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ABSTRACT

Racism is the main theme in Toni Morisson’s The Bluest Eye. The little black girl’s long lasting 
yearn for blue eyes has been linked to the standards of America’s society in 1940’s which 
associated beauty to being white. Although instances of racism are rampant throughout the story, 
previous studies have not attempted to determine the type of persuasive strategies used by Toni 
Morrison to justify racism in the novel. In this paper, the author made use of Aristotle’s concepts 
of ethos, logos, and pathos, as 3 main dimensions of persuasion to determine the strategies used 
in the novel by the narrator-Claudia. Descriptive qualitative analysis of the novel’s text revealed 
that the author has made use of all these strategies. Pathos was observed in form of feelings of 
fear, anger and hatred. Logos was observed in the logic of the grown up society of America about 
being white and ethos was found among the black who themselves credited the whites over their 
own race.
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INTRODUCTION

Toni Morrison, the winner of noble prize for literature, is a 
contemporary American novelist known for using epic themes 
and vivid dialogues in her novels (Middleton 2016). She was 
named as a “National Figure in America’s National Litera-
ture” by the New York review of books. Throughout her writ-
ing, Morrison has attempted to explore the life, culture and 
experiences of African Americans (Rigney 1991). Her firs  
novel “The Bluest Eye” which was published in 1970 is an 
example of such endeavor in which the author attempts to de-
pict the misery brought upon African American in the society 
of America during America’s great depression in 1940s.

As reported by (Rothschild 2013), in 1921 prices of stock 
in New York exchange stock market tumbled to less than 
half of their original value. By 1932, nearly 1 out of every 
4 American was Unemployed. This made leaving for both 
American and immigrants a real challenge. Despite great 
depression, racism remained throughout the country. Rac-
ism was felt by the narrator of the study, Claudia who is a 
nine-year old Black girl leaving with her family in Ohio. 
Although most of the study is centered on Pecola, another 
black girl in the story, Claudia manifests her hatred towards 
the white society of America in various parts of the novel. 
Previous studies have had focus on racism in the story; how-
ever, how the main character perceives racism and unveils it 
to the white society, which can be seen in her thoughts and 
dialogues, has not been sufficiently attended to. Therefore, 
this article made use of Aristotle’s concept of persuasion to 
investigate this issue.
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The Story
The story mainly depicts the life of two African American 
families, the MacTeers and the Breedloves. Pecola, the pro-
tagonist of the story is the Breedlove’s daughter who is hav-
ing a tough life. Her drunk father is constantly and harshly 
fi hting with her mother. Her Brother, Sammy, has run away 
from home several times, and she is impregnated by her 
drunk father. She associates all of these harsh events to her 
own ugliness and wishes to have a pair of blue eyes.

Claudia MacTeer, on the other hand, is having a more 
stable life. Her mother can afford to take care of her and her 
sister although they do not live a lavish life. At one point in 
the story, Claudia and her sister Fredia attempt to help Peco-
la to safely deliver her baby. Finally, Pecola’s father commits 
suicide, Pecola’ baby dies and she goes mad believing that 
she has blue eyes.

Racism in American Literature
Sundquist (1993) assumed that the making of American lit-
erature is race. As a result, following American literature, 
one can realize what has changed in the life of Americans 
and what have continued to plague the culture. Racism 
has been reflec ed in a number of literary works in Amer-
ican literature. For example (Leonard, 1997, Butler-Evans 
1989; Ernest 1995; Davis 2000; Wonham 2004). The re-
sults of the attempt to save and redeem the face of black 
Americans was the inception of a subgenre- Black American 
Literature (Ogene 2013). Among many literary works that 
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have attended to the concept of racism in black American 
literature, Toni Morrison has adopted almost a distinctive 
approach. In 18th century and afterwards many authors at-
tempted to expose sad situations in which the black were 
abused by the white, for example “The Sport of the Gods” 
by Paul Laurence Dunbar. However, Morrison, in the bluest 
eye, assumed that people are the cause of their own misery 
and misery in not brought upon them by others. Therefore, 
the main characters in the story are all black who at times 
associate negative features to being black such as being ugly 
or dirty. The author also reveals various instances of hatred 
towards the white that exist among the black in an attempt 
to show that the hatred in America’s 1940 society has been 
bi-directional among the black and whites. Such distinctive 
features make this novel a worthy novel to be further delved 
into.

