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Abstract—Toni Morrison’s debut novel, The Bluest Eye, 

remains a seminal text in American literature, offering a 

profound critique of how internalized racism and 

Eurocentric beauty standards dismantle the psyche of 

African American children. This paper explores the 

intersection of societal oppression, gendered trauma, and 

the quest for selfhood as depicted in the tragic life of Pecola 

Breedlove. By synthesizing recent scholarship, this study 

examines how the "white gaze" functions as a destructive 

force, leading to the fragmentation of identity. It further 

analyses the role of community and family structures in 

either perpetuating or resisting these harmful constructs. 

The conclusion emphasizes Morrison’s call for a re-

evaluation of cultural aesthetics to protect the 

psychological integrity of marginalized individuals. 

 

Index Terms—White Gaze, Internalized Racism, 

Eurocentric Beauty Standards, Gendered Trauma, 

Identity Formation. 

 

I. INTRODUCTION 

 

The central tragedy of The Bluest Eye lies in the 

pervasive influence of a beauty standard that is 

structurally designed to exclude and demean Blackness. 

Morrison illustrates this through the metaphor of the 

“blue eyes,” which Pecola Breedlove views as the 

ultimate solution to her suffering. As noted in recent 

analysis, beauty constructs in the novel are not merely 

aesthetic preferences but are deeply embedded cultural 

influences that dictate social value (Ismail et al., 2024). 

For Pecola, the blue eye represents a magical talisman 

that would grant her visibility and love. The “white gaze” 

the perspective through which Black individuals are 

judged by white societal norms filters every interaction. 

This gaze is reinforced by popular culture, symbolized 

by Shirley Temple and Mary Jane candies. When Pecola 

consumes these images, she is essentially consuming her 

own inferiority. The psychological impact is devastating; 

she begins to see her own features as “ugly” because 

they do not reflect the blue-eyed, blonde-haired ideal. 

This internalized racism is a form of societal oppression 

that operates from the inside out (Rose et al., 2024). It is 

not just that white society rejects Pecola, but that Pecola, 

having no counter-narrative to rely on, begins to reject 

herself. The novel suggests that when a child is taught 

that their very existence is an affront to beauty, the 

resulting trauma leads to a complete dissociation from 

reality. 

 

II. GENDERED TRAUMA AND FEMALE 

PSYCHOLOGY 

 

Morrison’s narrative goes beyond race to explore the 

specific vulnerabilities of Black womanhood and 

girlhood. The psychological landscape of the novel is 

populated by women who have different ways of coping 

with their marginalized status. Through a gendered 

analysis, we see how characters like Pauline Breedlove 

and the three prostitutes (China, Poland, and Miss Marie) 

navigate a world that denies them agency (Rajlakshmi et 

al., 2024). 

Pauline Breedlove’s character serves as a cautionary tale 

of how the “silver screen” and Hollywood ideals can 

distort a woman’s sense of self. Unable to reconcile her 

reality with the glamorized lives of white actresses, she 

turns her frustration inward and toward her family. This 

creates a cycle of neglect and emotional abuse that 

Pecola inherits. In contrast, the prostitutes represent a 

rejection of societal morality, yet even they cannot 

provide a sufficient shield for Pecola against the 

encroaching darkness of her environment. 
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The climax of Pecola’s trauma the incestuous rape by 

her father, Cholly highlights the extreme vulnerability of 

the female child in a fractured domestic space. This act 

is not portrayed as a simple moment of villainy but as a 

complex, albeit horrific, manifestation of Cholly’s own 

brokenness and his inability to express love in a non-

destructive way. The failure of the mother, the father, 

and the community to protect Pecola results in her final 

descent into madness, where she hallucinates that she 

has finally attained the blue eyes she desired. 

 

III. THE QUEST FOR SELFHOOD AND IDENTITY 

FORMATION 

 

The struggle for identity in The Bluest Eye is a “quest 

for selfhood” that is frequently thwarted by external 

pressures (Velusamy & Sufina, 2025). Morrison 

contrasts Pecola’s journey with that of Claudia and 

Frieda MacTeer. Unlike Pecola, the MacTeer sisters are 

raised in a household where, despite poverty, there is a 

sense of “thick” love and a connection to their own 

cultural roots. Claudia, in particular, resists the white 

beauty standard by dismembering the white dolls she is 

given, showing an innate, though aggressive, desire to 

protect her own identity. 

However, even the MacTeers are not immune to the 

pressures of assimilation. The novel explores the 

concept of “brownness” versus “blackness,” where 

lighter skinned characters like Maureen Peal are 

afforded a status that Pecola is denied. This colorism 

within the Black community creates a hierarchy that 

further isolates those who are perceived as “too dark” or 

“too poor.” 

The thematic study of the novel reveals that identity is 

not formed in a vacuum; it is a communal project 

(Kakkar, 2025). When the community uses Pecola as a 

scapegoat to feel better about their own lives, they 

participate in her destruction. The “dirt” they see in her 

is actually the projected shame of their own experiences 

with racism. By the end of the novel, Pecola becomes a 

ghost-like figure, a reminder of what happens when a 

society fails to provide its children with the tools to love 

themselves. 

 

IV. CONCLUSION 

 

Toni Morrison’s The Bluest Eye serves as a powerful 

indictment of a society that prizes a singular, exclusive 

standard of beauty. Through the tragic figure of Pecola 

Breedlove, Morrison demonstrates that the most 

profound damage of racism is not found in physical laws, 

but in the psychological erosion of self-worth. The novel 

calls for a radical reclamation of identity, suggesting that 

healing can only begin when marginalized communities 

reject the "white gaze" and cultivate their own standards 

of value and beauty. As contemporary scholarship 

continues to show, the themes of race, gender, and 

identity in this novel remain painfully relevant, urging a 

continuous dialogue on how to protect the most 

vulnerable members of society from the trauma of 

invisibility. 
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