
the bluest eye by toni morrison
The Bluest Eye is a powerful and haunting novel by Toni Morrison, first published in 1970. It is a
poignant exploration of race, beauty, and identity in America as it delves into the life of an African
American girl named Pecola Breedlove. Set against the backdrop of the 1940s in Lorain, Ohio, the
novel paints a stark picture of the societal pressures that dictate notions of beauty and worth,
revealing the devastating effects they can have on individuals and families. Morrison's intricate
storytelling and profound themes make The Bluest Eye a timeless work that continues to resonate
today.

Overview of the Novel

The Bluest Eye is structured in a non-linear fashion, weaving together the voices of various characters
to tell the story of Pecola Breedlove, a young African American girl who yearns for blue eyes and
white beauty. This desire stems from her experiences of racial discrimination and familial dysfunction,
which lead her to believe that possessing blue eyes would grant her the love and acceptance she so
desperately craves.

Setting and Context

The novel is set in the 1940s, a time when the United States was grappling with issues of race, class,
and gender. The setting of Lorain, Ohio, is significant as it represents a microcosm of American
society, where systemic racism and colorism influence the lives of its inhabitants.

- Racial Dynamics: During this period, African Americans faced severe discrimination, and societal
standards of beauty were heavily influenced by Eurocentric ideals. Morrison captures this tension
through her characters’ interactions and experiences.
- Cultural Influences: The novel also reflects the impact of media and popular culture on the self-
image of African Americans, particularly through the character of Pecola, who idolizes white actresses
and yearns for their features.

Character Analysis

The characters in The Bluest Eye are complex and multi-dimensional, each representing different
aspects of the themes Morrison explores.

Pecola Breedlove

Pecola is the novel's tragic protagonist, a young girl who embodies the pain of racial self-loathing. Her
desire for blue eyes symbolizes her yearning for acceptance and beauty in a world that deems her
ugly because of her race.



- Innocence and Trauma: Pecola’s innocence is shattered by her traumatic experiences, including
abuse and neglect from her family and society. This trauma profoundly affects her mental health and
sense of self.
- Symbolism of Blue Eyes: The blue eyes Pecola desires represent not just beauty but also a longing
for a different life, one where she is valued and loved.

Cholly Breedlove

Pecola's father, Cholly, is a deeply flawed character whose experiences with racism, abandonment,
and internalized anger shape his actions and relationships.

- Struggles with Identity: Cholly's tumultuous life, marked by his abandonment and later abuse of his
family, illustrates the destructive cycle of racism and poverty.
- Impact on Family: His inability to cope with his circumstances results in violence and dysfunction
within the Breedlove family, further exacerbating Pecola's suffering.

Claudia and Frieda MacTeer

Claudia and Frieda serve as contrasting characters to Pecola, providing insight into different
responses to racial prejudice.

- Defiance Against Beauty Standards: Unlike Pecola, Claudia resists societal beauty standards and
expresses her individuality, showcasing a strength that Pecola lacks.
- Sisterhood and Support: The bond between Claudia and Frieda highlights the importance of
solidarity and support among women in navigating a world filled with racial and gender-based
challenges.

Themes

The Bluest Eye is rich with themes that explore the intersections of race, beauty, and identity.

Beauty and Its Consequences

Morrison critiques the societal obsession with beauty and its often devastating consequences,
particularly for marginalized groups.

- Eurocentric Standards: The novel illustrates how Eurocentric beauty ideals are internalized by
characters, leading to self-hatred and a desire for an unattainable standard.
- Destructive Nature of Desire: Pecola's longing for blue eyes symbolizes a deeper desire for
acceptance, which ultimately leads to her psychological breakdown.



Racial Identity and Self-Hatred

The narrative delves into the complexities of racial identity and the internalized racism that many
characters face.

- Impact of Racism: Characters like Pecola and her family embody the pain of living in a society that
devalues their existence, leading to a cycle of self-hatred.
- Struggle for Acceptance: The quest for acceptance in a prejudiced society forces characters to
confront their identities and the societal expectations placed upon them.

Family and Community

The dynamics of family and community play a significant role in shaping the characters’ identities and
experiences.

- Dysfunction and Abuse: The Breedlove family’s dysfunction highlights how familial relationships can
be both a source of support and a breeding ground for trauma.
- Role of Community: The community surrounding Pecola often perpetuates the same cycles of
prejudice and violence, demonstrating the larger societal issues at play.

Literary Devices and Style

Morrison employs various literary devices to enhance the narrative and deepen the reader's
understanding of the characters and themes.

Symbolism

- Blue Eyes: The most prominent symbol in the novel, representing both beauty and the societal
pressures that dictate worth.
- Dandelions: The dandelions serve as a metaphor for resilience and the struggle for survival in an
unforgiving environment.

Point of View

Morrison uses a unique narrative style, blending first-person and third-person perspectives to create a
rich tapestry of voices that reflect the complexities of the characters’ experiences.

Imagery and Language

Morrison’s use of vivid imagery and poetic language draws readers into the emotional landscape of



the novel, making the pain and beauty of the characters’ experiences palpable.

Conclusion

The Bluest Eye remains a powerful exploration of race, beauty, and identity, highlighting the impact of
societal norms on individual lives. Through the tragic story of Pecola Breedlove and the complex
characters surrounding her, Toni Morrison challenges readers to confront uncomfortable truths about
beauty standards and the consequences of internalized racism. The novel serves as a poignant
reminder of the need for empathy, understanding, and a re-examination of the values that shape our
perceptions of worth and beauty. As we reflect on Morrison's profound insights, it becomes clear that
the themes in The Bluest Eye continue to resonate, urging us to engage in conversations about race,
identity, and the very nature of beauty in contemporary society.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the central themes explored in 'The Bluest Eye'?
The central themes in 'The Bluest Eye' include racial identity, beauty standards, and the impact of
societal norms on self-worth. The novel examines how systemic racism and internalized beauty ideals
affect the lives of the characters, particularly the protagonist, Pecola Breedlove.

How does Toni Morrison use symbolism in 'The Bluest Eye'?
Toni Morrison uses symbolism extensively throughout 'The Bluest Eye'. The blue eyes represent
societal beauty standards and the desire for acceptance, while the marigolds that Pecola wishes to
grow symbolize hope and the possibility of a better life. These symbols highlight the contrast between
societal ideals and the harsh realities faced by the characters.

In what ways does 'The Bluest Eye' address the concept of
trauma?
The Bluest Eye addresses trauma through the experiences of Pecola and other characters who endure
physical and emotional abuse, racism, and neglect. The narrative illustrates how these traumatic
experiences shape their identities and perceptions of self-worth, ultimately leading to a cycle of
despair and longing for escape.

What role does family play in shaping the characters in 'The
Bluest Eye'?
Family plays a crucial role in 'The Bluest Eye', influencing the characters' identities and self-
perceptions. Pecola's dysfunctional family, marked by abuse and neglect, reflects broader societal
issues. The novel illustrates how familial relationships can either support or hinder personal
development and the quest for acceptance.



How does 'The Bluest Eye' reflect the historical context of its
time?
Published in 1970, 'The Bluest Eye' reflects the historical context of the 1940s, a time marked by
racial segregation and the struggle for civil rights. Morrison captures the societal pressures faced by
African Americans, particularly regarding beauty and identity, highlighting how these pressures were
shaped by the prevailing cultural attitudes of the era.
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