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Abstract: 

Set in Ohio, after the Great Depression, The Bluest Eye depicts the 

miseries of an African-American family in the aesthetic world of the 
United States. The Breedlove family becomes the target of racial 
discrimination. Despite the abolishment of slavery, racism still prevails in 

America. Black feminism played a prominent role in spreading awareness 
among black females about their rights. I, then, compare the condition of 

Pecola with Jacques Lacan’s theory of the ‘mirror stage’ where a child 
learns about her/ his identity between the age of six to 18 months. Lacan’s 
concept of the ‘small other/object’ and the ‘big other/object’ demonstrates 

the psychological condition of the Breedlove women. Every section of the 
text opens with the narration of Dick and Jane with their children and pets 

that shows how happy rich Whites are in comparison to Blacks. Pecola’s 
only wish has led to her downfall and made her psychotic, eventually 
changing her fate. 

Keywords: Racism, beauty, mirror stage, the big other, the small other, 
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Introduction: 

 Racism is the practice that discriminates one's identity based on colour, tradition and ethnicity. 
Racism took hold of Africans since their advent in the United States. The Whites employed 

Africans in the worst way possible, making them their slaves. Africans were forced to change 
their religion and later sold for slavery. The Whites treated them in an inferior way and refused 

to give them equal rights. Though slavery has reduced in a way, racism still has its place in 
America as most of the high-rated white collared jobs are first offered to their citizens. After the 
shocking incident of Breonna Taylor and George Floyd, we come to know that even after 

decades of eradication of slavery and racism, they still have their roots in the country.    
  Black feminism came into existence in the late 20th century. Rich Whites treated black 

women as servants in their houses. Sojourner Truth was the first eminent figure who stood 
against the white people with her speech, Ain't I a Woman? (1851). “Look at me, look at my 
arms, I have plowed, and planted, and gathered in the barns, and no man can head me. And ain’t 
I a woman? I could work as much, and eat as much as a man when I could get it, and bear the 
lash as well. And ain’t I a woman? I have borne 13 children and seen most all sold off to slavery. 

And when I cried out with my mother’s grief none but Jesus heard me. And ain’t I a woman?” 
(Truth 0.58- 1.56 seconds). By doing the same amount of fieldwork as men and/or even more, 
she imposes a question on why women cannot enjoy the same amount of freedom as men. With 

this she made black women aware of their rights and aimed for the betterment of female and 
racial victims of society. Harriet Tubman became a strong supporter of the agonies of the dark-

skinned women and intended to ameliorate the status of them and abolish racial operation. 
Following Tubman is Alice Walker, a black American writer who focuses on the pre-existing 
societal taboos by portraying black men as sexist and rendering the existence of brutalities in 

their houses. She published several essays on the subjugation of black women. The most 
appreciated work of Alice Walker is The Color Purple (1982). The arrival of Naomi Wolf’s The 

Beauty Myth: How Images of Beauty are Used Against Women (1990) throws light on how the 
standards of physical beauty of women have increased self-consciousness and hatred among 
them. “What editors are obliged to appear to say that men want from women is actually what 

their advertisers want from women.” (Wolf 73). It shows how the media plays a crucial role in 
making women cognizant of themselves and their bodies, how they look and their distinction 

from each other. It focuses on the concept of ‘beautiful’ and ‘ugly’ and makes women stand in 
competition with one another. The first book talks about the problem while the second discusses 
the solution. 

  Toni Morrison's The Bluest Eye (1970) is set in the 1940s after the Great Depression 
when many Africans were going through humiliations and insults from Americans who thought 

that being white is the symbol of superiority. The novel shows the conditions of the African 
American in the aesthetic world of the States. It emphasizes the physical contrasting world of 
Blacks and Whites and also the thin line of sexual division drawn by the Africans. Morrison’s 
novels are appreciated worldwide as she shows the agonies of Blacks in America where they are 
not whole heartily welcomed. As the text focuses on the subjective opinion of a black female, we 

can consider it with the work of Frantz Fanon's Black Skin, White Masks (1952). “The Negro 
enslaved by his inferiority; the white man enslaved by his superiority alike behave in accordance 
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with a neurotic orientation.” (Fanon 42, 43). Here, Fanon puts forth the juxtaposition prevailing 
in society- Blacks and Whites. Black is equated with Africans (colonized) and white, with 

Britishers (colonizers) or in other words ‘Black’ is considered as inferior and ‘White’ as 
superior. The gazes of Whites bring about a sense of self-consciousness among Blacks making 
them feel uncomfortable in their skins. The division can be clarified by taking into notion 

