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Abstract  

The quote, ‘literature is a reflection of society’ comes to mind as Toni Morrison’s fiction, The 

Bluest Eye mirrors a community whose norms and ideals appear to be illusional. The novel’s 

protagonist, Pecola Breedlove’s delusional beliefs which has been formed by the corrupted 

values and the constructed concepts of Blackness has not only left a negative impact on this 

innocent child’s mind, but also on the members of her community.  

In Morrison’s novel not only does the looking glass act as a trigger to racial dysmorphia, but its 

reflection also exposes a society where prejudice attitudes are nourished, minds are conditioned 

and victims are stigmatized for not being able to live up to the conventional beauty standards 

which have been defined by a dominant culture.  

Pecola Breedlove, who has been driven to what is being perceived as ‘mad’ as she expresses the 

negative emotions of a victim who has endured oppression and abuse, sheds light on the 

question, whose really mad? Is it this female victim who has been distressed by society and now 

chooses to try on a different racial identity, or is it a community that reflects and instills 

corrupted values and negative social constructs? 
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Introduction 

A protagonist who plunges into a dark mental abyss disrupts the narrative of Toni Morrison’s The 

Bluest Eye, as she longs for love and acceptance in a community that shows nothing but open 

disdain towards blackness. In an attempt to fight the demons of her dangerous and hostile society 

that adheres to the divisions of Eurocentric beauty ideals, Morrison’s victim, eleven-year-old 

Pecola Breedlove is shun, judged, tormented and raped. In an effort to free herself from the hate 

and abuse hurled at her, Pecola becomes entangled in a distorted reality that not only exposes her 

as impoverished and unkempt, but reveals her inability to measure up to the conventional beauty 

standards defined by a dominant culture. As Pecola attempts to “breed love” (Beaulieu 74), she 

faces social rejection and is taunted and stigmatized by a ruthless society. This powerless 

protagonist, who becomes “the quintessence of all that is negative in purview of whiteness” 

(Yancy 198), simultaneously faces “incestuous rape by her father, which resulted in a still-born 

child and the harsh gossip that followed” (Ali 104). Together with this, Morrison’s unfortunate 

protagonist, who has been placed on a butcher block throughout the novel, is not only voiceless for 

most of the narrative, but must also face the shrewdness of the reader who must now label and 

categorize her descent into what has been referred to as madness.    

 This supposedly insane protagonist, who endures both oppression and victimization, seems 

to be continuously on a journey where she is forced to internalize the difference between ‘self’ and 

the ‘other’. The reflection of the world, which she inhabits, however, is a “world that offers no 

reflection of her beauty and subjectivity” (Lister 23). In fact, Pecola, whose life appears to be 

plagued by a sequence of negative events, bears the psychological scars inflicted by a society, 

“which thwarts [at] her continued growth” (Bloom 89). As a result, Pecola is sealed in an “in-

between nowhere land [where she] is ultimately lost, and unable to root herself in the firm ground 

of the love and understanding that is necessary for any successful maturation” (Gillespie 52). It is 

in this in-between nowhere land where Pecola stands, unable to escape her dire situation that she is 
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left desiring an attribute, which she believes would be of utmost value to her, an attribute, which 

when attained by little girls, could be used to weave magic on others and make them say 

“Awwwww” (Morrison 20). Thus, Pecola becomes a “little black girl who wanted to rise up out of 

the pit of her blackness and see the world with blue eyes” (Morrison 172). These blue eyes, 

however, which appear to be the epitome of whiteness, signifying angelic beauty, as well as wealth 

and safety, nevertheless, only materializes itself through what appears to be Pecola’s altered ego. 

Furthermore, Pecola, whose innocence has been tainted by a distorted perception of beauty 

and stripped away by the hands of a callous father, also suffers under the care of an unsympathetic 

mother, who appears to be emotionally detached from her own daughter.  Pecola’s mother, 

Pauline’s, feelings of malice towards herself and her family reincarnates itself as self-hatred 

through her offspring who witnesses “her mother’s vigilant obsession with and protection of the 

‘purity’ of whiteness” (Yancy 183). This type of witnessing or identification whereby a child 

internalizes the world around them based on their parent’s perceptions can be understood in view 

of Erik H. Erikson’s suggestion that “children identify with parents over a wide range of deep 

human issues, such as existential security, sexuality, autonomy, shame, and guilt” (qtd in Weigert 

et al 6). The shame and guilt that Pauline feels as her family is ridiculed and looked down upon by 

those around them in their community are also fully identified and embraced by her daughter, 

Pecola, who apparently believes that blue eyes may be the lens through which a new improved 

reality can be seen.  

Pecola’s wish for blue eyes is purportedly granted by Soaphead Church, the community’s 

reader, adviser and interpreter of dreams (163). This wish once fulfilled, however, does not only 

alter her vision by apparently blinding her from reality, but it also allows her to experience self as 

another. This new identity, which is personified with blue eyes, is openly embraced by Pecola, as 

she graciously embodies her new transformation. This type of transformation, which can also be 

described as ‘self-othering’ is defined in Colonial Discourse/Postcolonial Theory, as the 
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“constructing or finding of self . . . by identification with others” (Barker et al. 47). Whilst 

Pecola’s attempt at self-othering might have helped create an escape route from an unbearable 

situation, it also appears to have led her into a distorted path. Especially, since Soaphead Church 

later confesses that, “I caused a miracle, I gave her the eyes. I gave her the blue, blue, two blue 

eyes. . . No one else will see her blue eyes. But she will. And she will live happily ever after” 

(180).  

Even though Pecola may have wanted blue eyes because to her they represented beauty and 

symbolized whiteness, which appeared to be for her an embedded construct linked to social status 

and imbued with racial privileges, another view of her decision for wanting blue eyes is revealed in 

Toni Morrison and the Limits of a Politics of Recognition by William Jefferson. Jefferson claims 

that Pecola’s longing for blue eyes is “to overcome the bleakness of her life, including the violent, 

loveless marriage of her parents” (91). Jefferson insists that the precise moment Pecola goes crazy 

is when she gets her blue eyes, “that is, when she becomes a black girl with blue eyes, a mulatto” 

(92). It is at this moment that Pecola’s behaviour reveals what Jefferson refers to as “ways 

stereotypically associated with the mulatto: she becomes sterile, schizophrenic, and alienated” (92-

93). This schizophrenic or divided nature of the mulatto, referred to by Jefferson is revealed as a 

neurological defect, or mental weakness displayed by the novel’s protagonist. Pecola’s 

embodiment of the schizophrenic and alienated mulatto, however, not only refers to the distressed 

individual that is trapped in-between racial and cultural divisions, but the individual whose identity 

becomes fractured under oppressive ideologies.   

