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Stages of Grief: An Analysis of the Mourning in Toni Morrison’s Beloved  

 David Kessler, author and death and grieving expert, describes grief as “the 

internal part of loss, how we feel...The pain of loss is so intense, so heartbreaking, 

because in loving we deeply connect with another human being, and grief is the reflection 

of the connection that has been lost” (Help for Grief). According to Kessler, who is 

himself referencing Elisabeth Kubler-Ross, the five stages of grief include denial, anger, 

bargaining, depression, and acceptance. The grieving process is exemplified in Toni 

Morrison’s Beloved when the protagonist Sethe mourns the loss of her first-born child, 

Beloved, whom Sethe murdered in order to save her from a life in slavery. However, 

throughout the duration of the novel, Beloved reappears to Sethe as a 20-year-old with 

childlike qualities and berates Sethe for the motive behind murdering her own daughter. 

Although Sethe and Beloved exhibit a parasitic and lethal relationship, ultimately 

Beloved’s presence and appearance in the novel was an integral part of Sethe’s five-step 

grieving process, which helped her confront and let go of her past trauma.  

 Based off of a true story, Beloved is about a former slave named Sethe and her 

daughter Denver, both of whom are trying to grieve through the horrific events that 

transpired at Sweet Home, a plantation where Sethe used to work. In a desperate attempt 

to protect her children from slave owners, Sethe murders her infant daughter Beloved. 

After these events, Sethe is ostracized from the community and left alone to mourn the 
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loss of her daughter and repress the horrors she endured at Sweet Home. An unknown 

spirit lingers at 124 Bluestone Road, Sethe’s place of residence that is later discovered to 

be the ghost of Beloved. After 18 years of solitude, Paul D, a former slave who resided 

on the plantation alongside Sethe, arrives at Sethe’s home in order to restore order, 

reality, and a relationship with Sethe. While for a moment the have some sense of a 

normal life together, ultimately Beloved’s spirit forces him out and clings onto Sethe.  

 The first stage to the grieving process is known as denial. Denial, by Kessler’s 

definition, is the refusal to believe that a person has passed away.  After Beloved’s tragic 

murder, Sethe remains somewhat in a state of denial 15 years after Beloved’s death. She 

has trouble confronting her past and suppresses the reality of the situation as a means of 

coping. When Paul D finds a newspaper clipping of the murder, he decides to confront 

Sethe and figure out the truth for himself. Morrison states, “Sethe knew that the circle she 

was making around the room, him, the subject, would remain one. That she could never 

close in, pin it down for anybody who had to ask” (192). By Morrison’s inserting the 

imagery of Sethe both symbolically and literally circling around the house in order to 

avoid the subject of Beloved’s death, she is implying that she is not fit to confront the 

truth, and therefore denies it. She may not necessarily believe that Beloved is still alive, 

but her denial of the event itself and her inability to tell Paul D the truth is evidence that 

she is still denying her past. It is only when Paul D confronts Sethe about Beloved that 

Sethe is able to recognize she is living in this stage of grief. Sethe was emotionally 

stunted for 18 years after her escape from Sweet Home and the murder of Beloved. It is 

not until Beloved unveils herself as a spirit and Paul D confronts her about the murder 
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that she is truly able to go past the denial stage by explaining to Paul D the murder of 

Beloved herself which allows her to follow through the rest of the process.   

Anger is the second stage of grief. A person experiencing loss may direct their 

anger toward a religious icon, friends and family, or the situation itself. Kessler describes 

anger as, “another indication of the intensity of… love” (Help for Grief). This intensity of 

love is displayed when Sethe and Paul D discuss the events that transpired regarding 

Beloved’s murder. Paul D places judgments onto Sethe about her reasoning behind the 

murder and that there are worse places to be than Sweet Home. Sethe retorts, "It ain't my 

job to know what's worse. It's my job to know what is and to keep them away from what I 

know is terrible. I did that" (194). Sethe obviously had no intention of killing her own 

child, however she would have rather killed them herself rather than have them be slowly 

tainted and killed by life on a plantation. Her hatred toward Sweet Home and 

Schoolteacher, a slave owner who physically and sexually abused Sethe, outweighed the 

guilt and self-hatred she would feel toward herself. As a mother, her duty and 

responsibility is toward her children, so she sacrificed and killed Beloved because of that 

unconditional obligation. The judgment that Paul D passes onto Sethe’s triggers an angry 

response is because she knows he will never truly understand what it means to be a 

mother or comprehend the position she was being put into. Paul D accuses Sethe of 

loving ‘too thick’ in which Sethe retorts, “‘Too thick?" she said, thinking of the Clearing 

where Baby Suggs' commands knocked the pods off horse chestnuts. "Love is or it ain't. 

Thin love ain't love at all"’ (193). Sethe loves all of her children and killed them to 

prevent them from the pain she had to endure. It is that unconditionally love a mother has 

for her child that justifies her behavior. However, this confrontation Sethe and Paul D 
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fight about in regards to Beloved is a catalyst that helps speed up the process and allows 

her to express her anger toward the situation that she is taking out onto Paul D. She is 

able to understand her motivations and process the anger she feels toward the murder of 

her child and the institution of slavery.  

The bargaining stage of the grief cycle is when a person searches for a way to 

“undo” or avoid the experience that caused grief or feelings and events that result from 

after the loss. Bargaining often pairs with guilt, resulting in a change of the results. 

