
Toni Morrison’s The Bluest Eye
(1970)

The Violence of 
Representation



Morrison’s bio

Born Chloe Anthony Wofford, in 1931 in Lorain (Ohio), the 
second of four children in a black working-class family, Toni 
Morrison is a writer, critic and teacher. She studied humanities at
Howard and Cornell Universities, writing her Master’s thesis on 
Virginia Woolf and William Faulkner. She worked as a professor 
at Texas Southern University, Howard University, Yale, and 
Princeton University. She also worked as an editor for Random 
House. She made her debut as a novelist in 1970, soon gaining
the attention of both critics and a wider audience for her epic
power, unerring ear for dialogue, and her poetically-charged and 
richly-expressive depictions of Black America. She has been
awarded a number of literary distinctions, among them the 
Pulitzer Prize in 1988 and the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1993.



The Bluest Eye
The Bluest Eye is Morrison’s first novel, published in 1970, when she was
39. It tells the story of Pecola Breedlove, a young black girl who believes
nobody loves her because she is ugly and thinks her life would change if
she had blue eyes, and is set in Morrison's hometown of Lorain, Ohio, 
after the Great Depression, in 1941. Because of its bleak portrayal of 
black life in the 1940s, including incest, prostitution and violence, The 
Bluest Eye was criticized by many black critics and has been frequently
challenged or banned from classrooms. One of the most recent
challenges occurred in 2013, when the novel appeared on a Common 
Core Standards reading list for 11th grade students in Ohio. The 
president of the board of education deemed it inappropriate for high 
school students. Morrison said that she wrote the novel because she
wanted to remind the young blacks who were celebrating the beauty of 
blackness in the 1960s that this kind of confidence, pride and self-
reliance was not available to all black subjects and self-loathing was real
in the community. 



Toni Morrison on The Bluest Eye

Black male writers write about what’s important to them or their lives, and what is important to 
them is the oppressor, the white man, because he’s the one making life complicated. Then I 
noticed that black women never do that. In the ’20s, they did, but I mean contemporary—and I 
wasn’t interested in it. Suddenly if you took the gaze of the white male—or even the white 
female, but certainly the male—out of the world, it was freedom! You could think anything, go 
anywhere, imagine anything… There was no longer the problem of looking through the master’s 
gaze. With that gaze, you’re always reacting, proving something. So not having to do that…
But this was back in the day of the “screw whitey” books. One of the aggressive themes of the 
“screw whitey” movement was “black is beautiful.” I just thought, “What is that about? Who are 
they talking to? Me? You’re going to tell me I’m beautiful?” And I thought, “Wait a minute. 
Before the guys get on the my-beautiful-black-queen wagon, let me tell you what it used to be 
like before you started that!” [laughs] You know, what racism does is create self-loathing, and it 
hurts. It can ruin you. …
The nicest thing I ever heard wasn’t from a critic, it was from a student who said, “I liked The 
Bluest Eye, but I was really mad at you for writing it.” And I said, “Why?” And she said, “Because 
now they will know.” But most of them were dismissive. I thought that in that milieu, nobody 
was going to read this. Twelve-hundred copies they printed, 1,500. I thought it would be 400. 
Bantam bought the paperback. It was a throw-away book. And then something extraordinary 
happened. I think it was City College. The book was published in ’70, and City College decided 
that the curriculum for every entering freshman would have to include books by women and 
books by African Americans, and I was on that list.
“Toni Morrison’s Haunting Resonance", interview by Christopher Bollen, 2012



“Most writers claim to abhor labels but Morrison has always
welcomed the term “black writer”. “I’m writing for black
people,” she says, “in the same way that Tolstoy was not
writing for me, a 14-year-old coloured girl from Lorain, Ohio. 
I don’t have to apologise or consider myself limited because
I don’t [write about white people] – which is not absolutely
true, there are lots of white people in my books. The point is
not having the white critic sit on your shoulder and approve
it” – she refers to the writer James Baldwin talking about “a 
little white man deep inside of all of us”. Did she exorcise
hers? “Well I never really had it. I just never did.” (The 
Guardian, interview by Hermion Hoby, 2015)



The Bluest Eye: An exploration of the black divided self

The (white) gaze

Representation / lack of representation

Visual culture as site of the construction of white supremacy

Invisibility / hypervisibility

Resistance to the gaze / freeing oneself from the gaze

Double consciousness

Internalized racism

Mimicking / mimicry: imitation with difference



Double Consciousness, the color line, the 
shadow, the veil



Double Consciousness, the color line, the veil
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Themes
Whiteness as standard of 
beauty
The white gaze
Influence of popular culture on 
identity
Race and class
Internalized racism
Colorism
Adoption of politics of 
respectability and distancing
from blackness as strategy for 
survival
Sexuality
Children’s innocence vs adult
deception