Further analyses of the fractured mind that Pecola endures are revealed in African 

American Literature and the Classicist Tradition, where T. Walters claims that “Although she 

experiences a death and rebirth of self, Pecola remains in the ‘lower regions’ of her fractured 

mind” (130). According to Walters, Pecola’s split identity is psychological and Pecola’s 

reinvention means that “she is no longer that ugly outcast; instead she has pretty blue eyes that 
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make her the envy of the entire community” (129). By the same token, in Toni Morrison and the 

Queer Pleasure of Ghost, Juda Bennett claims that “Pecola’s fragmented personality, that split 

identity might be read through popular conceptions of identity as not just mutable but mortal” 

(143). This mortal identity, which Bennet describes, refers to the dialogue between Pecola’s ghost 

and her new blue-eyed incarnation. Bennet further suggests that it is through this new identity that 

the bodily transformation or the mortality of bodies can be emphasized (Bennett 143). It is 

Pecola’s phantom that insists on her seeing through blue eyes. This insistence, however, places 

Pecola in a contradictory state that causes a split in consciousness, as the phantom Pecola faces the 

transformed Pecola at a harrowing intersection. This intersection described in Race, Schooling, and 

Double Consciousness by Susan Searls is “the poisonous intersection of institutionalized racism 

and the process of identity formation” (qtd in Giroux and Shannon 166).  

It is at this crossroad that Pecola becomes a caricature of her normal self and a mimicked 

product, who chooses to embody the other in her desire for love and acceptance from those around 

her. As Pecola takes refuge behind the shield of her new blue eyes, “she, however, stepped over 

into madness” (204), a madness, which positions her even further onto the margins of her 

community, as she clings helplessly to a destructive illusion. In The Medusa Gaze in 

Contemporary Women’s Fiction, Gillian Alban states that it is only “barren comfort from these 

illusory blue eyes” (Alban 74) that Pecola gains. Alban claims that whilst Pecola’s yearning for 

blue eyes is exceeded by its evil fulfillment, she, however, becomes prey to the Other, which faces 

her in the mirror (74). As she “retreats behind the false, evil eye blue eyes she sees in her 

splintered mirror . . . she creates a split self to share a crazy, schizoid dialogue with when everyone 

else deserts her” (Alban 74). Whilst The Bluest Eye may have given the reader ample reason to 

take into consideration types of and reasons for insanity with the spiral descent of its protagonist 

into what has been considered mental illness, it also draws attention to social constructions and the 

way constructed concepts are embedded in the minds of individuals. In the novel this is 
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emphasized with the use of the word “madness”, a social construct, which not only gives power to 

some over others, but is a construction, in which “meaning changes according to prevailing 

ideologies, power structures, and discourses” (qtd. in Dos Santos and Jean-Francois 3). In 

Madness: A Revolutionary Rear-Guard, Oisin Wall claims that the understanding of madness 

“changes from place to place and generation to generation. Its meaning has shifted regularly as 

political, religious, and cultural expectations changed” (qtd. in Dos Santos and Jean-Francois 5). 

Another equally important observation is Michel Foucault’s suggestion that “madness is the false 

punishment of a false solution, but by its own virtue it brings to light the real problem, which can 

then be truly resolved” (29). Aside from the perspective that the concept of madness in Morrison’s 

narrative, by its own virtue, brings to light the complicated relationship that an individual may 

have to socially and culturally constructed norms, this narrative also exposes how norms can 

impact an individual’s choice and behavior. Additionally, the term madness, which has also been 

used with regards to gender, has been applied to feminist theory by Phyllis Chesler in Women and 

Madness. According to Chesler, “Madness—as a label or reality—is not conceived of as divine, 

prophetic, or useful. It is perceived as (and often further shaped into) a shameful and menacing 

disease, from whose spiteful and exhausting eloquence society must be protected” (34).  

Similarly, in The Madness of Women, Jane Ussher claims that it is by “positioning the mad 

woman as the ‘other’, as one who needs treatment to modify her distress or disordered behaviour, 

we also serve to separate ourselves from this fearful creature” (73). Phyllis Chesler, who offers an 

alternative feminist perspective on the theory of madness, argues that “Most twentieth century 

women who are psychiatrically labelled, privately treated and publicly hospitalized are not mad 

[...] they may be deeply unhappy, self-destructive, economically powerless, and sexually impotent 

– but as women they’re supposed to be” (qtd in Ussher 65). Not only does Ussher suggest that the 

very definition of madness may function as a control mechanism and arguably punish women for 

enacting an exaggerated form of femininity, or for even being unacceptable, but she also claims 
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that women in specific demographic groups are more susceptible to higher risks of misdiagnosis. 

These demographic groups not only include older women and lesbians, but also black women (68-

76). Additionally, when it comes to black women and the way emotional abuse may function as a 

control mechanism, Patricia Hill Collins in Black Feminist Thought, contends that whilst a range 

of ways may have been used in black women’s writing to portray the prominent theme of the 

African-American woman’s experience with internalized oppression, Morrison’s unloved, ‘ugly’ 

11-year-old protagonist, internalized oppression leaves her believing that the absence of blue eyes 

is central to her ‘ugliness’ (93). Collins further argues that “Pecola Breedlove is a study in 

emotional abuse” (158). Pecola, who “experiences daily assaults on her sense of self” (Collins 

158), is not only chastised and ridiculed because of her blackness, and punished for what appears 

to be unacceptable behaviour by society’s standards, but she is eventually avoided at all cost and 

even positioned as the mad woman who walks on the margins of her society. 

