration. Mary 

Paniccia Carden elaborates on his displacement in her article, “Models of Memory and 

Romance: The Dual Endings of Toni Morrison’s Beloved”, by theorizing that “within 

this American economy of gender-production, enslaved Africans’ “loss of…name [and] 

land provides a metaphor of displacement for other human and cultural features and 

relations, including the displacement of genitalia” (403). Furthermore, she discusses 

how this character wandered, was displaced and out of place as slavery had successfully 

cut him off from family and hurt his chances of fulfilling his manhood due to the 

institution’s emasculating role in society (Carden 404). Paul D’s displacement was also 

illustrated through psychoanalytical means when taking the example of his tobacco tin 

that was in the place of his heart. He literally displaced his emotions that were too 

painful to manage into this place in order to cope with the life of slavery and abuse that 

he had been subjected to throughout his journey in the story. Paul D noted, 

 

It was some time before he could put Alfred, Georgia, Sixo, schoolteacher, 

Halle, his brothers, Sethe, Mister, the taste of iron, the sight of butter, the smell 

of hickory, notebook paper, one by one, into the tobacco tin lodged in his chest. 

By the time he got to 124 nothing in this world could pry it open. (Beloved 

133) 

 

Thus, he coped with his traumatic past through repression but his unconscious would 

not allow this to go on and eventually he too would have to face his past as with Sethe. 
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The displacement aspect for Denver was different from that of Sethe and Paul D 

or any other character in the novel because she never had to live the life of a slave. 

However, she felt its effects arguably as much and had her own traumas to deal with as 

a result. Looking at displacement in relationship to the self, Denver at first defines 

herself according to how others perceive her as in the case of Nelson Lord asking her 

about the infanticide, but later on she begins to discover her true self through listening 

to Sethe’s re-memories and retelling stories about her birth to Beloved. She begins to 

see the destructive nature of Beloved’s possession of her mother and how Sethe’s 

identity has been negatively affected as a result. Denver comes to a realization that hints 

at Jung’s process of individuation where she goes on a quest to save her mother and find 

her identity in the process. This is described by Boudreau as the remaking of the self 

and despite this author’s question of whether or not Denver actually recaptured her 

identity, this essay endeavors to argue that she did in fact remake her identity and was in 

fact a hero who brought about a change in the events at the end of the novel (Boudreau 

460). If she had not catalyzed the series of events leading to the exorcism of the ghost, 

Sethe would have likely died of a broken heart like Baby Suggs. Moreover, Denver’s 

displacement was shown in the character Beloved when she displaced all of her desires 

and longings for a future that was not weighed down by her mother’s past into this 

entity. Denver’s 124 was a place of refuge but also an escape from reality that was an 

example of something both familiar and uncanny.  

Beloved was in fact a representation of the uncanny and “literature itself could be 

defined as the discourse of the uncanny” (Bennett & Royle 36). She is, as these authors 

discuss, a familiar or a spirit that comes to a person and challenges the nature of reality 

(36). Freud was the first to elaborate about this term and it has since been related to 

literary study and in the case of Morrison’s novel it relates to the character who is an 

example of this:  
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Like a familiar, she hovered, never leaving the room Sethe was in unless 

required and told to. She rose early in the dark to be there, waiting, in the 

kitchen when Sethe came down to make fast bread before she left for work. In 

lamplight, and over the flames of the cooking stove, their two shadows clashed 

and crossed on the ceiling like black swords. (Beloved 68) 

 

Moreover, this trope helps to create a setting of uncertainty and ties in with the gothic 

narrative theory previously mentioned. Beloved was the embodiment of the displaced 

self of these characters discussed and her connection to each one of them enabled them 

to take on their past traumas. Arguably, their successes varied but they began to piece 

back together a part of what was lost in the deconstruction of the self. She was their 

dream work and shadow archetype that emerged figuratively through the text with the 

purpose of re-writing the past and revealing the truth about the unspoken giving words 

or textual manifestation to what has haunted so many lives for so long. The psychology 

of displacement, possession and hauntings in the context of the uncanny are effective 

conduits between the reader and the text. Morrison intricately weaves a narrative that is 

based on the past true life of Margaret Garner and causes the reader to see slavery and 

the infanticide through a new lens using the mind of Sethe. As a result, the reader comes 

into contact with the event much like when Sethe describes bumping into other people’s 

re-memories: 

