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Toni Morrison, The Bluest Eye – final lecture notes

Last class:
· Different ways in which the girls respond to Western, white ideals of beauty
· Pecola, like her mother Polly, has INTERNALIZED, accepted, social messages about what is beautiful; feels shame (as shown by her passive body language and silence)
· This internalization leads to self-loathing and eventually madness/ total destruction of the self (end of novel)
· Claudia (and to a lesser extent, Frieda) literally and metaphorically fights back against these impossible ideals, deconstructs them (cf. what she does with the dolls), challenges and constantly questions them. She has a voice, unlike Pecola

· Final lecture:
· Finish up discussion of Pecola’s silence (until the end of the novel when she is “insane” and talks to herself)
· The cyclical nature of racial(ized) self-loathing (passed down from parents, from one generation to the next)
· Black male characters in the novel:
· Violent towards women; almost as powerless as the women in terms of social oppression/victimization, so they violently lash out against the only ones less powerful than they are – girls.
· Ending of novel: 
· why the rape scene is (controversially) told from Cholly’s perspective, as filtered through a third person narrative voice
· what happens to Pecola



Re: Pecola’s silence:
· Pecola silent throughout the entire novel except for two scenes (before the ending, that is)
· Whenever she is teased at school, by boys or by girls, she is ALWAYS silent (ie. shows that she is ashamed, has internalized/accepts social messages re. her lack of self-worth, her “ugliness” etc.)
· Claudia (and often Frieda) instead speak up for her
· Their voice(s) and the story Claudia has written here = power (and a power that Pecola clearly lacks)
· Scene at the candy story (p. 47-50): Pecola reacts not with silence, but with anger
· before she went in the store, she sees dandelions and wonders why they’re considered weeds rather than beautiful; after her experience with Mr. Y, she changes her mind, decides “They are ugly. They are weeds.”
· Dandelions symbolic of black girls
· Mr. Y’s treatment of Pecola:
· Literally sees her as nothing (p. 48: she walks in the store, 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”)
· Her “worthiness” as a human being based entirely on her skin colour (“the total absence of human recognition”)
· Notion of the white gaze as defining racial(ized) identity/self-worth of racial “others”
· Cf. like ideas of the masculine or patriarchal gaze that defines women/gender identity
· Lots of emphasis in the passage on his gaze, glance, vision (and how he is unable to “see a little black girl,” p. 48), but also on his inability to “see her view,” which is incomprehensible to him”(p. 49)
· Her reaction after this scene again demonstrates that she has internalized his ideals, even though for once she does show anger
· Pecola’s desire for the Mary Jane candies:
· Like her desire for white milk, the Shirley Temple cup
· Another example of her desire/need to literally consume whiteness; her belief that by consuming whiteness and beauty she will become beautiful, be seen as beautiful, and will therefore have a more beautiful (less violent, etc.) life
· P. 50: “little Mary Jane… Blond hair in gentle disarray, blue eyes looking at her out of a world of clean comfort…To eat the candy is somehow to eat the eyes, eat Mary Jane. Love Mary Jane. Be Mary Jane

· Scene with the 3 prostitutes (p. 50-58):
· Only time throughout the novel (again, except for the end) where Pecola ASKS QUESTIONS, ie. like Claudia, shows some resistance to social norms and ideals
· Shows how comfortable she is with the prostitutes
· The only characters in the book that consistently show her love
· The only women (and only black women) in the novel that are economically independent, not abused by men
· They have reversed gender power dynamics, have great power over men
· Literally embody resistance to social norms/ideals
· Perhaps the most loving and least dysfunctional “family” in the entire book (cf. primer and how the novel deconstructs the notion of the ideal nuclear white family)
· Consistently associated with love, laughter and water (cf. The Awakening, water as symbolic of freedom/liberation from social norms and expectations)

Male characters:
· Most/all of black male characters in the novel are violent, but we are given their personal histories to understand WHY they are violent
· Society, and particularly white society, has treated them with violent racism; racism internalized by their parents; boys react with violence because that is all they know; violent towards black girls because they are the only members of society lower on scales of social hierarchies than they are 

Cat scene (p. 87-91)
· boy named Junior and his mom, black cat with blue eyes
· his mother teaches him racist values of self-worth
· even though he’s black, she tries to make him as light in skin colour as possible (notice his outfit is blue and white colours)
· she prevents him from having intimate friendships with other black boys
· Geraldine’s racism comes from her own internalized hatred; she tries to distance  herself from black people
· he  bullies the girls as a way of asserting his masculinity; it makes him feel better to make girls feel worse than he does
·  Q. WHY does he throw the cat (black with blue eyes) at Pecola?
· Literally throwing her “blackness,” her racialized identity, at her, in her face
· he can’t get affection from his mother; instead, she gives it to the cat (because it has blue eyes/is somehow “less ugly” than her own son?), all of which makes him hate the cat
· ironic that the cat embodies what Pecola would like to be (black with blue eyes)
· also ironic that this entire scene of violence happens under a picture of Jesus with blue eyes

Cholly’s history (p. 132 “SEEFATHER…” – p.161)

