
 
 
 
About Us: http://www.galaxyimrj.com/about-us/  
Archive: http://www.galaxyimrj.com/archive/  
Contact Us: http://www.galaxyimrj.com/contact-us/  
Editorial Board: http://www.galaxyimrj.com/editorial-board/  
Submission: http://www.galaxyimrj.com/submission/  
FAQ: http://www.galaxyimrj.com/faq/ 



Forgetting To Remember or Re-membering to Forget?  The Trope of 
Cultural (Re)Memory in Toni Morrison’s Beloved 

 
Tanuka Chatterjee 

Research Scholar 
Department of English 

Banaras Hindu University 
 

Abstract:  
Postcolonialism has been considered to be a work in progress even by the fag end of 

the twentieth century. Historical and political upheavals have become a catalyst for the 
initiation of memory studies which has assumed a decidedly cultural and social perspective. 
Over the past two decades, the relationship between culture and memory has emerged 
globally as an issue of tremendous significance. With the move towards greater 
interdisciplinarity, the exchange of such concepts has considerably intensified. The idiom of 
memory as a social action has become a veritable code for all sorts of practices ranging from 
comprehension and recall to movements within the broader realm of memory studies. 
Cultural Memory Studies is a field to which many disciplines contribute, using their specific 
methodologies and perspectives. This paper is an attempt to delineate and elucidate upon the 
inherent trope of cultural memory and ‘rememory’ which Toni Morrison employs and 
elaborates in Beloved. The complex inter-stitching of the tropes of remembering and strategic 
forgetting associated with (cultural) memory as evidenced in the novel will also be examined. 
Keywords: Memory, cultural memory, Toni Morrison, Beloved, rememory, 
remembering, forgetting. 

 
Postcolonial writing has concerned itself specifically with the recuperation of lost 

history. Cultural Memory studies is that burgeoning field of study which provides the 
important tools for understanding and ultimately deconstructing the configurations of 
nationalist and imperialist power embedded in the representation of the past which takes 
cognisance of the visceral experiences and the memories of resistances of the oppressed 
through generations (Gandhi 92). ‘Culture’ is a veritable social construct that is usually 
understood in and through the contents of its traditions—its modes of action, forms of 
language, aspirations, interpersonal relations, images, ideas and ideals. ‘Memory’ is the 
capacity to remember, to create and re-create our past. The substance of our very being is 
memory, our way of living is retaining reminders; articulating memory is our raison d’etre. 
The concept of ‘memory’ has often been deployed as a framework within which attention can 
be drawn to ‘hidden’ or ‘occluded’ aspects of the past, which are deemed of special 
importance to the (re)construction of identities of particular communities.  

 
Cultural memory is a concept introduced to the national academic disciplines by Jan 

Assmann and Aleida Assmann, who, in their seminal essay “Collective Memory and Cultural 
Identity” (1995) define it as “a collective concept for all knowledge that directs behaviour 
and experience in the interactive framework of a society and one that obtains through 
generations in repeated societal practice and initiation” (Assmann 126). This concept was but 
a necessary adjunct to Maurice Halbwachs’s groundbreaking and foundational concepts of 
‘Collective Memory’ and ‘Social Frameworks of Memory’ whereby he articulated the idea 
that individual memories are inherently shaped and will often be triggered by socio-cultural 
contexts, or frameworks (Halbwachs 74-77). His study of family memory and other private 
practices of remembering pointed to cultural schema theories and the contextual approaches 
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of psychology, thereby paving the way for Assmann to posit his theory of cultural memory. 
Assmann further elaborates:  

 
The concept of cultural memory comprises that body of reusable texts, images 
and rituals specific to each society in each epoch, whose “cultivation” serves 
to stabilize and convey that society’s self-image. Upon such collective 
knowledge, for the most part (but not exclusively) of the past, each group 
bases its awareness of unity and particularity. (Assmann 132)  

 
This entails a process by which a society ensures cultural continuity by preserving, with the 
help of cultural mnemonics, its collective knowledge from one generation to the next, 
rendering it possible for later generations to reconstruct their cultural identity.  