Together with this understanding, a sociological reading of Morrison’s novel also becomes 

relevant in terms of acknowledging Pecola’s unusual obsessive need for blue eyes as a rational, 

rather than, an irrational need.  It is through a social lens that Pecola’s response to her experiences 

can be viewed in terms of her relationship to herself, her society and her culture. Pecola, who is 

repeatedly discriminated against by members of her community, as a result, becomes a reflection 

of the values and beliefs of those around her. Furthermore, it is also through a sociological 

approach that the use of assigned labels can be viewed, as protagonist, Pecola Breedlove not only 

becomes known as a victim, who is ugly and destitute, but is also labelled ‘mad’ (Bloom 64). In 

addition, a feminist reading drives home the fact that mental health and normalcy are both 

constructions that have helped shape the view of madness as a feminine disorder (Ussher 65). 

Whilst Morrison’s novel touches on female insanity, it also raises the issue of female dis-ease, and 

the positioning of the mad woman as the ‘other’, a fearful creature which society ought to separate 

itself from. It is with the use of both sociological and feminist perspectives that this research will 
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help draw attention to the external factors that are contingent forces in judging and labelling 

feminine expressions, especially with regards to the display of negative emotions. Young Pecola 

Breedlove, who reveals her distress and saddened feelings as she cries out for help is not only left 

helpless, but also appears to have lost the battle against a society that judges her as abnormal and 

unsound.   

Although previous analyses on The Bluest Eye have focused on diagnosing Pecola’s 

insanity by examining the irrationality of her obsessive desire for blue eyes, this thesis will 

examine whether what has been referred to as madness by the novel’s main narrator, Claudia 

MacTeer (203), who herself suffers from racist beauty standards, may not even be madness at all. 

Instead, what appears to be abnormal behaviour may be a normal human response by an individual 

who endured physical and sexual abuse, together with constant chastisement because of the dark 

colour of her skin and the low economic status of her family. More so, this analysis will aim to 

prove that Pecola Breedlove’s response might be that of a victim, crying out for help the best way 

she knows how to. Consequently, this thesis argues that Pecola Breedlove’s choice to view the 

world through blue eyes may not be the result of a descent into madness, but rather, a defence 

mechanism used to shield her from a culture and society that contribute to the phenomenon of 

shaming and labelling individuals. Additionally, the purpose of this essay is to reflect on the way 

society intertwines female distress and mental illness, by specifically looking at the judging and 

labelling of female insanity with the use of Toni Morrison’s protagonist, Pecola Breedlove. 

Drawing on both sociological and feminist theories, this analysis will exclusively focus on the 

concept that Morrison’s protagonist, who is labelled ‘mad,’ may not be insane, but instead, may be 

a deeply unhappy, powerless victim who has been deeply distressed by her society and is now 

crying out for help.    
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A Protagonist’s Struggle with Shame  

According to Kaufman (1985) “Shame itself is an entrance to the self. It is the effect of indignity, 

of defeat, or transgression, of inferiority, and of alienation” (ix). In Shame and Pride, Donald 

Nathanson claims that “shame is the quality of our person or self” (19), it is tied to our identity and 

to the concept of ourselves, it may even build a border between our outside world and the inner 

realm, known as the unconscious (Nathanson 149). In Morrison’s novel, it appears that the shame 

tied to Pecola’s identity is not only one that she is born into, as she faces a culture that sees her 

African features as ugly and inferior, but Pecola is also “surrounded by, [and] immersed in a literal 

sea of, parental contempt, from which she derives a self-image of terrible ugliness that attributes to 

her negritude” (463). As a result, Pecola not only adopts an attitude of contempt for her blackness, 

but the shame she faces leaves her feeling inferior, defeated and alienated. Together with this, the 

shame that overwhelms Pecola, along with providing an entrance into her personal life is also able 

to give the reader an entrance into the mindset of the society in which she lives.  

In The Shame Shield in Child Sexual Abuse, Donald Campbell claims that shame is felt 

when one is “completely exposed, conscious of being looked at and not ready to be visible” (qtd in 

Pajaczkowska and Ward 77). According to Campbell, shame can be defined as the process of 

covering, veiling or even hiding (qtd in Pajaczkowska and Ward 77). Moreover, in The Value Of 

Shame, Elisabeth Vanderheiden and Claude-Hélène Mayer further describe the fact that “the 

intensity of shame is influenced by the devaluing audience . . . and the degree (intensity) of the 

devaluation” (46). In the novel, Pecola is not only completely exposed to a judgmental audience, 

but the shame she experiences “involves not only the individual’s feelings of inferiority and 

inadequacy in comparison to others but also the individual’s deep inner sense of being flawed or 

defective or having failed to meet the expectations of the ‘ideal self’” (Adamson and Clark 208). 

For Pecola the overwhelming feeling of inferiority and inadequacy when it comes to not meeting 
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up to societal standards has not only shamed her, but it appears to have also trapped her in a 

dangerous hate-filled cycle.   

This deep sense of inferiority and inadequacy which Pecola feels is even further intensified 

as she experiences racial shaming. Morrison’s gesture of this type of shaming is seen as Pecola, 

who anticipates the taste of sweet Mary Jane candy, enters through the door of Yacobowski’s 

Fresh Veg. Meat and Sundries Store. As she stands before the counter looking at an array of Mary 

Jane candies, Mr. Yacobowski who looms over the counter, hesitantly draws back as “he senses 

that he need not waste the effort of a glance. He does not see her, because for him there is nothing 

to see” (46). As Pecola proceeds to buy the candy it is only then that she becomes visible long 

enough to feel the hesitation of Mr. Yacobowski not wanting to touch her hands as she holds the 

money out towards him (47). In Black Bodies, White Gazes, George Yancy describes this hesitant 

reach for money from the hands of a black girl as resignation within a “high white mediated 

semiotic space, his hesitation to touch her hand reduces her to an epidermal Blackness, something 

to be avoided” (188). Pecola’s response to his hesitant touch is inexplicable shame (48), which 

wells up as she senses his distaste for her blackness.   