Specifically, when Beloved reappears, her exterior presenting itself as a young adult but 

her attributes and attitude possessing that of an infant, Sethe feels her suppressed guilt 

begin to rise. Beloved throws tantrums and clings to Sethe like a parasite that figuratively 

begins to suck the life out of Sethe. Her presence becomes malevolent and disturbs 

Denver and Paul D, making it impossible to start a family or create a new life for 

themselves. Despite this, Sethe reassures herself, “Beloved, she my daughter. She mine.... 

She had to be safe and I put her where she would be. But my love was tough and she 

back now. I knew she would be.... I won’t never let her go” (236). Though Beloved 

becomes a nuisance and is extremely defiant, Sethe is willing to do whatever it takes to 

appease her because of this never-ending self-blame that has mustered up inside her. That 

longing for a connection and desperation for her presence is what transitions Sethe from 

the anger stage to the bargaining stage. Her devotion to appeasing Beloved is bargaining 

in the sense that she will sacrifice or complete anything Beloved wants if it means she 

gets the chance to be with her.  Beloved may have a very destructive presence, but it is 

her very being that is able to pull Sethe out of haze she had been living in previously and 

force her to deal with her suppressed feelings of guilt and trauma. The nature of her 
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character is meant to be somewhat of a catalyst for the start of Sethe’s healing process 

and she is the reason Sethe is able to experience the bargaining stage of grief.  

After the bargaining stage, a person who is expediting a loss is bound to slip into 

the depression stage of grief. Depression triggers feelings of loneliness, withdrawal, and 

numbness. Sethe lives in isolation from the community at 124 Bluestone Road and 

withdrawals herself from everyday life. The very ora the house gives off is reminiscent of 

a dark past. Baby Suggs, Sethe’s mother-in-law, says, "[is] packed to its rafters with 

some dead Negro's grief" (6). This suggests that the loss of Beloved literally did end up 

encompassing 124 Bluestone Road and almost possessed what little life and hope was left 

for Sethe and Denver. It has been said that the loss of the child is the worst kind of loss 

because children are supposed to outlive their parents. Not only did Sethe lose her child, 

but she was responsible for the death. The trauma Sethe had gathered from not only 

Beloved, but from life as a slave and her rape, is reason enough for her to exhibit signs of 

depression. Some symptoms of depression include fatigue or loss of energy, feelings of 

guilt, and insomnia. Sethe experiences fatigue and loss of energy when Beloved drains 

her energy away from her, causing her to lose her job (281), has feelings of guilt when 

she tries to appease Beloved and explain why she killed her (236), and experiences 

insomnia when Beloved throws countless temper tantrums in order to receive attention 

from Sethe. Beloved’s obsession for attention creates a parasitic relationship between her 

and Sethe, causing Sethe to exhibit signs of depression. Another type of grief that “lives” 

in Sethe’s home is that of the slave narrative. Not only has Sethe had to endure the 

horrors of slavery, but characters such as Paul D and Baby Suggs had to experience the 

torment as well. 124 stands as a symbol of that pain that the black body has to endure 
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because they are apart of the slave narrative. Not only is she living in a depressed state 

because of Beloved but she is also dealing with the reality of the effects of slavery. 

Despite all of this, Beloved is an essential element to the depression stage. Sethe had 

suppressed her feelings of despair, loneliness, and lamentation until Beloved began to 

cling onto her. While it is a very unhealthy way to deal with depression, Sethe ultimately 

did deal with the symptoms of depression and the repercussions of the murder of Beloved 

and of slavery, and was able to progress to the final stage of grief.  

Lastly, acceptance is the final stage of the grieving process. After all of those 

trials and tribulations endured, acceptance occurs when a person experiencing loss is 

finally able to accept the reality that the loved one is now gone and make adjustments for 

the “new reality” that lies ahead. Denver goes to seek help from the community and the 

community exorcises Beloved’s spirit from the house. After losing Beloved yet again, 

Paul D returns to the house in hopes to comfort Sethe and start a new life with her. Paul 

D says, “‘Me and you, we got more yesterday than anybody. We need some kind of 

tomorrow’” (322). It was not until Beloved disappeared that Sethe could accept the loss 

she suffered and think about the possibility of having a future with Paul D. Beloved is 

meant to be remembered but Sethe’s inability to remove herself from her past was why 

she could not get to the acceptance stage for so long. She used Beloved as an emotional 

crutch from a past she was trying to revise and move past her guilt but it ultimately got 

stripped from her. The past cannot be accessed for a reason so rather than sitting in guilt, 

she is able to let go of the pent up emotions she had inside for Beloved and start a new 

life with Paul D in hopes that it will be a better one.  
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Beloved’s appearance in the novel was an imperative part of Sethe’s recovery and 

healing. She had to endure the hardships of motherhood, slavery, and her toxic 

relationship with Beloved in order to accept Beloved’s death and move on with a life that 

Beloved is not a part of. The grieving process has no time limit and it never truly ends. 

However, there are many ways to recovery and many outlets of support. Often times, the 

grieving process is looked upon negatively because some believe that they are not 

“mourning correctly” or they are “mourning wrong.” However, there is no right or wrong 

way to mourn and death is such a difficult subject to wrap our minds around. There are 

support groups, various types of therapy, family, and friends to reach out too. The 

grieving process is bound to happen to anyone who experiences loss and sometimes it is 

hard to encompass how precious life really is.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Sundine 8 

Works Cited 

“Help For Grief Because LOVE Never Dies.” Grief.com, grief.com/. 

Morrison, Toni. Beloved. Vintage Books. 1987 

“The 5 Stages of Grief &amp; Loss.” Psych Central, 5 Apr. 2018. 

psychcentral.com/lib/the-5-stages-of-loss-and-grief/. 

 

 