 
‘Cultural memory’ is a contentious term. Provisionally understood as the interplay of 

the present and the past in socio-cultural contexts, such a conceptual framework allows for an 
inclusion of an extremely broad spectrum of phenomenon as diverse as media, structures of 
myths, rituals, monuments, historiography, individual acts of remembering in social contexts, 
conversational remembering, configurations of cultural knowledge and the like. Such an 
overwhelming wealth of existing concepts makes for its terminological richness, but also for 
its disjointedness. More practiced than theorized within an array of different disciplines and 
academic cultures as diverse as history, art, sociology, literary and media studies, theology, 
philosophy, psychology, and the neurosciences, it brings together the humanities, social 
studies, and the natural sciences in an unique way. Here the term ‘culture’ does not bear any 
distinct affiliations to the eponymous field of Cultural Studies (though this field has 
contributed significantly to the proliferation of memory studies); ‘culture’ is understood to 
imply a community’s specific way of life, led within its self-spun and self-imposed webs of 
meanings and traditions. 

  
There are two levels on which culture and memory intersect- the individual and the 

collective or, more precisely, the level of the cognitive on the one hand, and the levels of the 
social and the medial on the other. With regard to the first level, ‘memory’ is used in a literal 
sense, whereas the attribute ‘cultural’ is a metonymy, standing for the socio-cultural contexts 
and their influence on memory. The second level of cultural memory refers to the symbolic 
order – the media, institutions, and practices by which social groups construct a shared past. 
Here, ‘memory’ is used metaphorically. Societies do not remember literally; but much of 
what is done to reconstruct a shared past bears some resemblance to the processes of 
individual memory. Cultural memory accentuates the connection(s) of memory on the one 
hand and socio-cultural contexts on the other. It is noteworthy that cultural memory is 
concerned not with actual events but their cultural repercussions; not with actual memories 
but with memories as representations, and with the representations of memories. Cultural 
memory transmits an experience rooted in history that has reached a culturally definitive, 
potentially transformative status. This is particularly applicable to historical memories that 
are so overwhelmingly significant that they define the essence of people and become 
imperative for their survival. 
  

Cultural memory can be said to comprise two elements- a certain dynamic process of 
remembering as well as a form of remembrance, or memory. Remembering is a process that 
pertains to the question, who remembers? It is people, a society, a culture that carries a 
memory, who are remembered in memory. The way we remember, what we anticipate, and 
how we perceive is largely social. Remembrance is a product, a particular form of action that 

www.galaxyimrj.com Galaxy: International Multidisciplinary Research Journal ISSN: 2278-9529

Vol. 4, Issue IV July 2015151



involves some measure of recall of past experiences. Remembrance approaches memory as a 
process that is always enacted in and through a social context, which answers to the question, 
what is being remembered? Memory cannot be understood by being removed from social 
forces. We remember in socio-cultural contexts. As Jennifer Cole has remarked, “memory 
connects the individual and private with the social and public in complex ways. As such, 
memory remains a key site at which one can witness the multiple ways in which individual 
subjectivity is tied to larger projects of political struggle and historical transformation” (104).  
 

All texts participate, repeat, and constitute acts of memory. One means by which 
memory is transmitted is through narrative. Narrative emphasizes the active, self-shaping 
quality of human thought. Memory enshrined in writing is directed against the destruction of 
cultural experience. Preserving cultural memory involves the dual mechanisms of 
remembering, and its powerful other side, forgetting. William James had observed that, 
“Forgetting is as important a function as remembering. It [forgetting] is that catastrophic 
order whereby the given semiotic order is obliterated” (127).  According to James, societies 
develop not so much through remembering the past as they do through forgetting it (134-35). 
Thus, remembering and (strategic) forgetting are conceived of as processes inseparably and 
mysteriously intertwined. The cultural recall of the past is governed by a system of relevance 
that gives priorities to certain aspects of the past and sidelines (or effectively, ‘forgets’) 
others. Through the subjugated culture of slaves, Toni Morrison has presented us with a 
narrative in which memory is the crucial device of being.  