To add insult to injury, Pecola is further publicly shamed as she is made to sit alone at a 

double desk in school where she is ignored (43). Even her teachers refuse to glance at her. Pecola 

becomes a joke, an object to be lampooned, “a nasty little Black bitch used to solicit anger from 

young boys” (Yancy 186). It is amidst this shame and antagonizing reality that Pecola wishes for 

blue eyes: “Each night, without fail, she prayed for blue eyes” (44). Pecola believed that bad things 

were not done in front of pretty eyes (44). Her hope for a brighter future even left her believing 

that the blue eyes granted to her were even “Much prettier than the sky” (199). Whilst this wish 

may appear to be illogical, all the same, it is not without sound judgement, in fact, Pecola’s wish 

for blue eyes are only a reflection of her community’s belief that whiteness is more admirable than 

blackness and with it one can summon love. As the novel further unravels not only is this hapless 
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protagonist masked in blackness, ugliness and poverty, but she must also come to terms with what 

Leon Wurmser in Mask of Shame identifies as the mask of sexual shame, “the triad of weakness, 

defectiveness and dirtiness” (qtd in Adamson and Clark 223). Whilst Pecola patiently waits for 

new eyes to reveal a new outlook on a distorted reality, and is teased and taunted by fellow pupils, 

she is then also forced to endure the mask of sexual shame, as she falls prey to the sadistic gaze of 

her father, Cholly Breedlove. 

Cholly, who ruins the innocence of his daughter, reduces her to a mere object that is made 

even weaker under his destructive force. Objectified and sexually abused, Pecola is not only 

impregnated by her father, but later suffers a miscarriage. As Pecola’s innocence is snatched from 

beneath her feet, she prays feverishly for blue eyes, believing that if she is granted this wish she 

would be free from torment, abuse, poverty and ugliness. This apparent unrealistic or irrational 

thinking by this gullible character, however, holds with it the myth and false assumption that blue 

eyes are an attribute that symbolizes beauty, which she naively associates with love, the one true 

desire that she ached for. Meanwhile, as Pecola waits patiently for her blue eyes which would 

guarantee her love and beauty, the one thing that she finds comfort in is the sweet taste of Mary 

Jane candies. For Pecola eating the candy also meant consuming the candy’s blue eyes that looked 

out at a world filled with comfort. Consuming the candy meant loving Mary Jane and being Mary 

Jane (48). This sweet taste which Mary Jane candy provides appears to be unlike the distaste, 

which society constantly projects onto her and even appears to be a sweet stimulant, providing 

momentary relief to Pecola’s desperate need for comfort and love. This notion of love, however, is 

no sooner dismantled as the novel’s narrator, Claudia MacTeer, states that “love is never any better 

than the lover” (204). Claudia claims that “Wicked people love wickedly, violent people love 

violently, weak people love weakly [and] stupid people love stupidly” (204). Pecola’s father, 

Cholly Breedlove who fully embraces the essence of these words is a perpetrator who himself has 

been a victim, abandoned in a junk heap when he was four days old by his mother (130), rejected 
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for a crap game by his father (154) and sexually humiliated during his first sexual experience, as 

he is “encountered by white hunters, who make him give a dehumanizing sexual performance at 

gunpoint” (Bloom 29). “In his journey from boyhood to manhood, Cholly experienced humiliation 

and anguish which colored his entire life” (Roberson 25). As a result, Cholly, who appears to be 

incapable of truly loving his family, loves them wickedly, violently, weakly and stupidly, leaving 

his daughter shorn, traumatize, tormented and in the direct glare of a judgmental society. Cholly’s 

unwelcome advances not only leave Pecola unconscious, lying on the kitchen floor (161), but a 

victim, who must now wear the mask of sexual shame as she is rendered powerless.  

Pecola, who eventually appears to be blinded by shame as she grapples with reality, 

becomes almost comical, as from behind her new blue eyes, “she spent her days, her tendril, sap-

green days, walking up and down, up and down, her head jerking to the beat of a drummer so 

distant only she could hear. Elbows bent, hands on shoulders, she flailed her arms like a bird in an 

eternal, grotesquely futile effort to fly” (202). Pecola’s futile effort to fly illustrates her 

unsuccessful attempt at freedom and flight from the clutches of an oppressive society and an 

abusive family whose judgments has relegated her from an already inherently inferior status to the 

even further dehumanizing position, as she is labelled ‘mad’. Together with the array of labels that 

Pecola must bear, this character’s voice is also absent for most of the narrative as she is unable to 

tell her true story. However, it is this silence and her apparent nonsensical action that speaks loudly 

of a culture and society that is willing and ready to judge and categorize individuals. Pecola’s 

expression of unhappiness, as a result of the shame she experiences at the hands of both her father 

and a critical community, not only breaks her morale, but masks her with insanity. Regardless of 

the fact, however, that Pecola is being judged as ‘mad’ for dealing with the emotional distress 

placed on her by an apathetic community, feminist concepts, nonetheless, are revealing the reality 

that it is normal to feel sad or even angry about being underloved and it is healthy to harbor 

fantasies of running away when the needs of others threaten to overwhelm (Chesler 22). Pecola, 
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who has apparently become overwhelmed by her situation, fantasizes flying away as she is both 

underloved and punished for her way of dealing with her traumatic experiences.  

The physical and mental affliction Pecola endures due to cultural, racial, public and sexual 

shaming appear to have resulted in her infatuation with attaining blue eyes. Pecola’s fixation with 

new eyes comes from the results of her wanting to see the world from a new perspective, a 

perspective that sees a world unlike hers, a perspective, which reveals a reality where she is not 

oppressed, defective and unsightly. It is by invoking this shame and trauma in the narrative that 

Morrison’s protagonist becomes the ideal model, who exposes the way shaming can be used as an 

agency by society to maintain control over individuals. In Shame: Theory, Therapy, Theology, 

Stephen Pattison states that “it is usual for societies and groups of all kinds to use shame of some 

kind to attain individual and social control” (152). The shame Pecola endures does not only affect 

her identity as she is humiliated, ridiculed and made to feel defective, but it is through this use of 

shaming that Pecola’s character serves as a looking glass, reflecting back a society that has been 

tainted by the traumatic history of racial inequalities. It is Pecola’s reflection that also exposes a 

society where prejudice attitudes are fed and the taboo of incestuous rape and child neglect is 

revealed. Furthermore, it is from a sociological approach that the concept of shame reveals the fact 

that shame is not just of individual significance, but rather, shame may reveal exactly who one is 

within their particular society. It is also shame that provides important information about the state 

of social relationships (Pattison 60). Pecola, who reflects the values and beliefs of her society, 

faces the harsh sting of cultural and societal shaming, categorizing and labelling as she is judged 

and penalized because of the colour of her skin and the poor status of her family. Pecola, whose 

response to extreme stress is characterized as madness, suffers from the severe shame and blame 

placed on her by members of her community. In Morrison’s novel, it is through the use of shame 

that a prejudiced and gendered based society is exposed. Through Pecola’s shame the novel is not 



14 

 

 
 

only able to uncover and demonstrate the power of one dominant culture over another, but it also 

reveals the extent an individual may resort to in response to being shamed.   