“Foreword” to The Bluest Eye

When I began writing The Bluest Eye, I was interested in something else. 
Not resistance to the contempt of others, ways to deflect it, but the far 
more tragic and disabling consequences of accepting rejection as
legitimate, as self-evident. I knew that some victims of powerful self-
loathing turn out to be dangerous, violent, reproducing the enemy
who has humiliated them over and over. Others surrender their identity; 
melt into a structure that delivers the strong persona they lack. Most
others, however, grow beyond it. But there are some who collapse, 
silently, anonymously, with no voice to express or acknowledge it. They
are invisible. The death of self-esteem can occur quickly, easily in 
children, before their ego has “legs,” so to speak. Couple the 
vulnerability of youth with indifferent parents, dismissive adults, and a 
world, which, in its language, laws, and images, re-enforces despair, and 
the journey to destruction is sealed.



The project, then, for this, my first book, was to enter the life of the one
least likely to withstand such damaging forces because of youth, gender, 
and race. Begun as a bleak narrative of psychological murder, the main
character could not stand alone since her passivity made her a narrative 
void. So I invented friends, classmates, who understood, even
sympathized, with her plight, but had the benefit of supportive par-
ents and a feistiness all their own. Yet they were helpless as well. They
could not save their friend from the world. She broke.
The origin of the novel lay in a conversation I had with a childhood
friend. We had just started elementary school. She said she wanted blue 
eyes. I looked around to picture her with them and was violently
repelled by what I imagined she would look like if she had her wish. The 
sorrow in her voice seemed to call for sympathy, and I faked it for her, 
but, astonished by the desecration she proposed, I “got mad” at her
instead.



The reclamation of racial beauty in the sixties stirred these
thoughts, made me think about the necessity for the claim. Why,
although reviled by others, could this beauty not be taken for
granted within the community? Why did it need wide public
articulation to exist? These are not clever questions. But in 1962
when I began this story, and in 1965 when it began to be a book,
the answers were not as obvious to me as they quickly became and
are now. The assertion of racial beauty was not a reaction to the
self-mocking, humorous critique of cultural/racial foibles
common in all groups, but against the damaging internalization of
assumptions of immutable inferiority originating in an outside
gaze. I focused, therefore, on how something as grotesque as the
demonization of an entire race could take root inside the most
delicate member of society: a child; the most vulnerable member: a
female.



In trying to dramatize the devastation that even casual
racial contempt can cause, I chose a unique situation, not a
representative one. The extremity of Pecola’s case stemmed largely
from a crippled and crippling family—unlike the average black
family and unlike the narrator’s. But singular as Pecola’s life was, I
believed some aspects of her woundability were lodged in all
young girls. In exploring the social and domestic aggression that
could cause a child to literally fall apart, I mounted a series of
rejections, some routine, some exceptional, some monstrous, all
the while trying hard to avoid complicity in the demonization
process Pecola was subjected to. That is, I did not want to
dehumanize the characters who trashed Pecola and contributed to
her collapse.



My choices of language (speakerly, aural, colloquial), my

reliance for full comprehension on codes embedded in black

culture, my effort to effect immediate coconspiracy and inti-
macy (without any distancing, explanatory fabric), as well as

my attempt to shape a silence while breaking it are attempts

to transfigure the complexity and wealth of Black American

culture into a language worthy of the culture.

Thinking back now on the problems expressive language
presented to me, I am amazed by their currency, their tenac-

ity. Hearing “civilized” languages debase humans, watching

cultural exorcisms debase literature, seeing oneself preserved

in the amber of disqualifying metaphors—I can say that my

narrative project is as difficult today as it was then.



Structure of the novel
Multiple Narrators: Non-descript narrator (Dick and Jane primer), first 
person retrospective narrator (adult Claudia), first person contemporary
narrator (Young Claudia), Omniscient narrator (focalized Narrator, 
external narrator), Pauline (passages in italics). 

Double Prologue: Primer, repeated three times, the second without
punctuation, the third without spaces separating the words; Adult
Claudia’s internal monologue about what happened in 1941

Four sections, each starting with Claudia’s voice and continuing with the 
primer: Autumn (Claudia, house, family); Winter (Claudia, cat); Spring 
(Claudia, mother, father, dog); Summer (Claudia, friend, Adult Claudia)



Symbols and mo,fs
The Bluest Eye: vision (seeing and being seen);  notice the singular in 
the title. Why? Blue means sad, eye could be a pun on I
Primer: Dick and Jane as models to imitate
Marigold Seeds: nature, seasons
White Dolls: notice how Claudia’s attitude differs from the rest
House: the white family house vs the Breedloves’ house and the 
McTeers
The Movies: popular culture as powerful tool for naturalizing white
supremacism
Funk: A state of undesirable emotions or feeling out-of-sorts. These
feelings may include but are not limited to: sadness, boredom that is
unusually difficult to curb, laziness, unworthiness, and an overall feeling 
of malaise. (Urban dictionary). Also, a music genre which developed in 
the sixties



The lies of the American 
Dream: different houses and 
families



Growing Up With Dick and Jane: Learning and Living 
the American Dream

Growing Up with Dick and Jane, 
by Carole Kismaric and Marvin 
Heiferman, traces the Dick and 
Jane phenomenon from their
birth during the Depression to 
their retirement in the stormy
1960s. It explores the influence
these little books had on 
education and the evolving
American Dream. 





