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Abstract 

Toni Morrison is one of the most prominent writers of the 20th century. Toni Morrison’s novels highlight the life of the blacks. A close 

reading of both The Bluest Eye and Beloved results in the discovery of common themes and techniques utilized by Morrison, to 

achieve a sense of identity in the literary world. This research paper intends to do a comparative study on the mother-daughter 

relationship in the novels The Bluest Eye and Beloved by Toni Morrison 

 

Toni Morrison is one of the most prominent writers of the 

20th century. Toni Morrison’s novels highlight the life of the 

blacks. There is no joy and calmness in the life of blacks 

on the account of the racial discrimination created by the 

whites remains an emphasizing theme and reality in her 

novels. The characters experiencing these traumatic 

situations life becomes very complex. The longing to lead 

a well-developed life has become questionable for the 

blacks. African-American novelist Toni Morrison hails from 

a humble family. Morrison’s family was a family of 

migrants who fled to north in order to escape from the 

southern racism. The publication of her first novel, The 

Bluest Eye, (1970) secured her specific identity. Morrison 

was awarded the Pulitzer Prize for the novel Beloved 

in1987. 

 In her early work The Bluest Eye (1970), Morrison 

used a third person narrative where a strong-willed young 

black girl narrates the story of Pecola Breedlove, the 

protagonist of the novel who has gone insane by an 

abusive father. Morrison in her novel states that the 

protagonist Pecola has got a belief that her dark eyes 

have changed into blue which makes her lovable. The 

Bluest Eye contains several autobiographical elements. 

The novel’s background is set in the town where Morrison 

spent her Childhood, and it is told from the point of view of 

a nine-year-old, the age Morrison would have been the 

year the novel takes place in 1941 (The Bluest Eye). 

While its historical context is clear, the literary context of 

The Bluest Eye is more complex. Morrison’s writing style 

is influenced from the writings of Faulkner and Woolf. She 

uses the modernist techniques of stream-of-

consciousness, multiple perspectives, and deliberate 

fragmentation (The Bluest Eye). 

 Toni Morrison’s other famous novel Beloved has its 

background set during the reconstruction period in 1873 

and the novel focuses on the powers of memory and 

history. The former slaves in the novel were desperate to 

ignore the past which is a burden on their backs. Even so 

for Sethe the protagonist of the novel Beloved, it’s hard to 

neglect the haunting memories of slavery. They continue 

to haunt her, literally, in the spirit of her deceased 

daughter. Eighteen years earlier, Sethe had murdered this 

daughter to save her from a life of slavery. Morrison 

borrowed the event from the real story of Margaret 

Garner, who, like Sethe, escaped from slavery in 

Kentucky and murdered her child when slave catchers 

caught up with her in Ohio. Beloved straddles the line 

between fiction and history and from the experiences of a 

single-family where Morrison creates a powerful 

commentary on the psychological and historical legacy of 

slavery. 

 Part of Morrison’s project in Beloved is to recuperate 

a history that had been lost to the ravages of forced 

silences and willed forgetfulness (Beloved). In this novel 

Morrison establishes the voice of Sethe as voices of 

people who historically have been denied the power of 

language. Beloved also contains a didactic element. 

Through Sethe’s experience, a lesson was learnt that 

before a stable future can be created, we must confront 

and understand the “ghosts” (Beloved) of the past. 
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Morrison suggests that, like Sethe, contemporary 

American readers must confront the history of slavery to 

address its legacy, which manifests itself in ongoing racial 

discrimination and discord. In The Bluest Eye, Morrison 

substantiates a very peculiar type of mother-daughter 

relationship devoid of compassion, love, and sympathy 

and its aftermath was the daughter's eventual 

dysfunctional sense of identity.  

 In Beloved, Morrison gives women’s experience of 

slavery a voice and most importantly a language. Sethe, 

the protagonist of the novel Beloved is an active historical 

agent as opposed to a passive victim or absence. In 

Beloved, Morrison delves deep into the psychological 

trauma in a mother-daughter relationship and exhumes 

the psychological affliction of slavery in the mother-

daughter relationship. Morrison in her novel Beloved 

extracts the attention of readers to the psychological 

turmoil experienced by Sethe in the context of slavery. 

This research paper intends to do a comparative study on 

the mother-daughter relationship in the novels The Bluest 

Eye and Beloved by Toni Morrison. 

 In The Bluest Eye, Nine-year-old Claudia and ten-

year-old Frieda MacTeer live in Lorain, Ohio, with their 

parents. It is the edge of the Great Depression, and also 

the girls’ parents are more concerned with making ends 

meet than with lavishing attention upon their daughters, 

but there’s an undercurrent of love and stability in their 

home. The MacTeers encompass a boarder, Henry 

Washington, and also a young girl named Pecola. 

Pecola’s father has tried to burn down his family’s house, 

and Claudia and Frieda pitied her. Pecola loves Shirley 

Temple, believes that white is gorgeous but she is ugly. 