Young and naive, Pecola is forced to search for an escape-mechanism that can provide 

freedom for her from an antagonizing reality. The blue eyes Pecola wishes for, however, are not 

only to hide behind so that she can escape her shame, but these eyes are also to see the world from 

a new perspective where she is loved and accepted. Consequently, Pecola wishes for eyes that 

were not just blue, but bluer than everyone else she knew with blue eyes. She wished for eyes that 

would make everyone jealous (193). It somehow became Pecola’s belief that if she had the bluest 

of eyes, she would be able to look out into a world free of torment. Nevertheless, these ‘bluest of 

eyes,’ which Pecola believed she had been granted can be looked at as way more than just a 

symbol of madness and instead, be seen as a representation of the blues of female despair; sexual 

violence, emotional abuse and social and racial oppression.       

 

A Protagonist’s Conditioned Mind 

Madness has been described by Shoshana Felman in What Does a Woman Want? as “quite the 

opposite of rebellion, madness is the impasse confronting those whom cultural conditioning has 

deprived of the very means of protest or self-affirmation” (21). Although Pecola’s expression of 

her internalized oppression is certainly not a form of contestation, it is, all the same, a desperate 

plead for help. Even more so, it is the portray of a female character, whose image sheds light on 

the fact that neither time nor place has done much to amend the fate of females who exhibit 

characteristics that do not conform to the norms of her society. Furthermore, whilst mental illness 

positions the ‘mad woman’ as one who needs treatment to correct her disordered behaviour, this 

labelled position also serves as a barricade, which separates those who are believed to be sane from 

those who appear to be irrational and should be placed in confinement.   
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Despite the fact that for Morrison’s protagonist containment does not mean being locked 

away in a mental institution, it does, however, mean being trapped behind the negative influence of 

cultural, racial and social conditioning. Pecola, who appears to have been conditioned to view 

whiteness as superior, feels nothing but self-contempt for her own blackness and as a result, is 

forced to turn away from her true self. Pecola’s society chooses the weapon of conditioning by 

imposing unattainable idealized standards, whilst stigmatizing those that are unable to measure up 

to these standards with shame and guilt. It is through these conditionings that Pecola’s blackness 

becomes ugly, defective and tainted.  

In Gender and Culture, Janet Holmshaw and Sheila Hillier describe two sociological 

approaches to mental illness. In the first perspective, mental illness is seen as a social construct and 

refers to the way an individual’s behaviour is not only viewed by others, but the way it is defined 

and acted upon by others (qtd. in Kohen 46). By the same token, even though the concept of 

mental illness as a social construction means defining behaviour that society finds unacceptable, 

cultural stereotypes of mental illness, on the other hand, may lead to variations of images, 

definitions and labels placed on individuals. These “stereotypes, provide a template for 

conceptualizing behaviour as mental illness and also a repertoire of behaviors for someone who is 

deeply distressed or disturbed” (qtd. in Kohen 47). In the novel, Morrison’s protagonist is deeply 

distressed as she is disturbed. Pecola who resides in a space plagued with animosity and without 

compassion, experiences a life of utter ugliness, as she endures one negative event after another. 

As a consequence, this innocent victim falls helplessly in the hands of a manipulative dominant 

culture that imposes its norms and ideals on her. 

In Morrison’s novel, the imposition of norms not only reveals a pattern of oppression, but it 

also leads to self-contempt as it devalues the fragile identity of this juvenile protagonist. The 

norms that Pecola draws from this dominant culture only appear to have led her along society’s 

dysfunctional path. As Pecola searches for love and acceptance, she is instead faced with 
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inequality and discrimination. This discrimination that Pecola suffers is described by Anne Cheng 

in The Melancholy of Race. Cheng claims that, “the pedagogy of discrimination is painfully 

installed in multiple stages” (17). Cheng further states that whilst claiming that racial differences 

may provoke self-shame on the part of the racialized subject, it also leads to compensatory white 

preference. This white preference, however, is not a phenomenon that is solely past down from 

society to black women and onto black girls. This phenomenon travels a “torturous, melancholic 

path of alienation, resistance, aggression, and then, finally, the domestication of that aggression as 

‘love’” (17-18). For Pecola this white preference comes in the form of her mother’s love and 

affection for the white child she works for in opposition to the lack of affection she gives to her 

own child. Pecola’s mother, Pauline chooses to console the Fishers’ little daughter but not her own 

daughter. She adores and cares for the Fishers’ little girl (125) at the expense of her own child. 

Pauline’s preference for whiteness not only leaves an imprint on Pecola’s sense of self, but drives 

home the point that they reside in a culture that shows preference by regarding some as superior, 

whilst others are left oppressed and uncared for 

Additionally, when it comes to the second perspective of mental illness, Holmshaw and 

Hillier claim that social factors also play a role in producing mental illness (qtd. in Kohen 46). An 

important social factor, which constitutes to this, is the way society provides patterns and instills 

labels and social categorizations for the realization of differences among individuals. In Media, 

Culture and Society, Paul Hodkinson draws attention to the fact that societies are made up of social 

institutions. Hodkinson claims that these social institutions form a complex set of structures, 

through which social relations are lived out. Society invokes an emphasis on social relationships, 

which includes the details of our everyday interactions. It emphasizes the operation of social 

groupings and even the categorization of social differentiations based on class, ethnicity and 

gender (3). With the use of social conditioning society is able to create and shape distinctive 

categories, which in turn emphasizes social differences. For Pecola Breedlove one-way social 
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conditioning penetrated her psyche was through the educational system. In Love, Mourning and 

Metaphor, Kadiatu Kanneh states that Morrison’s novel not only opens up with the Dick and Jane 

text, but this text becomes a doorway through which children enter into a social discourse. It is this 

discourse that runs in the child’s imagination and helps form the shape of the child’s contact with 

the world around her (qtd. in Armstrong 146). In Critical Companion to Toni Morrison, Carmen 

Gillespie claims that not only were the Dick and Jane book series widely used in 1940 and 1950 in 

primary school, but these books presented a “sanitized version of family life and normalcy” (64). 