Morrison on her narrative technique in a 1983 interview with Claudia 

Tate: 

I tell you at the beginning of The Bluest Eye on the very first 

page what happened, but now I want you to go with me and 

look at this, so when you get to the scene where the father 

rapes the daughter, which is as awful a thing, I suppose, as can 

be imagined, by the time you get there, it’s almost irrelevant 

because I want you to look at him and see his love for his 

daughter and his powerlessness to help her pain. By that time, 

his embrace, the rape, is all the gift he has left. (Tate 164). 



Beyond the lies
of the American 
Dream: tough
love and 
alternative 
families





Black mothers

Mrs McTeer’s



Black mothers

Pauline Breedlove as the 
perfect mammy



Black mothers

Geraldine: blackness as funk



Black mothers

China, Poland, and 
the Maginot Line



The Breedloves’ house
not a home
Ignored by the 
community







The Power of Whiteness



Born on April 23, 1928, in 
Santa Monica, California, 
Shirley Temple was a 
leading child film actress
during the Great 
Depression. 
President Franklin D. 
Roosevelt called Temple
"Little Miss Miracle" for 
raising the public's morale 
during times of economic
hardship, even going so far 
as to say, "As long as our
country has Shirley Temple, 
we will be all right." 



Shirley Temple performed with Bill "Bojangles" Robinson in 
the 1935 movie The Little Colonel. They were the first 
interracial couple to dance onscreen.





https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3X4A9mI
5bxw&t=31s



Eating Whiteness/Internalizing Whiteness







Dolls and the lack of 
representation







Denaturalizing white 
standards:
Worshipping whiteness 
as a learned practice



The Clarks’ Doll Test (1940s)



In the 1940s, psychologists Kenneth and Mamie Clark conducted a series of 
experiments known colloquially as “the doll tests” to study the psychological
effects of segregaDon on African-American children. They used four dolls, 
idenDcal except for color, to test children’s racial percepDons. Their subjects, 
children between the ages of three to seven, were asked to idenDfy both the 
race of the dolls and which color doll they prefer. A majority of the children
preferred the white doll and assigned posiDve characterisDcs to it. The Clarks
concluded that “prejudice, discriminaDon, and segregaDon” created a feeling 
of inferiority among African-American children and damaged their self-esteem. 
Dr. K. Clark recalled: "The Doll Test was an aPempt on the part of my wife and 
me to study the development of the sense of self-esteem in children. We
worked with Negro children—I'll call black children—to see the extent to which
their color, their sense of their own race and status, influenced their judgment
about themselves, self-esteem. We've now—this research, by the way, was
done long before we had any noDon that the NAACP or that the public officials
would be concerned with our results. In fact, we did the study fourteen years
before Brown (vs Board of EducaDon), and the lawyers of the NAACP learned
about it and came and asked us if we thought it was relevant to what they
were planning to do in terms of the Brown decision cases."



https://www.thecrimson.c
om/article/2011/12/1/clar
k-dolls-research-media/





Microaggressions as a major 
vehicle for racism





Dandelions:
beauty is not something 
inherent in the object, but 
rather a matter of individual 
perception. Yet individual 
perception is influenced by 
dominant views. Pecola, after 
the racist episode at the 
grocery store, internalizes the 
general view that they are 
ugly and worthless 



Microaggressions are more than just 
insults, insensitive comments, or 
generalized jerky behavior.
They're something very specific: the 
kinds of remarks, questions, or actions 
that are painful because they have to do 
with a person's membership in a group 
that's discriminated against or subject 
to stereotypes. And a key part of what 
makes them so disconcerting is that 
they happen casually, frequently, and 
often without any harm intended, in 
everyday life.
https://www.vox.com/2015/2/16/8031
073/what-are-microaggressions

Wing, Capodilupo, Torino, Bucceri, 
Holder, Nadal, Esquilin (2007). «Racial
Microaggressions in Everyday Life: 
Implications for Clinical Practice.» 
American Psychologist, 62, 4, 271-286 



Getting blue eyes
is for Pecola a 
way to change
the world around
her, to erase 
ugliness from her
family



Pecola’s name: The power of 
movies inThe Bluest Eye

Pauline’s posi6on as a 
spectator / decoder: 
regressive iden6fica6on (bell
hooks); acceptance







Pauline’s fall into abjection





Cholly’s fall into
abjection
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