Pecola moves back in together with her family, and her life 

is difficult. Her father drinks, her mother is distant, and 

also the two of them often beat each other. Her brother, 

Sammy, frequently runs away. Pecola believes that if she 

had blue eyes, she would be loved and her life would be 

transformed. Meanwhile, she continually receives 

confirmation of her sense of ugliness - the grocer looks 

right through her when she buys candy, boys ridicule her, 

and a light-skinned girl, Maureen, who temporarily 

befriends her makes fun of her too. She is wrongly blamed 

for killing a boy's cat and is termed as “nasty little black 

bitch” by his mother. We learn that Pecola’s parents both 

had difficult lives. Pauline, her mother, features a lame 

foot and has always felt isolated. She loses herself in 

movies, which reaffirms her belief that she is ugly while 

the romantic love is reserved for the attractive people. She 

encourages her husband's violent behavior to boister her 

role as a martyr. She feels most alive when she is at work, 

cleaning a white woman's home. She loves this home and 

despises her own. Cholly, Pecola’s father, was 

abandoned by his parents and raised by his great aunt, 

who died when he was a young teenager. He was 

humiliated by two white men who found him having sex for 

the primary time and made him continue Church, a sham 

mystic and asked him for blue eyes. Rather than helping 

her, he uses her to kill a dog he dislikes. Claudia and 

Frieda learn that Pecola has been impregnated by her 

father, and in contrast to the rest of the neighborhood, 

they wished the baby to believe. They sacrifice the money 

they had been saving for a bicycle and plant marigold 

seeds. They believe that if the flowers live, so will Pecola’s 

baby. The flowers refuse to bloom, and Pecola’s baby 

dies when it’s born prematurely. Cholly, who rapes Pecola 

a second time and then runs away, dies during a 

workhouse; Pecola goes mad, believing that her 

cherished wish has been fulfilled and that she has the 

bluest eyes. 

 Beloved, begins in 1873 in Cincinnati, Ohio, where 

Sethe, a former slave, has been living together with her 

eighteen-year-old daughter Denver. Sethe’s mother-in-

law, Baby Suggs, lived with them until her death eight 

years earlier. Just before Baby Suggs’s death, Sethe’s 

two sons, Howard and Buglar, ran away. Sethe believes 

they fled because of the malevolent presence of an 

abusive ghost that has haunted their house at 124 

Bluestone Road for years. Denver, however, likes the 

ghost, which everyone believes to be the spirit of her dead 

sister. On the day the novel begins, Paul D, whom Sethe 

has not seen since they worked together on Mr. Garner’s 

Sweet Home plantation in Kentucky approximately twenty 

years earlier, stops by Sethe’s house. His presence 

resurrects memories that have lain buried in Sethe’s mind 

for pretty much twenty years. From this time onwards, the 

story will unfold on two temporal planes. The present in 
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Cincinnati constitutes one plane, while a series of events 

that befell around twenty years earlier, mostly in Kentucky, 

constitutes the other. This latter plane is accessed and 

described through the fragmented flashbacks of the most 

significant characters. Accordingly, we often read these 

flashbacks several times, sometimes from varying 

perspectives, with each successive narration of an 

incident adding a bit more information to the previous 

ones. 

 From these fragmented memories, the subsequent 

story begins to emerge. Sethe, the protagonist, was born 

within the South to an African mother she never knew. 

When she is thirteen, she is sold to the Garners, who own 

Sweet Home and practice a relatively benevolent form of 

slavery. There, the opposite sex slaves, who desire her 

but never touched her. Their names are Sixo, Paul D, 

Paul A, Paul F, and Halle. Sethe chooses to marry Halle, 

apparently because he has proven generous enough to 

shop for his mother’s freedom by hiring himself out on the 

weekends. Together, Sethe and Halle have two sons, 

Howard and Buglar, still a baby daughter whose name we 

never learn. When she leaves Sweet Home, Sethe is 

additionally pregnant with a fourth child. After the eventual 

death of the proprietor, Mr. Garner, the widowed Mrs. 

Garner asks her sadistic, vehemently racist brother-in-law 

to assist her run the farm, he’s known to the slaves as a 

schoolteacher, and his oppressive presence makes life on 

the plantation even more unbearable than it had been 

before. The slaves conceive to run. The schoolteacher 

and his nephews anticipate the slaves' escape, however, 

and capture Paul D and Sixo. The schoolteacher kills Sixo 

and brings Paul D back to Sweet Home, where Paul D 

sees Sethe for what he believes are going to be the last 

time. She continues to be dead set on running, having 

already sent her children ahead to her mother-in-law Baby 

Suggs's house in Cincinnati. Invigorated by the recent 

capture, the schoolteacher's nephews seize Sethe within 

the barn and violate her, stealing the milk her body is 

storing for her infant daughter. Unknowingly to Sethe, 

Halle is watching the event from a loft above her, where 

he lies frozen with horror. Afterward, Halle goes mad: Paul 

D sees him sitting by a churn with butter slathered 

everywhere in his face. Paul D, meanwhile, is forced to 

suffer the indignity of wearing an iron bit in his mouth. 