Abound in stereotype, the picture-perfect family in the reader offers Pecola a chance to view 

through patriarchal Western discourse, the contrasting image of her family as opposed to the ideal 

white American family. It is also through this discourse that the visible differences among 

individuals are presented to the reader at the very beginning of the novel.      

Aside from the fact that Pecola is made to believe that she is inferior in the social hierarchy 

and is left to face a reality that only leaves her wanting to escape actuality, it is through this 

cultural text that portrays racial grief that “Morrison shows us that shame does not come from the 

child’s own blackness per se but rather from the social message that there is no place for such 

anger and grief, which must go into hiding” (Cheng 18). As Pecola attempts to hide the grief of 

being black, ugly and poor behind her new blue eyes, sadly she ends up appearing delusional. This 

delusional state that this young black girl experiences is viewed by Barbara Hill Rigney in The 

Voices of Toni Morrison as hysteria, which has resulted in silence (20). Rigney argues that “Pecola 

Breedlove in The Bluest Eye, for example, does not tell her own story or even speak much beyond 

monosyllables” (20). Not only does Pecola’s perpetual silence prefigure the condition of hysteria, 

but Pecola’s silence is only broken in what Rigney describes as an insane discourse with an 

imaginary friend who assures her of her beautiful blue eyes (21). Whilst Rigney further points to 

the fact that historically, dominant culture has enforced black and female silence through illiteracy 

and hysteria (22), she also contends, at the same time, that even though “Freud wrote (that 
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hysteria), is a matter of place, he might well have added that it is also a matter of time” (62).  

Morrison’s novel, which takes the reader through the seasons from autumn to summer, also reveals 

a protagonist, who appears to live in a chronological cycle of continuous tragedies. Not only does 

Pecola live simultaneously in the present moment, but she also appears to be a victim reliving 

history.  

Although Rigney argues that Pecola’s delusional state may be a form of feminine hysteria, 

which results in silence, on the contrary, however, it appears that no one is yet to frame a 

satisfactory definition of hysteria. Moreover, and with regards to whether or not hysteria exists at 

all is the fact that this condition has been ascribed to a vast range of symptoms. From demonic 

possession and witchcraft, to disordered womb, nervous distemper, and was once even considered 

to be a fashionable disorder that affected wealthy women who consumed rich foods, lived in 

luxury and resided in the moist climate of 18th-century Britain (Bogousslavsky 2-5). Its wide array 

of symptoms also came under the reference of a malady, which affected affluent women as lower 

class and working women were ‘insufficiently impressionable to fall victims’ (Bogousslavsky 2-

5). One hundred years later, however, the tables turned and this disorder now consumed the lives 

of lower class young women whose “womb[s] were most impressionable” (Bogousslavsky 6). 

Whilst the term hysteria and even the term madness have both proven to be most contradictory in 

medical history, as their meanings are continuously changing according to prevailing ideologies, 

these terms, nevertheless, still exist in the literary world. In fact, these terms not only appear as 

tools that highlight female anguish, but also as tools that highlight negative female emotions as 

being shameful menacing disorders. Regardless of the fact, however, that “madness has been a 

continuous theme in Western literature from its beginning to the present time” (Feder 3), it is 

worth keeping in mind that “Literature and madness both live in quicksand; precisely when they 

appear to have settled into recognizable forms is when we should begin to look for them 

elsewhere” (Shuger 202).         



19 

 

 
 

Furthermore, whereas in earlier centuries, women were deemed as being possessed by evil 

spirts, as being witches (Bogousslavsky 2),  and even placed in madhouses by doctors who 

diagnosed them as hysterical,  it appears that today’s ‘hysteric patient’ is plagued by silence and 

left to walk on the margins of society. Pecola, who has been pushed to the margins of her society 

because of unrealistic beauty standards, economic and gender bias, retreats after being treated as 

the Other and condemned as ugly because of her blackness. What appears to be madness, or 

hysterical behaviour by Pecola as she retreats, may not be madness, but instead may only be this 

innocent protagonist’s way of embracing the corrupted values and conditions that her community 

believes in. Pecola, who is condemned and broken, is labelled with madness, instead of being 

acknowledged as an abused child, whose emotional response becomes a coping mechanism for her 

inability to fight back. Thus, Pecola’s outward behaviour, which is viewed as abnormal, may not 

be abnormal behaviour. Alternatively, Pecola’s reactions should be recognized as a normal 

response from an abused and traumatized victim. Pecola’s obsessive lust for blue eyes is not only 

to escape her ugliness, but instead, may be a clear indication of this female character’s inner 

insecurity caused by the physical and psychological distress she endures.  

Moreover and equally important, when it comes to the conditioned mind Hofstede (1980) 

claims that “We are all culturally conditioned. We see the world in the way we have learned to see 

it. Only to a limited extent can we, in our thinking, step out of the boundaries imposed by our 

cultural conditioning” (qtd in Lago 51). Pecola, who appears to have been unconsciously 

conditioned by her society, her culture and her economically powerless family, is present and yet 

still disconnected. Pecola’s disconnection, which has been caused by the continuous assault on her 

fragile psyche appears to be confused, as the crippling effect of stigmatization not only reduces 

her, but also places her in a marginalized position. Pecola becomes a child, who lives in a land 

where the “soil is bad for certain kind of flowers. Certain seeds it will not nurture, certain fruit it 

will not bear, and when the land kills of its own volition, we acquiesce and say the victim had no 
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right to live” (204). Not only is Pecola not nurtured, but hopelessly she resides in a community that 

refuses to be inclusive and step out of the boundaries imposed on them by negative cultural 

conditioning in order to protect this poor, innocent child who faces social exclusion. 