 

Someday you be walking down the road and you hear something or see 

something going on. So clear. And you think it’s you thinking it up. A thought 

picture. But no. It’s when you bump into a rememory that belongs to somebody 
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else. Where I was before I came here, that place is real. It’s never going away. 

(Beloved 43) 

 

For Sethe, re-memory is a memory that is relived and remembered repeatedly in order 

to mentally handle traumas which hint at the act of repetition compulsion that was 

theorized by Freud to be the act of repeating acts or events either physically or in one’s 

mind (Freud 232). He goes on to describe how the war had caused soldiers to have 

traumatic neuroses. Moreover, what Sethe went through was just as traumatic if not 

more so than war. As a slave, she was subjected to mental and physical trauma and 

battled for her life and the lives of her children daily. What she went through as a result 

would reasonably be compared to the modern term of post-traumatic stress disorder. 

However, as a result of countless injustices toward African Americans no one was able 

or willing to understand what or how the unspeakable fractured the self of the slave and 

former slave. Through Beloved, the reader is faced with the uncanny in this narrative 

and shuttled back and forth between that which is real and that which is in the mind of 

the characters. Furthermore, time is disrupted throughout because Morrison was 

successful in creating the disorientation that is the purpose of this connection between 

psychology and literature.  

 

Conclusion 

To sum up, when analyzing this novel it is imperative that the act of psychoanalytical 

criticism is used as a tool but not a judgement. Analyzing Beloved is complex and 

reader specific because it has the power to affect the individual reader through the use 

of the uncanny aesthetic. It causes a jarring and uncomfortable reaction that is arguably 

the author’s purpose. Morrison has stated that her desire was to grab the reader and take 

them down into the lives of these characters in order to speak and narrate something that 
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is horrific and haunting. She wrote a narrative based on a true event and thus connected 

the real to the uncanny causing an emotional reader response that makes one want to 

understand how a mother could commit infanticide and come out on the other side. In 

conclusion, to answer the question of how Toni Morrison used 124 Bluestone Road and 

the possession of the character Beloved as a conduit for communicating the unspeakable 

in the dismantling of the self in her book, Beloved, one can sum it up using the idea of 

the unconscious and the uncanny. Beloved was a manifestation of each character’s 

unconscious working through repression and displacement in order to survive life after 

the effects of slavery. Sethe had to work through the trauma of infanticide and needed to 

create Beloved, the uncanny representation of the daughter she killed, in order to move 

from her past to a future with Paul D. Denver needed Beloved in order to go through the 

act of retelling the past to come to an understanding about herself and her mother. Paul 

D needed to come home and find a place with Sethe in order to be the man he was never 

able to be as a slave. All three of these characters who had fractured identities needed 

Beloved in order to deal with traumatic re-memories from their past. The author hints at 

a type of reconstruction at the end of the book and this essay concludes that there is 

hope if only one reads the text with optimism. Therefore, as demonstrated through the 

close reading of this novel and literature in general, the reader is meant to experience 

the story through the characters. The purpose of the author is to create a time and space 

where the mind of the reader is joined with the characters in order to convey the ‘real’ 

in the text. The ‘real’ in the text is that one cannot ignore the past no matter how 

unseemly but must face it head on in order to attempt to move forward toward a future 

where people learn from the past injustices of slavery in order to make amends. Thus, 

by reading this story and experiencing it, the author has given a voice to the African 

Americans like Margaret Garner who were unable to truly be heard during this time in 

history that looms like a shadow. This shadow of slavery is the darkness that is 
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mentioned in the book and through reading this story the re-memories are revealed and 

the reader bumps into these characters’ lives and their expressions are imprinted there 

forever. 
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