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Abstract 

The paper is an analysis of the tragedy of Pecola in Toni Morrison’s “The Bluest Eye” 
caused by her misinterpretation of beauty and her constant pursuit of it. The paper first 
offers the connotations of “beauty” and then analyzes the contributors to her tragedy, 
the possible ways out and the writer’s purpose of presenting such a tragic figure through 
her pursuit of something physical. Through the analysis, readers can get insights into the 
term “beauty” and the necessity for African Americans to build confidence about their 
own identity. 
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1. Introduction 

“The Bluest Eye”, which wins Toni Morrison the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1993, tells about 
a little African American girl who is in constant pursuit of a pair of bluest eyes. In Morrison’s 
opinion, black male authors tend to express sentiments aggressively like “Black is beautiful” 
and use phrases like “Black queen”. To remind people that “[Black] wasn’t always beautiful”, 
Morrison in her novel “The Bluest Eye” explains “how hurtful a certain kind of internecine 
racism is”.[1] The present paper discusses the connotations of beauty and how certain aesthetic 
standards of beauty influence Pecola Breedlove’s life choices which result in her inevitable 
tragedy. Through the analysis, readers can realize that beauty is something comprehensive and 
that one should always have confidence about his or her “beauty”. 

2. Body 

2.1. Connotations of “Beauty” 

Some critics firmly believe that the main character Pecola’s views on beauty are heavily 
influenced by aesthetic trends started and dominated by the white so that her assumed 
“ugliness” is something imposed upon her by the distorted beauty standards held by the white. 
[2,3] There is some truth in their views, but what they have said is not totally justifiable. Black 
people’s dark skin is formed over time for external factors apart from genetic ones, because 
their ancestors have to adjust themselves to the burning sun near the equator in the tropical 
regions. The dark color is a symbol of health and is what ensures the survival of the whole race. 
However, the black color all over a person’s body usually gives most watchers or observers a 
sharp visual impact that naturally causes shock if not discomfort. Therefore, to some extent, 
dark skin does not comply with the aesthetic standards of beauty held by most people. In reality, 
many people’s  failure to appreciate the dark skin sparks the discussion as to whether white 
people’s negative impression of black body is inborn or established or a combination of both. 
The black skin does not necessarily indicate that blacks are not beautiful, because beauty is 
something comprehensive and should never be judged by skin only. Black people have their 
prominent “merits” in looks such as white and tidy teeth and glowing, big eyes. Like people 
from any race, there are also some beauties among black people who are superior in looks to 
most of the white. For example, the title for “Miss World” has ever been awarded to a black lady. 
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To summarize, beauty is something comprehensive, and people of any race have their “merits” 
and “defects” concerning looks. What is more important is that beauty consists of outer looks 
and inner beauty. Inner beauty is about a person’s posture, poise, temperament, character etc., 
the most important of which is a person’s confidence.  

2.2. Pecola’s Tragedy Caused by “Beauty” and Possible Ways Out 

Pecola has no opportunity to decide her own color of skin or eyes, nor does she have the 
opportunity to change the situation that tortures her mentally. The bluest eye she desires is just 
a symbol of beauty, and she may also quest for fair skin and blond hair. As a little girl, she naively 
attributes all her misfortunes to the absence of a pair of bluest eyes. She believes that she is not 
pretty. Surrounded by people who mostly show their hostility and contempt, Pecola has to have 
faith in something in order to survive. She chooses to believe in God and dreams of possessing 
a pair of bluest eyes. She assumes that by having a pair of eyes that resemble “beauty”, her 
parents will not fight often; her brother will not run away; she will not be isolated and bullied 
at school. Here we can see that “the bluest eye” or “beauty” in an extended sense is not the 
ultimate goal that Pecola pursues. Rather, the beauty has become a means to gain self-esteem 
and happiness for Pecola herself. To some extent, it is the self-denial as blacks in term of “beauty” 
that destroys Pecola’s very confidence. The more miserable and desperate Pecola feels in the 
real world, the more intense her desire is to get indulged in the world of fantasy. The cruel and 
merciless reality induces Pecola’s final mental breakdown and collapse. Perhaps that is the best 
ending for Pecola who cannot find happiness and sympathy in the real world. Pecola turns to 
imagination for a respectable life in which she can be endowed with a pair of bluest eyes. With 
the eyes, she finally manages to live a life that she is all along yearning for.  