 

Rethinking Abnormality  

Whilst normality is considered as the “basis for social norms under which diversity is scorned and 

neutrality or conformity is championed” (Longres 32), abnormal behavior, on the other hand, is 

socially defined as the deviation from norms and accepted standards which are usually followed by 

individuals in society (Ramsden 19). Moreover, the concept of normality, which is also viewed as 

an ‘unmarked viewpoint from which deviance is observed” (Titchkosky 148), also appears to be 

the point whereby an individual’s behaviour can be judged as being within violation of the rules 

that governs their behavior by society. Consequently, “individuals who violate role expectation are 

likely to be labelled as deviant or mentally ill” (Ramsden 20). This notion of mental illness, 

however, only “serves mainly to obscure the everyday fact that life for most people is a continuous 

struggle, not for biological survival, but for a ‘place in the sun,’ ‘peace of mind,’ or some other 

human value” (Szasz 118). In Morrison’s novel the play on normalcy versus abnormalcy, not only 

reflects a society’s attitude to an individual that supposedly violates social order, but also casts 

light on the response and reaction of a protagonist, who is unable to cope with the distress placed 

on her by society. 

It is by viewing abnormality from a sociological perspective that this concept is revealed as 

a social construct that has no objective criteria (Kirby et al. 128). The problems found with 

establishing a concreate criterion when it comes to abnormality is that at any given time what is 

considered as abnormal only refers to “that which does not fit in with a particular society’s 

definition of normal” (Kirby et al,. 128). Taking this perspective of abnormality into account, 

Pamilla Ramsden in Understanding Abnormal Psychology argues that, “Societies are fluid and 
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constantly changing. What was the norm for a society one hundred years ago may not be the norm 

of the same society today” (2). As a result, “it is no longer acceptable to state . . . that an 

individual’s behaviour is so abnormal as to be considered the result of a mental illness simply 

because it does not accord with the norm of a current social group or era” (Kirby et al,. 128).  

Furthermore, deciding whether or not someone is mentally ill requires both judging the 

individual’s behaviour against the scope of what is considered normal and also judging if the 

reason behind the behaviour is even mental. (Kirby et al. 128). What appears to be interpreted as 

abnormal behaviour by Morrison’s protagonist may not be abnormal behaviour, but instead, may 

only be her attempt at obeying social norms. As a matter of fact, it may even be her attempt at 

becoming acceptable for a community that judges worthiness based on negative convictions. 

Besides, in Subversive Voices, Evelyn Schreiber states that “The balancing of the ‘normal 

(American culture standards) with the ‘abnormal’ (negative actions attributed to others) [which] 

pervades the novel, mirror[s] the web of double-consciousness inherent in black identity” (80). 

Thus, what may be perceived as abnormal behaviour may only be Pecola’s attempt at making 

sense of her own black identity whilst grown up in a prejudiced society.  

 “Pecola, [who] is continually slammed up against an image of herself which is sharply at 

odds with the white ‘norm’” (qtd. in Armstrong 146), appears to suffer from internalized racism. 

As a result, Pecola has not only absorbed what Lois Tyson in Critical Theory Today refers to as 

intra-racial racism, or the discrimination within black communities against those who are darker in 

skin tone and who have inherited more defined African features (362), but it is also as a result of 

this traumatic psychological experience that she is left unable to ever see her true self as beautiful. 

Instead, it is only when Pecola consumes Mary Jane candies and helplessly devours her binary 

opposition that she becomes one with her antagonist and vicariously embodies white beauty. This 

transformative act, if only for a moment, gives Pecola the opportunity to escape reality as she 

ingests the spirit and image of the other. Contrary to this notion, however, is Elizabeth Ann 



22 

 

 
 

Beaulieu, view in Writing African American Women. Beaulieu states that, it is the image of “Mary 

Jane emblazoned on the candy wrapper [that] makes Pecola see herself through the cultural lens 

that constructs her ugliness” (97).  Besides being trapped behind her dark skin and dark eyes, 

Pecola is also trapped within a society that plays on the construct of the ideals of physical beauty. 

Mary Jane’s blond hair and blue eyes, an impressed image embedded in Pecola’s psyche, not only 

sets a fixed standard that she is unable to live up to, but is also used to symbolize in the text “a 

state of clean somatic comfort and ‘normalcy’”(Yancy 181), which Pecola earnestly yearns for. 

Additionally, when it comes to the term normalcy, which apparently opposes Pecola’s 

abnormalcy, this term may be used as a means of comparison to measure ‘the other’. Whilst the 

term normalcy opposes the one who is in dire poverty and the one whose blackness becomes 

nothing more than a devastating reality, it also highlights a behavioral pattern, which is used to 

separate those who are sane from those that society deems insane. Even though Morrison’s 

protagonist’s wish for blue eyes may seem abnormal, or even as a psychotic/irrational fascination, 

nothing, however, appears to be normal in the outward world that Pecola Breedlove lives in. 

Rather, what appears abnormal is a culture that consciously embeds images that ought to be 

considered superior in the minds of individuals in a community. Furthermore, abnormality is a 

society that promotes separation and segregation through categorization and stigmatization. 

Abnormality, as Bhandari argues, is the fact that modern racism no longer needs guns and 

hangman’s nooses to instill fear, as domination is now done politically and economically and is 

redefined through the media and its perceptions of cultural images (79). The distorted reality that 

whiteness means beauty and blackness is its opposition, an instilled value handed down through 

colonialism, shows the way culture and society abnormally contribute to the insane phenomenon 

of shaming and negatively labelling individuals.    

Moreover, and even more appalling is the fact that abnormality is presented in the form of a 

father who repeatedly sexually assaults his daughter, knowing that he was “Dangerously free. Free 
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to feel whatever he felt – fear, guilt, shame, love, grief, pity. Free to be tender or violent, to whistle 

or weep . . . free to live his fantasies, and even free to die” (157). Likewise, abnormality is also 

apparent in the form of a mother who appears to be detached from her family and even refuses to 

believe or comfort her daughter after this tragic event. Not only does Pauline fail to intervene as 

her child suffers relentlessly under the abusive hands of both her father and individuals in their 

community, but it is through Pauline’s helplessness that she herself is unveiled as both a victim as 

well as a victimizer. In African American Literature and the Classicist Tradition, T Walters 

highlights the fact that Pecola suffers dual victimization (123). Together with being victimized by 

her father, Pecola then suffers her mother’s retaliation as she is brutally beaten by a mother who 

feels no grief for her. So, whilst the yearning for blue eyes by this black protagonist may seem 

abnormal, it is by looking at what lies beneath the surface of the discourse that the issue of 

normality versus abnormality arises, and what truly becomes abnormal is the way this victim’s cry 

for help has positioned her in a place of abnormalcy.  