Aristotle’s Persuasive Strategies
In this paper, Claudia’s narration is analyzed to find out how 
the author attempts to convince the readership about the ra-
cial appeal with existed in the society. In other to do so, Ar-
istotle’s Persuasive Model was opted and used. The model 
compromises of 3 main elements, ethos, logos and pathos. 
According to Sabrina (2016), Aristotle assumed that effec-
tive persuasion takes place in one of the 3 forms mentioned 
above. Ethos refers to the credibility of the communicator; it 
reveals the trustworthiness of the source and adds to the val-
ue of claim. Logos refers to how logical and well-presented 
the message is by presenting facts and fi ures, reasoning and 
attempting the make sense to the interlocutor. Finally, pathos 
is an attempt to touch one’s emotion and feeling. Examples 
of pathos can be narrating a compelling story, visualizing a 
striking picture, or creating extreme feelings such as anger 
or fear.

Racism is a complex issue in the novel. Although the nov-
el is rampant with examples of racist thought among people 
of color, the main characters of the study are black and the 
white characters are in spectrum. Whiteness is generally a 
sense of worthiness among the characters which is associat-
ed with cleanliness. An example is when Claudia, the narra-
tor is sick. Her mother associates sickness to uncleanliness 
and being black. Others occasions in the novel show that 
racism exists within the characters, families and community 
in the novel. An example is accepting beauty icons such as 
Shirley Temple whose photo appears on the cup in the sto-
ry. Among previous studies that have studied racism in the 
bluest eye, the issue of how the author attempts to persuade 
the readership about the existence of racism among the char-
acters, especially with regard to Aristotle’s persuasive model 
is not attended to. Therefore, the author of this paper was 
motivated to study racism in the novel from this perspective.

Research Design
Descriptive qualitative analysis of text was opted as the main 
approach to analysis of the novel. Instances of Claudia’s di-
alogues and soliloquies were selected and categorized into 
3 main taxonomies based on Aristotle’s’ Persuasive model. 

This resulted in accumulation of 3 types of data, i.e., ethos, 
logos, pathos.

DISCUSSION

Claudia’s Character

Claudia is a lucky girl as unlike Pecola, the protagonist, she 
leaves in a stable family.

Claudia has a sensitive and different character from oth-
er characters in the story. She frequently states her feelings 
about the happening around her and her despise from the 
white society of America can be very well understood in her 
narrations. Examples of this hatred can be found in the way 
she describes the white neighbor girl sitting in his father’s 
car and eating bread with butter or in assertion of her anger 
about the picture of Shirley Temple (a white celebrity) on 
the cup.

Many assume that Morrison has attempted to mirror her 
childhood in Claudia’s character as the author has named 
her own hometown. In addition, Morrison had been around 
9 years old when the story took place in 1940s.

Datum 1 (Ethos)

One of the common strategies to show racism is by giving 
credibility to the white society by black people. Claudia as-
serted this issue when she received a white doll with blue 
eyes for Christmas; assuming that older people adore the 
white and think what they liked suits the children. Indeed, 
the adults’ decision clearly represents the thought of black 
Americans about the white society.

“From the clucking sound of adults I knew that the doll 
represented what they thought was my fondest wish” (p.21).

Credibility is given to whiteness in other parts of the sto-
ry as narrated by Claudia. For example when pecola con-
stantly prays for a pair of blue eyes to look like the white.

“Each night, without fail, she prayed for blue eyes. Fer-
vently, for a year she had prayed”(p.46).

Another example of giving credibility to the white as nar-
rated by Claudia is when Pecola pays a visit to 3 white pros-
titutes living upstairs from the MacTeers. Pecola likes the 
prostitutes as she thinks they are the only whites who see her, 
although she is used by the prostitutes rather than respected. 
However, the credibility is given to the whites by Pecola.

“Three whores lived in the apartment above the Breed-
loves’ storefront. China, Poland, and Miss Marie. Pecola 
loved them, visited them, and ran their errands. They, in turn, 
did not despise her” (p.50).

In another grow up dialogue when Claudia’s mother is 
talking to a friend about Mr. Henry, her black roomer, his di-
vorce is discussed. They associate his divorce with the clean-
liness of the former wife. In this sense they narrator assumes 
that the black ladies have believed that cleanliness is not a 
black feature rather associated with the whites.

“That’s the one. Well, somebody asked him why he left a 
nice good church woman like Della for that heifer. You know 
Della always did keep a good house. And he said the honest-
to-God real reason was he couldn’t take no more of that violet 
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water Della Jones used. Said he wanted a woman to smell like 
a woman. Said Della was just too clean for him” (p.13).

Another example of giving credit to the white is when 
Claudia is describing a new white girl at school. She de-
scribes her from an inferior position and associated many 
good features such as good smell, richness, and being neat 
to being white.