Jacques Lacan's 'mirror stage’. The mirror stage formats the ego by the process of identification 
and subjectivity of a child at the age of six months to 18 months. When a baby looks at the 

mirror, s/he recognizes itself through bodily movements. Thus, forming an image that is the 
primary identification of the baby (I). The mirror stage is the first step when a baby gets to know 
her/his identification and psychic evolution. This creates the subjective identity of a child. Lacan 

theorized that what we conceive as our identity is the image behind which our real identity 
resides. In the mirror stage, the authenticity of being a whole subject is lost when s/he first 

understands herself/ himself as having an identity.  This is what causes a split between what 
Freud called the ‘Id’ or the ‘unconscious self’. The subject and the ego formation of a self that 
we conceive as 'I', in doing so, this 'I' becomes another. The ego becomes altogether apart from 

the whole subject that the child experiences before this new idea of self is evolved by the use of 
language, but Lacan insists that it means we are detached and oblivious to our real self. When an 

infant starts to develop this new identity, the ego can be ordered in a way that can protect her/ 
him against inconsistency and control desires. Lacan's theory gives the illusion that the identity is 
whole when in reality the desires and inconsistency of life experience by the subject before the 

mirror stage are what’s authentic and real. 
  In The Bluest Eye, the same kind of feeling was sensed by Pecola as the gaze of the 

outsiders made her self-conscious, thus shrunk her confidence to stand around people. The novel 
is an answer to the Americans who see dark-skinned people in a way that they feel conscious of 
their appearance and make them long to be like the Whites. The novel puts forth the 

psychological condition of the Africans in American society, where at that time racism was at its 
peak. The prime victims of the mental torture were innocent children who were unacquainted 

with the inferior treatment given to them.  
  
 

 Into the minds of Breedlove women: 

 Pecola Breedlove, an eleven-year-old protagonist of the novel gets into the clutches of society's 

racial discrimination. As the novel opens, we learn that Pecola has a deep obsession with the 
ideal beauty standard which she finds in Shirley Temple and Mary Jane. She is fascinated by the 
idea of getting blue eyes, as she thinks that if she gets those eyes, society would see her 

differently and accept her. We observe the psychological condition of Pecola when she starts 
talking to herself believing that she has got blue eyes, at the same time worrying if someone else 

has got much bluer eyes than her. She longs for bluer and bluer eyes and ultimately, the bluest. 
She is enchanted by the world of white people, blonde hair and blue eyes: an image of a typical 
American girl. In the latter half of the novel, she is molested by her father, Cholly and receives 

disgust from the neighbours around her.  
     Pauline Breedlove is the mother of Pecola who is troubled with the same obsession as her 

daughter, but her condition is a little better. She was deformed as a child when she stepped on a 
nail, but simultaneously had a huge inclination towards the white standard of beauty. She loved 
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watching movies and the virtual world inside them. After her marriage with Cholly Breedlove, 
she accepted her ugliness and started working for a rich white family. She loved the fragrance 

and the cleanliness of her master's house, everything that was missing in hers. The Breedlove 
family has a little apartment with two rooms, but the whole family shares only one. There is no 
bathroom, only a lavatory. Living at the level of poverty, the mother is the sole earner. The novel 

depicts the condition of the African Americans in the claws of Americans where there is no way 
out but to go through the humiliation of the white people.  

  According to Lacan, “...man’s desire find its meaning in the desired of the other, not so 
much because the other holds the key to the object desired, as because the first object of desire is 
to be recognized by the other. ...it is ...as desire of the other that man’s desire finds form.” (Hill 

65). Desire usually dominates our lives and distinguishes us from other creatures. We desire 
something because we lack and want it severely. Desire is for an object that sometimes can be 

reached but if we get the object we desire, then there will be no object of desire and another thing 
will substitute its place. People usually get confused between need, demand and desire, but 
according to Lacan, there is a huge distinction between them. A need is physiological and can be 

given while a demand cannot be attained and a desire is for something that can sometimes be 
given. Usually in a child desire emerges from her/ his frustration and/or deprivation. It comes out 

from a child’s impossible demands. Desire is a longing for something to attain and it stays there 
until we get the object. To discover your desires, you must have experienced your demands 
being unfulfilled. 

  We know that our desires are private, and we can hide them from others and our 
consciousness, but if we try to hide them, they somehow will find their way of coming out like 

misspeaking, dreams, or as a symptom. In simpler words, it means the want-to-be of an ideal 
image or thing that a person wants. Desire is expressed symbolically, as the type of language that 
is understood. “Desire is desire for difference” (Hill 74); meaning that desire of a person is 

something that will make her/him stand out from other people. 
  In the novel, Pecola Breedlove wanted the bluest eyes to differentiate herself from all the 

girls and become the symbol of beauty in society. “Just because I got blue eyes, bluer than theirs. 
They’re prejudiced..... Please. If there is somebody with bluer eyes than mine, then maybe there 
is somebody with the bluest eyes. The bluest eye in the whole world” (Morrison 195, 201). 

When she sees/ imagines herself in those blue eyes, she wants bluer eyes and at the end, the 
bluest eyes. She wants to make sure that no one gets the bluest eyes so she can be the most 

unique amongst all. The desires of Pecola are everlasting and cannot be fulfilled. Since her 
childhood, she has faced the consequences of being a black girl in school, a punishment for a 
mistake that she did not even commit. In her house, she is rejected and ignored by her parents. 

She wants to gain her confidence, love, respect and most importantly, an identity in the white 
society which is biased towards their people.  

