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Abstract:  

The paper examines the construction of racialised identity through the ideals of white 
beauty in Toni Morrison’s first novel The Bluest Eyes (1970). It attempts to demonstrate the 
notion of socially constructed beauty that conforms to White values. White’s predominant 
values were forced on the black community, so much so that the ideals of the majority also 
became the aspirations of the minority. It subverts the tendency of diminishing the value of 
black society due to the recognition of whiteness as a standard of beauty. The paper attempts 
to explore the sentiment of the western standards of beauty as portrayed in the novel. It 
studies the blacks’ lives living in the world where their very existence is disregarded and their 
sense of self-worth is undermined. 

Keywords: black values, racialised identity, concept of ideal of white beauty and 
African traditions. 

Descendants of slaves live in a society where the colour of one’s skin and eyes 
determines who one really is and what privileges one is entitled to. White’s predominant 
values were forced on the black community, so much so that the ideals of the majority also 
became the aspirations of the minority. Such values were further reinforced by various social 
and cultural institutions and by the education being provided to the American citizen. 
Education which was supposed to be a liberating force rather became the enforcer of white 
ideals and values. The psychological fallout of such an ideal is quite immense. Many black 
people began to aspire for what they can and never be, even forcing their own children to 
imitate a culture and tradition so alien to them as portrayed through the characters of Pauline 
and Pecola in Toni Morrison’s The Bluest Eyes (1970). In fact, the black people slowly lost 
contact with their roots and these societal images of the white standards of beauty become 
danger and start causing some black women to look down upon themselves because the white 
culture often attempts to define black people as disposable, insignificant and ugly. 

The paper examines the construction of racialised identity through the concept of the 
ideals of white beauty in Morrison’s first novel The Bluest Eyes. It attempts to demonstrate 
the notion of a socially constructed beauty that conforms to White values. It subverts the 
tendency of diminishing the value of black society due to the recognition of whiteness as a 
standard of beauty. Beauty can be regarded as the central focus of many women in America. 
This makes almost impossible for coloured women to possess such beauty. When people talk 
about the ideal of beauty, it is always associated with woman of light skin and blue eyes. This 
notion of beauty forces women to suffer in trying to conform to white beauty standards. 
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Pecola Breedloves, in The Bluest Eye by Toni Morrison embodies the white notion of beauty. 
This notion leads to the main protagonist despise her own black identity in an attempt to fit in 
to something she does not belong to which in turn leads to self hatred later. The white 
concept of beauty has successfully suppressed any other narratives pertaining to other race 
and notion. 

In the Forward to the 1999 Vintage edition of her The Bluest Eyes, Morrison writes 
how her friend’s obsession with a pair of blue eyes motivated her to write this novel. She 
writes: 

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. 
(Morrison Viii) 

Due to the false concept of the ideal of white beauty, black people in the 1940s in the United 
States have been forcibly occupying a peculiar position. Such concept inevitably brings 
reappraisal of the values of the blacks. By describing the given condition, Du Bois, in his 
essay “Of Our Spiritual Strivings”, states that black people only wish “to make it possible for 
a man to be both Negro and an American, without being cursed and spit upon by his fellows, 
without having the doors of Opportunity closed roughly in his face”. (3) It became difficult 
for blacks to embrace their original African traditions and culture and maintain it openly at 
the same time while encountering western standards of beauty. Blacks sense that the very 
concept and the white followers of such mainstream culture make them inferior to the whites 
that they are forced to embrace a foreign culture. This makes blacks to adopt and value the 
foreign culture as their mainstream culture over their own rich African culture. Not only by 
the contemporary theorists but even the politicians considered black folks as the inferior ones 
during the time. 

The paper attempts to examine the individual strengths and weaknesses of important 
female characters in the novel, to analyse how these characters try to face the struggles of 
being black women and to explore the sentiment of the western standards of beauty as 
portrayed in the novel. I analyse the way the novel The Bluest Eyes identifies with the 
unnatural position of blacks in the white society. It is about the black community of Lorain, 
Ohio and about one’s quest for identity through foreign culture. The novel demonstrates 
Morrison’s abiding interest in “dislocation, alienation, gaps and ellipses… [however, these] 
features arise out of the distortion of self created by the imposition of Euro-American cultural 
ideals on black people, including white concepts of beauty.” (Peach 27) The socially 
constructed concept of white beauty is attacked powerfully in this novel. To whites, blacks 
are visible to them only when the latter fit the white frame of society. In fact, it can be 
considered as a protest against the tendency of racism. It does not “undertake to explain… 
why black Americans aspire to unattainable standards of beauty”. (Peach 28) 

In the novel, Morrison shows the loss of self-worth and self-confidence of the people 
who are obsessed with the white values and also people who attempt their best to embrace 
their original black values unlike some. As also stated by Shail Bala in her essay, “the Afro-
American society [traditionally] has been witnessing excesses and atrocities perpetrated 
against them by the whites and Morrison makes a thorough inquiry of this peculiar state”. 
(36) The story centres on the traumatic events in the life of Pecola Breedloves. It is “a 
traumatic tale of black girl’s search to obtain white parameters.” (Bala 36) The main 

www.the-criterion.com The Criterion: An International Journal In English ISSN: 0976-8165

Vol. 7, Issue III June 2016216



protagonist, eleven years old girl Pecola is an ugly black girl who yearns for a pair of 
beautiful blue eyes. She not only sees herself as ugly but almost all the characters in the novel 
too see her as ugly. She has a strong belief that if she can possess a pair of blue eyes, she 
would be loved by everyone like her movie idol, Shirley Temple.  