Many factors contribute to Pecola’s establishment of fantasy. Pecola herself is too young to 
blame. In essence, Pecola’s parents are to blame, as they should have taken full responsibility 
for their daughter’s healthy growth. However, they did quite the opposite. Pecola’s mother Polly 
is neglecting her parental duties as a mother. When Pecola draws her first breath, Polly sighs at 
her “ugliness” and shows her very disgust at her biological daughter of dark color. Instead of 
taking good care of and educating Pecola, she is devoted to a white family and turns out to be a 
good housekeeper. When Pecola breaks a plate in the white owner’s house, instead of checking 
if Pecola has been severely burned, the mother prioritize comforting the little owner of the 
house. As a mother, Polly fails to give Pecola the right values and inner confidence which she is 
in urgent need of. In fact, the mother herself has not cultivated right world views and values. 
Pecola’s father Cholly just adds insult into injury. An alcoholic, he rapes his biological daughter 
after he gets drunk and gets his biological daughter pregnant. Later, Pecola delivers a dead baby, 
which worsens her mental well-being amid scolds and curses from the outside society. Besides, 
most of the white people also constitute a contributing factor. For example, the way the grocery 
store owner treats Pecola shows white people’s dehumanizing tendency towards black people.  

Morrison’s bold revelation of the living conditions of African Americans in American society 
through Pecola inspires her readers to keep wondering about the possible ways out of the trap. 
Since it is practically impossible to change the way that most white people treat black people, 
they should change their own way of being themselves by establishing and developing self-
esteem. For Pecola’s parents, they should really be kind and tolerant, and offer a harmonious 
environment for their daughter. More importantly, they should build confidence about their 
African American identity and take the responsibility of positively influencing their daughter. 
Only by respecting and appreciating themselves first can they gain the respect and appreciation 
from others, especially white people of a different race. 
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2.3. Morrison’s Purpose of Creating a Tragic Figure through Her Pursuit of 
Beauty 

Toni Morrison seems to have described Pecola’s yearning for beauty in her novel “The Bluest 
Eye” in a rather objective manner. Instead of eulogizing black beauty, Morrison writes in a as-
a-matter-of-fact manner with a surreal atmosphere to reflect what is truly happening in the 
American society in her era. By mentioning Pecola’s “ugliness” and her yearning for beauty, 
Morrison boldly reveals the fact that “blacks are not always beautiful”[1], at least in the eyes of 
the white. By presenting such a tragedy, Morrison does not intend to debate on whether African 
Americans are physically beautiful or not. Rather, she aims to highlight the view that a person’s 
social status and well-being should never be determined by his or her “color of skin”. Morrison 
purposefully chooses a naive young girl as the heroine of her novel and “the bluest eye” as a 
symbol of the little heroine’s lifelong pursuit. Such choices not only appear convincing, but also 
strengthen the tragic effects of the sad story, enabling readers to sigh at such a young victim 
made by the whole corrupted society. Morrison chooses “a pair of bluest eyes” rather than “fair 
skin” as Pecola’s prey, because eyes are what we use to see the world. With a pair of bluest eyes, 
Pecola will be seen by others as a beauty. That is, it is not what Pecola sees that matters, but 
how she is seen in the eyes of others. 

3. Conclusion 

Pecola’s tragedy appears to be caused by her misinterpretation of “beauty”. Therefore, one 
should realize that people from every race have their “merits” and “defects” concerning looks. 
Be it established or inborn, beauty should be defined as something comprehensive and it should 
include inner beauty. The most important thing is that a person’s social status and well-being 
should never be determined by the so-called “beauty”. Pecola’s strong yearning for a pair of 
bluest eyes shows her abandonment of her own “black beauty” and her blind pursuit of a world 
of fantasy that favors “white beauty”. Pecola’s very choice is driven by the morally corrupted 
society she lives in. By presenting such a tragic character, Toni Morrison manages to appeal to 
her people to ponder upon beauty and then build and develop the self-esteem and confidence 
about their own beauty that they lack as a race. 
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