 
Toni Morrison’s classic Beloved (1987) is a seminal example of the reified trope of 

cultural memory. The novel vividly documents the cataclysmic loss that slavery has 
bequeathed to the African-American community. Beloved centers on the haunting of the 
occupants of “124,” a house on the outskirts of Cincinnati, in the years following the 
American Civil War and the abolition of slavery in the United States. The protagonist Sethe 
is an escaped slave from the slave-holding antebellum plantation in Kentucky (ironically 
called ‘Sweet Home’). After the passing away of Baby Suggs, Sethe’s mother-in-law, Sethe 
and her daughter Denver occupy 124, “closed from the hurt of the hurt world” (28) with their 
dyadic existence, along with the baby ghost of Denver’s older sister, whom Sethe killed as a 
two-year-old when her previous owner came to repossess her and her children. The 
predominant characters remember their past and construct their identities on the basis of 
the(ir) recollected memories. They are concerned with the mnemonic presence of the past in 
the present which illuminates the manifold functions that memories fulfil for the constitution 
of identity; the rendering of these memories potentially tell us more about the rememberer’s 
present, his or her desire or denial, than about the actual past events. Morrison posits that 
memory as a cultural tool is most poignant and effective when personalized in the stories of 
individual experiences. In Morrison's novels, understanding the self and the past is always a 
project of the community; memory is always situated within a context of ‘rememory’ (which 
usually denotes mental recollection, both anamnesis and construction) in the sense that its 
meaning is changed. Indeed, anamnesis may be even better than either ‘remembrance’ or 
‘memory’, since it emphasizes the fact that recollection involves overcoming oblivion (an-
amnesis), and that forgetting precedes remembering rather than vice versa.  
 

Cultural memory here highlights the extent to which shared memories of the past are 
the product of mediation and acts of communication. In Morrison’s fictional ouevre, this 
process of remembering is termed as ‘rememory’ to indicate the deliberate act of revisiting a 
memory, in the sense that one’s personal memory is at the same time also collective, or 
cultural memory. Rememory, then, is both individual and collective in the sense that they are 
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indistinguishable and inextricable; here, collectivity resides within the continuity of memory 
and in its transmission through generations. “Rememory” as a trope postulates the 
interconnectedness of minds, past and present. In Beloved, Sethe explains the concept of 
‘rememory’ to Denver, using the example of a picture that belongs to a place, but not to a 
time or a person, “If a house burns down, it's gone, but the picture of it stays, and not just in 
my re-memory, but out there, in the world. […] even if I die, the picture … is still out there. 
Right in the place where it happened” (Morrison 36). While the prefix “re” suggests that 
“rememory” is an active, viable and creative mental function, the protagonist Sethe's quaint 
explanation of the term implies a rather supernatural phenomenon. For Sethe as for her 
author, then, to “rememory” is to use one's imaginative power to realize a latent, powerful 
and abiding connection to the past.  
 

Morrison’s personal coinage ‘rememory’ resembles the concept of ‘postmemory’, 
first formulated by Marianne Hirsch in relation to the remembrance of the Holocaust: “the 
relationship of the second generation to powerful, often traumatic, experiences that preceded 
their births but that were nevertheless transmitted to them so deeply as to seem to constitute 
memories in their own right” (Hirsch 103). Traumatic memories in Beloved are postmemories 
and rememories intertwined. Recollection (conscious memory retrieval) and postmemory 
(transgenerational memory) are both part of Morrison’s concept of rememory (which 
functions both as a verb and a noun). Past is not simply there in memory, but it must be 
articulated, through recollections, to become memory. Recollection begins not in the 
multiplicity of experiences but in the absence or pastness of the moment or period being 
recalled. It is an active and constantly shifting relationship to the past, in which the past is 
changed retrospectively; the protagonist Sethe is seen “Working dough. Working, working 
dough. Nothing better than that to start the day’s serious work of beating back the past” 
(Morrison 73). Here, memory is a recoverable impression of a past occurrence; it is not 
retrievable by itself. Whereas recollection is the recovery itself, the process that can take us to 
a memory.  

 
Morrison has her characters repeat isolated remembered details, reminiscing the past. 