“Fluffy sweaters the color of lemon drops tucked into skirts 
with pleats so orderly they astounded us. Brightly colored 
knee socks with white borders, a brown velvet coat trimmed 
in white rabbit fur, and a matching muff. There was a hint 
of spring in her sloe green eyes, something summery in her 
complexion, and a rich autumn ripeness in her walk” (p.62).

Datum 2 (Logos)
Throughout the story, Toni Morrison attempts to depict a 
sense of inferiority that the black characters feel about them-
selves. The author believes that racism does not occur only 
in the interactions with the white society, but also by the way 
the black feel about themselves. Therefore, the story is dom-
inated by the blacks’ logic about themselves. One example is 
when Claudia is describing the grown ups’ logic about their 
children’s sickness:

“Our illness is treated with contempt, full black draught, 
and caster oil that blunts our minds” (p.10).

Claudia’s mother, Mrs. MacTeer, associates her daugh-
ter’s sickness to uncleanliness; believing that the reason 
white children do not feel sick is that they are clean. This 
logic is also depicted in other parts of the story.

Another instance of logical conclusion that the white 
have superiority over the black is when Claudia asserts the 
society’s view over being white. In fact, the author attempts 
to show that the socity has accepted whites as standard. This 
logic is shown in the following sentences:

“Adults, older girls, shops, magazines, newspapers, 
window signs-all the world had agreed that a blue-eyed, 
yellow-haired, pink-skinned doll was what every girl child 
treasured” (p20).

Datum 3 (Pathos)
There are several examples in the novel which show racism 
from the point of view of Claudia. In some occasions the 
author uses the nine-year-old girl’s feeling to reveal racism 
and to show how the white society of America is either fina -
cially, or emotionally detached from the Black portion of the 
society. For example, Claudia and her older sister Frieda are 
introduced in the story while looking at a white girl setting 
in her father’s car. The white girl is eating bread with butter 
which Claudia and her sister cannot afford to eat. Claudia 
describes this scene in the following way:

“We stare at her, wanting her bread, but more than that 
wanting to poke the arrogance of out of her eyes and smash 
the pride of ownership that curls her chewing mouth…. 
When she comes out of the car, we will beat her up” (p.9).

Another example of anger towards the white is when 
Claudia torn off her white doll. She describes the scene as 
she points to parts of the body of a white person.

“Traced the turned-up nose, pokes the glassy blue eye-
balls, twisted the yellow hair. I could not love it” (p.21).

Other than feeling of anger, as depicted in the example 
above, there are examples in which Claudia shows hatred 
towards the white Americans as they resemble beauty in the 
society. Her reaction to Fredia’s and Pecola’s fondness of Shir-
ley’s photo on the cup is depicted in the following sentences:

“I couldn’t join them in their adoration because I hated 
Shirley… before that, I had felt a stranger, more frightening 
thing than hatred for all the Shirley Temple’s in the world” 
(p.19).

Claudia admits that Shirley is beautiful, but cannot accept 
all the credit given to her by her sister and Pecola; therefore 
she prefers Jane Withers. The fact that Jane Withers is anoth-
er white actress, however, does not resemble the fondness 
of the black girl for white movie stars. Indeed, Claudia de-
spises all white characters. Her extreme hatred towards Shir-
ley Temples causes her to choose Jane Withers over Shirley 
Temples. She also asserts that:

“But before that I had felt a stranger, more frightening thing 
than hatred for all of the Shirley Temples of the world” (p.19).

Feeling of hatred towards the white is also stated by Clau-
dia after destroying the white doll given to her by adults. Her 
hatred from the white is not satiated by murdering the doll 
and she yearns for tearing up white girls with an axe:

“I destroyed white baby dolls. But the disremembering of 
the dolls was not the true horror. The truly horrifying thing 
was the transference of the same impulses to little white 
girls. The indifference with which I could have axed them 
was shaken only by my desire to do so” (p.22).

Feeling of fear from the white is another type of emotion 
that the author attempts to present to the audience through 
Claudia’s narration. When Claudia is describing the white 
doll given to her by adults she admits that the beauty of the 
doll is frightening:

“Raggedly Ann doll usually, but they were out of the 
question. I was physically revolted and secretly frightened 
of those round moronic eyes. The pancake face, and orange 
worms hair” (p.19).

CONCLUSION
Toni Morrison depicts the racial appeal given to the white 
through vivid dialogues and soliloquies in the Bluest Eye. 
Various samples of the text depicting the credibility given 
to the white by the black and how the black African along 
with the society had logically come to the conclusion that the 
white features are what the society needs were given in the 
story. In addition, the society’s logic about white people was 
represented and categorized under the heading logos. Final-
ly, the narrators feelings about being black and the white 
community was revealed through anger, fear and hatred.
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