In this paper, I attempt to study two sets of character. The first set is Pecola Breedloves 
and her mother Pauline Breedloves, worshippers of white beauty and ideologies. Their lives 
have been influenced too much by the western values that they even see themselves through 
the white eyes repressing their own values and believe that blacks are ugly despite being 
blacks themselves.  

The second set is Claudia and her sister Frieda MacTeer who embrace their original 
African traditions and values. They are totally against the white values. Unlike Pecola and 
Pauline, both see beauty in their black values. They believe that beauty lies in one’s 
personality and not on the colour of the skin. Both groups of characters perceive that they are 
way different from the whites but in different perspective. While the Breedloves family only 
see their physical ugliness, the MacTeer sisters see their inner beauty and quality and believe 
that they are definitely not ugly when compared to the whites. Unlike Pecola again, Claudia 
understands that socially imposed values are arbitrary in nature. In fact, it does not exist in 
nature. 

Self destruction of Pecola and Pauline are caused by ignoring their own original 
African culture and trying to live in an imaginative world that exists only in their mind. 
Pauline is strongly influenced by the concept of the ideals of white beauty. She lives in the 
world of fantasy under the impression of living a sophisticated life if adopts white culture. 
She is so immersed in the false reality of the white values she has formed in her head after 
watching a movie played by white actors at a theatre that she even starts hating her black 
daughter Pecola and her conduct. She is too much blinded by this false belief that she starts 
dressing up like the whites only to realise that her attempt is worthless. After working in a 
white family, Pauline could not go back to her normal black family life. She begins to neglect 
her family as they are not whites. She seeks to find comfort around the company of the whites 
rather than staying with her ugly black family. Pauline even drives her daughter Pecola out of 
her work place at Fisher’s house when she visits her mother there. Ironically, she prefers 
Fisher’s girl who possess pink and white blue eyes to her own daughter only because Pecola 
is black and ugly despite being black herself. Her idea of adopting ideals of white beauty is 
ironic because she assumes that whiteness is the only thing that can make her community 
accept, respect and love her more than she is before. 

Like her mother, Pecola is also strongly influenced by the white values since her 
childhood. Not only do her idol Shirley Temple but her community and mother often remind 
her about her ugliness. She has been brought up under the values of internationalised 
racialism that she comes to realize with mounting frustration how worthless she becomes in 
her own society. Pecola could never understand her physical appearance that of ugliness: 

As long as she looked the way she did, as long as she was ugly, she would have to 
stay with these people… Long hours she sat looking in the mirror, trying to discover 
the secret of the ugliness, the ugliness that made her ignored or despised at school, by 
teachers and classmates alike. (Morrison 43) 

This is ironic because the secret of the ugliness cannot be found within herself but within the 
dominant white culture that defines her and other black people as ugly and inferior as also 
pointed out by Linden Peach (30). She too believes in the mainstream culture of white beauty 

www.the-criterion.com The Criterion: An International Journal In English ISSN: 0976-8165

Vol. 7, Issue III June 2016217



that she starts praying for a pair of blue eyes which symbolises the ideals of white beauty 
according to the whites. Being a child, Pecola believes that the colour of her eyes could be 
changed if she sincerely prays for it. “Each night, without fail, she prayed for blue eyes. 
Fervently, for a year she had prayed… she would never know her beauty. She would see only 
what there was to see: the eyes of other people.” (Morrison 44 – 45) She even visits Soaphead 
Church when she realises that God simply cannot help her fulfil her wish. There, a man of 
holy power pities Pecola and makes her believe that God can actually fulfil her wish of 
possessing blue eyes after pretending to speak with God.  

Blue eyes, in this novel, symbolises myth and people who possesses this myth 
embodies “the attainment of everything like love, recognition, identity, entity, friends and 
family – which finally establish the individual in the society.” (Bala 44) The process of this 
mythification “leaves Pecola overwhelmed, her self-worth shattered.” (Baillie 61) In fact, she 
also believes that her parents’ frequent quarrels and fighting results from her ugly face. She 
thinks that people do not notice her because of her ugliness. An intriguing question to Du 
Bois’ by the whites, “How does it feel to be a problem?” (DuBois 1) could be applied to 
Pecola. Because Pecola feels that her ugliness makes her a problem to everyone and 
everywhere she goes. Not only is she a problem to public places like school and market but 
also at her home which sounds bitter. In search for false affectionate love and happiness 
through acquiring a pair of blue eyes, she neglects her own black values and adopts the false 
concept of white beauty as represented by blue eyes. As Justine Baillie explains, “Pecola 
suffers the same obsessions as her mother, but by now the pathological damage is intensified 
and Pecola literally consumes whiteness, devouring Mary Jane candy wrapped in the image 
of the blonde, blue-eyed beauty.” (60) Ironically, she is also fond of drinking milk out of 
Shirley Temple cup to see sweet face of beautiful Shirley. The desperate bid of possessing 
blue eyes drives Pecola slowly but surely insane. “Suffering rejection at the hands of his own 
mother, who acts rather like a glorified servant in a white household, Pecola withdraws more 
and more into her private world of suffering.” (Hariprasanna 88) In every reference, there is a 
message that blacks can never become beautiful and never parallel themselves with white 
beauty. 