Baby Suggs’s heart is full of “giving advice, passing messages, healing the sick, hiding 
fugitives, loving, cooking, cooking, loving, preaching, singing, dancing and loving 
everybody…” (Morrison 137). She reiterates complacently “Not one touch of death in the 
definite green of the leaves” (138) knowing that death was anything but forgetfulness. 
Remembering and recognising her heartbeart, her pulsing free self was a shock to her, “These 
hands belong to me. These my hands” (141). But when Morrison highlights the catastrophic 
losses incurred by the survivors of slavery, she employs subtle metonymies for unrecountable 
emotional experiences, the more poignant for their banality. She makes Baby Suggs recall, 
“My first-born. All I can remember of her is how she loved the burned bottom of the bread. 
Can you beat that? Eight children and that's all I remember” (5). When she is thrust with the 
possible news of her children’s death, she would rather not listen; “but she knew their names. 
She knew, and covered her ears with her fists to keep from hearing them come from his 
mouth” (144). Baby remembers something vividly, something she can never forget: “They 
[the whitefolks] came in my yard” (179). Sethe’s deliberate act of infanticide forces her to 
ponder ‘colour’ for the rest of her life to the exclusion of everything. She doesn’t want to 
remember, doesn’t want to further dis-member her life. Enforced forgetting is what made 
sense to her. So that she could remember to live.  
 

Sethe knows what is at stake in remembering and (not) forgetting. She doesn’t 
remember her mother. But when she remembers the fact that her mother had never 
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abandoned her, a fact that she had been asked to forget so that she could live her life without 
being scarred at her mother’s brutal death, she is shattered: “She had to do something with 
her hands because she was remembering something she had forgotten she knew. Something 
privately shameful that had slipped into a slit in her mind right behind the slap on her face 
and the circled cross” (Morrison 61).  To remember the possibility of hope alongwith the 
memories that extinguished any such possibility of hope was heartbreaking to her. Upon 
learning that her husband, Halle, had witnessed her rape by the whitefolks, she loses her 
sense of objectivity and balance: “She knew Paul D was adding something to her life- 
something she wanted to count on but was scared to. Now he had added more: new pictures 
and old rememories that broke her heart” (95). Sethe is unsettled by her cognisance of 
Beloved’s fingers whose touch she had previously forgotten, the touch she now remembered 
better than her own. When, with a sudden click that marks the rememoried miraculous, Sethe 
realizes that Beloved, her two-year old daughter “plump and sweet with life” (61), 
dis(re)membered of her matrilineage, had returned, she was “excited to giddiness” (183) at all 
the guilt she could forget and put behind her; “Think about all I ain’t got to remember no 
more. Do like Baby said: Think on it then lay it down for good…I don’t have to remember 
nothing” (182). She goes on to say, “Because you mine and I have to show you these things, 
and teach you what a mother should. Funny how you lose sight of some things and memory 
others” (201). 

 
The sun-blessed memories of the past pains her: “[Sethe] smiled then, at the memory 

of [it]. The smile broke in two and became a sudden suck of air, but she did not shudder or 
close her eyes. She wheeled” (Morrison 160). She doesn’t remember them, so that the present 
is made bearable. She wants to obliterate the fact that Denver had to suck her milk alongwith 
the fresh blood of her sister. She remembers the past – her ‘milk being stolen’, the infliction 
of a ‘tree’ on her back, the two nephews sucking on her breasts, the schoolteacher noting it 
down as a scientific experiment, her husband “squatting by the churn smearing the butter as 
well as the clabber all over his face because the milk they took is on his mind” (68) and Paul 
D looking on with an iron bit in his mouth (70) – images she would rather forget; 
‘rememories’ she would rather annihilate than entertain, where obliteration of memory would 
be an undisguised blessing. Morrison’s observation “her spirits fell down under the weight of 
the things she remembered and those she did not” (98) emphasises the degree to which one 
wants to recall, or alternatively, to forget. Recent discussions of the impact of trauma have 
emphasized the complexity of remembrance in the case of painful events that are 
remembered in great detail but that we would rather forget. The power of cultural memory 
rests in the conscious decision to choose particular memories, and to give those memories 
precedence in communal remembrance. The whitewoman Ella vociferously declares, “I ain’t 
got no friends take a handsaw to their own children” (187), choosing to remember Sethe by 
that act of infanticide. The past, for Ella, has come to be a stand-in for the present; it has not 
enabled her to forget. Rather, she remembers vituperously.  

 
With the arrival of Paul D, another Sweet Home ex-slave, the buried past comes back. 