 When the schoolteacher finds out that Sethe has 

reported his and his nephews' misdeeds to Mrs. Garner, 

he has her whipped severely, although she is pregnant. 

Swollen and scarred, Sethe nevertheless runs away, but 

along the way, she collapses from exhaustion in a very 

forest. A white girl, Amy Denver, finds her and nurses her 

back to health. When Amy later helps Sethe deliver her 

baby in a very boat, Sethe names her second daughter 

Denver after the girl who helped her. Sethe receives 

further help from Stamp Paid, who rows her across the 

Ohio to Baby Suggs’s house. Baby Suggs cleans Sethe 

up before allowing her to see her three older children. 

 Sethe spends twenty-eight wonderful days in 

Cincinnati, where Baby Suggs is an unofficial preacher to 

the black community. On the day of reckoning, however, 

the school teacher comes for Sethe to acquire her and her 

children back to Sweet Home. Instead of surrendering her 

children to a lifetime of dehumanizing slavery, she flees 

with them to the woodshed and tries to kill them. Only the 

third child, her older daughter, dies, her throat having 

been cut with a handsaw by Sethe. Sethe later arranges 

for the baby’s headstone to be carved with the word 

“Beloved.” The sheriff takes Sethe and Denver to jail, but 

a bunch of white abolitionists, led by the Bodwins, fights 

for her release. Sethe returns to the house at 124, where 

Baby Suggs has sunk into a deep depression. The 

community shuns the house, and therefore the family 

continues to live in isolation. 

 Meanwhile, Paul D has endured torturous 

experiences in an exceeding crew in Georgia, where he 

was sent after trying to kill Brandywine, a slaveholder to 

whom he was sold by a schoolteacher. His traumatic 

experiences have caused him to put away his memories, 

emotions, and capability to love within the “tin tobacco 

box” of his heart. One day, a fortuitous rainstorm allows 

Paul D and the other gang members to flee. He travels 

northward by following the blossoming spring flowers. 

Years later, he winds up on Sethe’s porch in Cincinnati. 

 Paul D's arrival at 124 commences the series of 

events going down in the contemporary time frame. 

Before moving in, Paul D chases the house’s resident 

ghost away, which makes the already lonely Denver 

resent him from the beginning. Sethe and Paul D expect a 

promising future together, until sooner or later, on their 

way home from a carnival, they encounter an odd young 
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woman sleeping near the steps of 124. Most of the 

characters believe that the woman, who calls herself 

Beloved is the embodied spirit of Sethe’s dead daughter, 

and therefore the novel provides a wealth of evidence 

supporting this interpretation. Denver develops a frenzied 

attachment to Beloved, and Beloved’s attachment to 

Sethe is equally if no more intense. Paul D and Beloved 

hate each other, and Beloved controls Paul D by moving 

him round the house sort of a rag doll and by seducing 

him against his will. 

 When Paul D learns the story of Sethe’s “rough 

choice” (Beloved) her infanticide, he leaves 124 and 

begins sleeping within the basement of the local church. 

In his absence, Sethe and Beloved’s relationship 

becomes more intense and exclusive. Beloved grows 

increasingly abusive, manipulative, and parasitic, and 

Sethe is obsessive about satisfying Beloved's demands 

and making her understand why she murdered her. 

Worried by the way her mother is wasting away, Denver 

leaves the premises of 124 for the first time in twelve 

years to seek help from Lady Jones, her former teacher. 

The community provides the family with food and 

eventually organizes under the leadership of Ella, a lady 

who had worked on the Underground Railway and helped 

with Sethe’s escape, to exorcise Beloved from 124. When 

they arrive at Sethe’s house, they happened to view Sethe 

on the porch with Beloved, who stands smiling at them, 

naked and pregnant. Mr. Bodwin, who has come to 124 to 

take Denver to her new job, arrives at the house. 

Misunderstanding him for a school teacher, Sethe runs at 

Mr. Bodwin with an ice pick. She is restrained, but in the 

confusion, Beloved disappears, never to return. 

 Afterward, Paul D comes back to Sethe, who has 

retreated to Baby Suggs’s bed to die. Mourning Beloved, 

Sethe laments, “She was my best thing” (Beloved). But 

Paul D replies, “You your best thing, Sethe” (Beloved). 

The novel then ends with a warning that “[t]his is not a 

story to pass on” (Beloved).The town, and even the 

residents of 124, have forgotten Beloved “[l]ike an 

unpleasant dream during a troubling sleep” (Beloved). 

 A close reading of the novels The Bluest Eye and 

Beloved leads to the discovery of common themes and 

techniques utilized by the novelist, to attain a sense of 

identity within the literary world. Toni Morrison creates an 

example of the African American world and the power of 

motherly influence in a child’s life. 
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