Furthermore, it is only in order to gain acceptance that Pecola begins identifying outside of 

the classifications that exist in the mainstream understandings of homogeneous culture. 

Notwithstanding the fact that Pecola’s obsession with blue eyes may very well play into her 

inferiority complex, it is also worth noting that this obsessive desire reveals an innocent victim’s 

struggle for acceptance in a society where she is made to constantly feel unworthy. Besides, what 

appears to be insanity, marked by this black girl’s strong desire for blue eyes, is in fact an identity 

that has been dismantled in a space shrouded with violence, racism, and sexism. Pecola, whose 

identity is disassembled, is forced to create an alternative identity in order to fulfill her desires for 

acceptance and understanding. Even though the yearning desire to belong, may have driven Pecola 

to great lengths in her attempt to secure acceptance, it is this desire that has once again cause 

society to shun her. Nevertheless, it is with the novel’s use of this strong desire for blue eyes that 

the awareness is shifted to the way dominant social codes may help shape an individual’s identity. 
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It is also through this obsessive desire that the social structure of which she is a part and which has 

been reinforced in her can be observed.   

Equally important is the feminist approach which reveals the perspective that “individuals 

aren’t sick; society is” (Raskin 61). Besides, it is by understanding the concept that problems 

always occur in a social context that emphasis can be placed on the fact that people, who may 

appear to be acting out irrationally, should not always be viewed as having mental illnesses 

(Raskin 61).  Instead, it is these individuals, who cast light on the real problems in society, as they 

struggle with the traumas of their daily lives. Additionally, it is through feminist theory that 

individuals, who were once seen as mad, may now be seen as reacting in an understandable way to 

social injustices, which may include trauma, sexism and socioeconomic disadvantages (Raskin 

61). Furthermore, when it comes to women and psychiatric disorders, “Much psychiatric theory 

regarding women is revealed as more ideological than scientific. It contains images and symbols of 

women which, when examined, prove to be archetypes and stereotypes” (Penfold and Walker viii). 

This distorted ideology of madness, which is reflected in the way society determines its 

connotative meaning, also materializes in the way we choose to respond to individuals who have 

been placed in this category. Thus, the label ‘mad,’ which is sometimes given to individuals due to 

the lack of understanding of their abnormal behaviour, may only be given because of the apparent 

assumptions and ideologies that we may have. Behaviour which is viewed as abnormal may not 

always be the act of insanity, but instead “a totally normal human response to trauma” (Chesler 1). 

Hence, Pecola’s behaviour which appears to be abnormal may in fact be a normal response from a 

victim who has been physically and sexually violated. It is only by mentally embodying her blue 

eyed transformation that Pecola not only decides to differentiate herself from those in her 

community, but it is this coping mechanism that makes it possible for her to separate her past from 

the present.   
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Conclusion 

The purpose of this paper was to analyze and illustrate how culture and society contribute to the 

phenomenon of categorizing and labelling individuals as insane with the use of the victimized 

protagonist, Pecola Breedlove in Toni Morrison’s novel The Bluest Eye. Whilst acknowledging 

Pecola’s unusual obsession for blue eyes, this essay argues that this victim, who has been labelled 

‘mad’ may not be insane, but may be a deeply unhappy, powerless character, whose display of 

negative feelings is only a result of the abuse and trauma she endures. Besides, the label mad 

which has been applied to this protagonist, who is unable to conform to the unrealistic ideals of her 

society, also draws attention to social constructions and the way constructed concepts may be 

embedded in the minds of individuals, especially with regards to their actions, appearance and the 

way they perceive themselves. Morrison’s powerless protagonist, Pecola Breedlove, who chooses 

to dis-identify herself with blackness by wishing for blue eyes, appears to be a socially emergent 

product whose identity has been shaped in a marginal space, plagued with violence, racism, and 

sexism. For Pecola, society’s labels and categories did not only alienate her, but also silenced her. 

Regardless of how absurd Pecola's desire for blue eyes seems, it is this desire that reveals a world 

where individuals struggle with the stigma of shame and guilt, where the mind of the innocent can 

be corroded with negative conditioning and where the cry for help is sometimes misunderstood. 

Pecola, who is shamed and rendered powerless, retreats into a world of her own, where she 

becomes isolated from the disparagingly marginal culture which was once thrust upon her. It is as 

a result of a lifetime of female oppression which plagues her that Pecola apparently decides to 

embrace the values and beliefs of those around her and wishes for blue eyes. These blue eyes, 

which tragically reveal oppositions, as it highlights whiteness as opposed to blackness, poverty as 

opposed to wealth, and beauty as opposed to ugliness, also eventually reveals what society judges 

as insanity as opposed to sanity. Besides, it is by fully embodying her blue eyed phantom that 

Pecola is granted an escape-mechanism, which she uses to free herself from an unbearable and 
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tormenting reality. Even though this embodiment may have led Pecola into a harrowing 

intersection where she is judged as mad, it appears, however, that Pecola’s choice for blue eyes 

comes from a place of her wanting to see an ideal world where she is loved and accepted. Pecola’s 

choice to become a blue eyed, Mary Jane of the world is only done with the thought that she would 

have a life of clean comfort and normalcy.    

Regardless of whether or not wanting a different eye color suggests ‘madness,’ Pecola’s 

desire goes deeper than the need for just physical beauty, and rather reveals a character who is 

shunned by her community because of her blackness, then shunned for wanting to identify outside 

of her blackness.  Furthermore, it is through Pecola’s character that Morrison is able to reveal the 

way a person with the inability to succeed by society’s conventional standards may be discarded or 

left to fend on the margins of society. It is also through the novel’s narrative that the reader is 

made aware of the corrupted values and conditions, supported by an educational system that has 

helped provide the realization of differences, which have been imposed on individuals in society. 

Together with this, it is through Pecola’s need for blue eyes that the negative use of assigned labels 

is brought to light. Sadly, however, for Pecola Breedlove blue eyes only become an agent through 

which she is governed and defined. Nonetheless, it is through these new blue eyes that a new 

perspective of insanity can be viewed, as what was once considered irrational behaviour can now 

be seen as a victim’s hapless response to trauma.  
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