Paul D’s entrance into the miserable lives at ‘124’ was “A blessing, but in its place he 
brought another kind of haunting” (Morrison 96). Paul D shall prove to be the anodyne for 
Sethe’s memory. For Paul D's appearance signals to her that it is now possible to “trust things 
and remember things because the last of the Sweet Home men was there to catch her if she 
sank” (18). Paul D’s memories of being indentured in Alfred, Georgia haunted him:  

 
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 
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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. (113)  

 
He had to lock down his memories in order to survive. Unlike Sethe, Paul D has survived by 
not remembering. He doesn’t remember his parents at all. His sexual dalliance with Beloved, 
who baited his ‘red heart’, is something he would rather totally obliterate from his mind. 
Morrison effectually uses the trope of ‘rememory’ in Paul D’s cognisance of Beloved. Paul 
D, who did not know Beloved when she was a baby, finds her presence disturbing: “She 
reminds me of something. Something, look like, I'm supposed to remember” (234).  He is not 
reminded, he has a rememory. It is Sethe who witnessed the demise of Baby Suggs, but Paul 
who re-memories it. Paul D and Sethe are joined by rememory.  

 
Denver furiously wanted to forget the thought of her sister being choked out of her 

existence. The memory of her being behind bars with her mother obfuscated her and changed 
her significantly: “For two years she walked in a silence too solid for penetration but which 
gave her eyes a power even she found hard to believe” (Morrison 103). When Beloved 
entered their lives, memories of her brothers’ Howard’s and Buglar’s shock, Baby Suggs’s 
resignation and the inveterate communal ire overpowers her memories of Sethe’s maternal 
affection and adoration. She remembers and pines for her father who has almost always been 
absent from her life, who would rather be forgotten. It is Denver who believes that one cannot 
exist without remembrance.   
  

Beloved, more spectral than human, is what must be “disremembered,” what must 
deliberately be forgotten by everyone close to her. Hers is the story that stops haunting when 
told and shared, and stops being when disremembered, but must be remembered to be told, 
and must be told to be disremembered. She focuses all of her spectral indignation on Sethe, 
whom she has remembered vividly for her heinous act. Her precarious presence unsettles all: 
“Disremembered and unaccounted for, she cannot be lost, because no one is looking for her, 
and even if they were, how can they call her, if they don't know her name? Although she has 
claim, she is not claimed” (Morrison 274). Her physical obliteration will lead to total 
obliteration. Since memory within and between generations is a significant form of collective 
remembering, a dynamic perspective on cultural remembrance suggests that memory sites, 
while they come into being as points where many acts of remembrance converge, only stay 
alive as long as people consider it worthwhile to argue about their meaning and significance. 
“They forgot her like a bad dream. After they made up their tales, shaped and decorated 
them, those that saw her that day on the porch quickly and deliberately forgot 
her…Remembering seemed unwise” (274). To bring remembrance to conclusion is already to 
forget. 

 
The coda of the novel is significant; Apart from the obliteration of Beloved, Morrison 

had in mind African Americans’ neglect and denial of the painful memory of slavery. In an 
interview given shortly to Marsha Darling after the publication of Beloved, Morrison 
explains:  

 
I think Afro-Americans in rushing away from slavery, which was important – to do it 
meant rushing out of bondage into freedom – also rushed away from the slaves 
because it was painful to dwell there, and they may have abandoned some 
responsibilities in so doing. It was a double-edged sword, if you understand me. There 
is a necessity for remembering the horror, but of course there’s a necessity for 
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remembering it in a manner in which it can be digested, in a manner in which the 
memory is not destructive. (21) 
 

         
However, Morrison believes that such a painful history will continue to haunt the present in 
less apparent, and perhaps, more insidious ways. This is why she remarks that there is a 
“necessity for remembering the horror.” The deeper the abyss of crisis, the greater becomes 
one’s connection to cultural memory and to past generations. 
 

In Beloved, the magic of memory is that it is interpersonal, that it is the basis for 
constructing relationships with the other who also remembers. “Never fight against memory. 
Even if it is painful, it will help you: it will give you something, it will enrich you. 
Ultimately, what would culture be without memory? [. . .] One cannot live without it. One 
cannot exist without remembrance” (Hirsch 173). The reality of memory is that it must be 
experienced individually first, before it becomes communal property. In individual 
experience, memory is painful and heartbreaking, as Sethe and Paul D discover. In shared 
experience of remembrance, memory is healing, as the narrative of Beloved posits. The map 
of self discovery belongs only to those who have a shared reference of remembrance 
together.  
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