   
 
The power of 'big other' and 'small other': 

 Lacan's theory of the 'big other' and the 'small other’ also plays a vital part in the book. The 
‘small other’, is not an other but the reflection of our own (ego). When the 'small other' lacks 

something it causes or starts desire. “There is something necessary about the cause that has the 
effect of desire” (Hill 82). Both causes and reasons are required to have a desire for something. 
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The ‘small other’ seems to be the same, but its relation with everyone is subjective and 
imaginary. In the case of The Bluest Eye, Pecola Breedlove drinks three quarts of milk from the 

cup with Shirley Temple’s face on it, thinking that she might get Temple’s perfect white skin. 
“Three quarts of milk. That’s what was in that icebox yesterday. Three whole quarts. Now they 
ain’t none. Not a drop” (Morrison 21). Mrs. MacTeer always complains about Pecola drinking 

milk all the time. "Each pale yellow wrapper has a picture on it. A picture of little Mary Jane, for 
whom the candy is named. Smiling white face. Blonde hair in gentle disarray, blue eyes looking 

at her out of a world of clean comfort. the eyes are petulant, mischievous. To Pecola they are 
simply pretty. she eats the candy, and its sweetness is good. to eat the candy is somehow to eat 
the eyes, eat Mary Jane. Love Mary Jane. Be Mary Jane." (Morrison 48). Here, we see the 

obsession of Pecola with Mary Jane, how minutely she notices the little girl's face and characters. 
When she goes to the counter to give the pennies, even the fifty-two-year-old white storekeeper 

stares at her with anger and disgust, the staring that Pecola has seen throughout her life as being 
inferior. It is not just she who has suffered as being dark-skinned but also her mother, who 
wishes to be a charming woman and wants her respected place among other ladies. She wanted 

the physical beauty which originated in envy and ended in the destruction of thoughts and 
deconstruction of her face. “Every time I got, I went. I'd go early, before the show started. they'd 

cut off the lights and everything be black. then the screen would light up, and I'd move right on 
in them pictures..... I was sitting back in my seat, and I taken a bite of that candy, and it pulled a 
tooth right out of my mouth. I could of cried. I had good teeth, not a rotten one in my head” 
(Morrison 121) During her pregnancy days, she used to go to the movies and reach much before 
the other people to hide her skin colour. She desires to be like Jean Harlow, but all her dreams 

were shattered when she lost her tooth and looked ugly. Pauline, unlike Pecola, accepted her fate 
and moved on in her life. 
  The ‘big other’ is other people's ideas or signifiers but at the level of logic and meaning. 

Here, language is the most primary source of expression of desire and is symbolic. It determines 
our understanding of ourselves that we take from outside. Here, we don’t have internal 

knowledge of who we are, therefore, the self-image comes from others, specifically from our 
local and family culture. The ‘big other’ maintains the fiction of our existence. Our minds have 
been censored by the ideal object of desire and we try to make it free from all the constraints. It 

is what we seek which is hidden, what we want which we don’t get, the ideal thing or person that 
we want to become. The first person is Mrs. Macteer, who taunts her in the first phase of her life. 

Then, some black boys who stood near the streets also make fun of Pecola, where Claudia saves 
her. Another person who comes across Pecola’s life is Maureen Peal, who at first, pretended to 
be sweet to her but later mocks her for being impoverished. Later comes Junior, a boy almost of 

the same age as Pecola's. He throws a black cat on Pecola’s face to shows her how disgusting she 
is. But the worst person is her father, Cholly Breedlove, who not only neglects her throughout 

but also rapes her that changed her whole life.  
  The text opens with the narrative story of Dick and Jane of a white family which consists 
of a mother, father, Dick and Jane who lives in a green and white house along with a cat and a 

dog. The story portrays how happy the family is in comparison with a black family. This affects 
the psyche of black people since they know that they will never be able to achieve the status of 

rich American people. Most of the black female characters in the novel preach the embellishment 
of the white society thinking that if they could attain that standard of beauty, they would be 
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welcomed in society. The image created by the 'big other' becomes so dominant on Pecola that 
she starts to hate herself because of the colour of their skin and wishes to wear a different mask. 

She wants to become something that she is not and wants to live in a place where she doesn’t 
belong.  
  

Conclusion: 

 The one desire of Pecola to have blue eyes has made her dismal. Just the one wish of looking 

beautiful, in a society where racism reigns, that cannot be fulfilled by anyone, has made her 
detached not just from her surroundings but from herself too. The instability of her identity and 
unacceptance from society made her a maniac in the end that she imagines her wish to be 

fulfilled. As a small girl when she sees herself in the mirror, the realisation of being black-
skinned tortured her so much so, that all she wished was a little warmth from others and love 

from her parents. She was crushed by the treatment from the Whites that she was broken and 
wanted a new identity, an identity that the Whites accepted. She let the opinions of others 
overpower herself which led to her tragedy with no one to help the little soul. In the end, the 

readers sympathise with the little girl as she loses everything she had. Because of the behaviour 
of others, the age where she should have bloomed, she faded. 
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