· abandoned by his father, who wants nothing to do with him when he finds him later in life
· abandoned when he is 4 days old by his mother, who leaves him in a garbage pile (symbolic of his lack of worth?)
· taken in by his Great Aunt Jimmy, who dies when he’s a teenager
· scene after her funeral with Darlene (p. 147-150)
· he is emasculated by the white men when he is 13 and about to lose his virginity
· incredibly private, vulnerable moment that the white men violently interrupt/intrude upon
· symbolically “raped” by them (their guns/flashlights = phallic symbols; forced to sexually perform under their gaze)
· issues of power and powerlessness; he is “completely helpless” and lacks all power
· feels great shame
· Q. Why does he show such anger towards Darlene rather than the white men?
· Pointless: they have guns and would likely kill him; he knows they have more power than he does; the only one who has less power than him is Darlene, ie. black female
· His shame becomes anger, misdirected towards her
· Also ashamed that he has been emasculated in front of her, that she has born witness to his shaming
· VERY SIGNIFICANT that we are told of this story immediately prior to the scene where Cholly rapes Pecola (p. 161-163)
· Remember at the beginning of the novel when Claudia talks about how it is too late to stop what has already happened and the importance of understanding the how and why
· Does not excuse, defend or justify Cholly’s rape of his daughter BUT does give some explanation as to how he has become the man that he is
· Narrative perspective filtered through Cholly’s point of view, again so we can understand (though certainly not justify) how/why he commits this brutal act of violence against his own daughter
· Also, it would not fit structurally or thematically with the rest of the novel if this scene was narrated from Pecola’s perspective, given her silence throughout the novel and her life
· Many parallels between this scene and the scene where Cholly is metaphorically assaulted by the white men with guns during his first sexual experience
· Seeing his daughter looking “helpless” reminds him of Darlene (reminds him of how powerless he was to help her against the violent threats of the white men with guns when he was 13)
· Q. WHY does Cholly rape his own daughter?????
· Extremely difficult to answer; certainly no answer/explanation can defend what he does to his innocent young daughter, though clearly his own experiences with social violence/racism are shown to play a large role in who he is as adult black male
· Consistently emphasized in this passage and during the rape itself are that he doesn’t know how to love his daughter or how make her feel loved/worthy, and that he feels guilty and powerless as a result
· So, in his twisted perspective, is he attempting to show her love??????
· So he claims… (** note: I have major issues with this argument for obvious reasons, but the language in the passage consistently uses “loving” language – ie. “tenderness” and “love” are repeated several times throughout; BUT for me personally, his “love” is shown to be inextricable from violence and hatred, again even through language. Some important (through graphic and disturbing) quotes; feel free to skip over!!:
· “the sequence of his emotions was revulsion, guilt, pity, then love”
· “He wanted to break her neck – but tenderly”
· “He wanted to fuck her – tenderly”
· “Again the hatred mixed with tenderness
· And/or is this a way for him to somehow gain power back (re. his own traumatic experience with the white men with guns)? Once again, little black girls are shown to be the most vulnerable and oppressed members of society (intersections between gender and racial violence and oppression) 
· Once again, Pecola responds with total silence, no vocal sounds, eventually loses consciousness
· Q. Why does he cover her up with a quilt?
· Lots of possibilities: feels guilt, can’t bear to look at what he’s done
· To show love and remorse?
· To symbolize her metaphorical death after this final act of violence? (esp. given her ensuing madness; loss of self-identity)
· mother’s response: denies it, because she would have to admit that she did something wrong
· Pecola doubly victimized due to her mother’s reaction/invalidation of the sexual violence inflicted upon her daughter
· Societal response:  gossiping,  victim blaming: demonstrates internalized hatred and racial self-loathing
· Emphasis on how society turns a blind eye towards what happened
· Emphasis on the complicity of everyone in the community, society as a whole

ENDING 
· Pecola’s wish for blue eyes:
· she thinks she has blue eyes, but she’s actually insane/has lost all mental faculties
· white, Western ideals of beauty have literally destroyed her
· she finally gets a voice, but only when she’s lost all sanity
· pages193-204, lengthy conversation between herself and her alter ego
· completely fragmented, loss of authentic self-identity
· after the rape: she’s always seen walking in the garbage dump, talking to herself
· garbage: symbol used throughout the novel to emphasize the sense of worthlessness that the black characters feel and how white society treats them/how the white gaze has defined African Americans and especially African American females as useless (like weeds/dandelions), ugly trash to be treated as such
· also reflective of Cholly’s past (left in a heap of garbage) – again, cyclical nature of racialized self loathing/racism, violence etc.
· also shows that she’s internalized what society thinks about her; literally lives in a garbage heap because that’s what she thinks she deserves, this is what society/the white gaze/popular culture has repeatedly told her

Final pages (p. 204-206): Claudia summing up what has happened
· Pecola as the scapegoat
· Pecola also compared to a bird who is winged but grounded
·  has some “freedom” but only due to her madness (cf. “The Yellow Wallpaper”)
· madness as a form of feminist resistance to oppressive structures and practices?
· madness as a form of empowerment?
· will always be “grounded” because she is black and because she is a female
· Claudia blames the entire town
· Again, natural imagery (soil, flowers, etc.)
· Soil = society, America
· Flowers = children, esp. black children
· Social responsibility
· Forces us, as readers, to question our own complicity, and to bear witness 