Claudia MacTeer and Frieda MacTeer, on the other hand, do not yearn for the false 
concept of the white values. Instead, they try to maintain and embrace their black identity and 
African culture throughout the novel. They are against the ideals of white beauty that they 
demonstrate their anger through their actions. For instance, when Claudia is given a white 
doll as a Christmas present, she examines it thoroughly to see what makes the white doll 
beautiful that most of the blacks admire. Her destruction of the doll is a complicated response 
which invites readers to understand the concept of white beauty and values “inspires hatred 
toward and among people of African descent, inducing destructive behaviours and an equally 
adverse disconnection from anything not western” as explained by McLaughlin. (qtd. in 
Peach 29) Claudia fails to see the beauty everyone talks of in the white doll. In destructing 
the white doll, she dismantles the white beauty. 

While Pecola’s parents are racial and abusive towards their children, Mrs MacTeer is 
always there to support her children whenever they need her though she is quite strict and 
rough. Unlike Pecola, Claudia and Frieda receive affectionate love from their mother which 
every child longs for especially in a racially prejudiced community. In the contrast, Pecola’s 
family is full of violence and hatred: her father rapes her and her mother hates her. Pecola 
does not even know what it means to be loved and have supportive family. On the other hand, 
MacTeer sisters are indeed lucky to have loving and supportive family.  
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I would claim that Claudia and Frieda are indeed bold female characters who would 
embrace their original rich African Traditions and culture though they stay amongst the white 
community. Unlike their schoolmates, MacTeer sisters feel comfortable to be the blacks 
despite envying Maureen Peal, a rich and beautiful white girl: 

She enchanted the entire school… Black boys didn’t trip her in the halls; white boys 
didn’t stone her, white girls didn’t suck their teeth when she was assigned to be their 
work partners; black girls stepped aside when she wanted to use the sink in the girl’s 
toilet, and their eyes genuflected under sliding lids… She even bought and liked white 
milk. (Morrison 61) 

They have the will to ignore Maureen even when she claims she is more beautiful, ““I am 
cute! And you ugly! Black and ugly black e mos. I am cute!”” (Morrison 71)  

When Pecola’s unborn baby is condemned by everyone assuming it to be the ugliest 
thing ever happened in the black community, the MacTeer sisters attempt to show their 
protective spirit. However, they fail to save the life of Pecola’s baby. Yet, it can be regarded 
as the ability of few blacks who believe in resisting racial prejudice and to support their black 
values. Claudia’s maintaining of her black values can be paralleled with the famous black 
woman writers of all time Zora Neale Hurston who talks of being herself, of being an 
individual and not as a member or a part of a particular race and of not feeling ashamed to be 
a colored woman in her essay “How It Feels to be Colored Me”. (1928) 

Morrison, through this novel, attempts to show that the more blacks try to merge with 
the white values the more they become self-deceptive. With the help of this novel that studies 
the difficulties of survival and growing up for black young women in a white society, she 
expresses her anger against the pervasive marginalisation and devaluation of black people in 
the perfect world of whites. In a desperate attempt to fit into a foreign culture, Pauline 
surrenders her black identity blindly to the ideals of white beauty and values and finds her 
new identity as a household servant in a white family. Pecola never succeeds in discovering 
the true self, the natural beauty. While embracing the false concept of white beauty, Pecola 
goes insane slowly. She goes insane for demanding a real change of her ugliness to beautiful 
that is believed, by Pecola, to be closely linked to an affectionate love. Consequently, they 
continue to lead an isolated life in their own set up worlds of inaccessible concept of the 
ideals of white: 

Morrison’s treatment of Pecola as a victim of white cultural values reflects those 
interpretations of race, prevalent among the predominantly white social theorists of 
the period, in which emphasis was placed upon the self-perpetuating pathologies 
considered endemic in African-American families and widely regarded as the legacy 
of slavery, racism and a concomitant self-hatred and desire for whiteness. (Baillie 62) 

Claudia and Frieda, on the other hand, manage their best to embrace and preserve their 
original African traditions and identity instead of adopting white values. While Claudia 
survives the heavy impact of social invisibility, Pecola falls in the entrapment of racism and 
sexism. At the end of the novel, Pecola is left fractured psychologically. This novel explores 
the impact of racism on the most vulnerable member in the society – children and black 
women. It is indeed “an innovative novel in which its experiments with form are determined 
by the perspectives and approaches which it brings to the condition of the Afro-American at 
the tense interface between two cultures.” (Peach 38) The depth and complexities of the 
implications of general idea of physical standards of beauty is studied in the paper. 
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