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The aim of this study is to study the non-white characters’ experience in a world that caters
towards whiteness and to do so through phenomenology. I will be doing this through the lens
of phenomenology with Rimmon-Kennan’ s narratological apparatus as a method to help me
figure out the character’s experiences. The study argues that there are several different
aspirations out of reach for the non-white character due to the norm of whiteness and other
intersecting problems such as poverty. Some of those unattainable ideals are: a carefree
childhood, the ideal beauty according to society, and adoration from adults. The black
children in the novel are treated and seen differently than lighter skinned and white children
and experience a lot of unjust treatment in result. Some of the characters then depict a desire
to be seen through blue eyes, with blue eyes and also to see others through that blue gaze.
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1. Introduction

Our world contains an unfathomable amount of different people, with different ethnicities,
cultures and societal rules. Around the globe, historically and today, racism roams large.
Whiteness has historically been, and is still in many places in the world, overtly or covertly,
treated as ideal. Literature is one significant cultural site that where racist norms have been
expressed, but it has simultaneously offered space to the voices exposing and challenging
such norms. Toni Morrison’s first novel, The Bluest Eye (1970). The Bluest Eye is structured
into seasons and is about the lives of young black girls as well as some black adults and their
lives in a world that is catering towards white people. Claudia and her sister Frieda live with
both their parents but they are poor; they have to do more work than middle- and upper-class
children. Their friend Pecola lives at home with her abusive family, her mother Pauline, her
father Cholly and her brother Sam. The story centres around the injustices Pecola have to
experience and how she wishes for blue eyes because she is convinced it would change
people’s treatment of her. Her mother treats the white child she works for better than her
daughter, her father is physically abusive to her mother and then later rapes Pecola as well
and she is ostracised by society. At the end of the novel, Pecola visits an old charlatan called
Soaphead Church to wish for blue eyes, which he says God will grant her. This is what
eventually aids Pecola’s decline into madness where she fully believes she has blue eyes in
the end of the novel where she only speaks about her blue eyes with an imaginary friend.
Pecola Breedlove yearns to be accepted by her family and society throughout the novel and
believes that the only way that is achievable is if she can conform to the white beauty
standards by getting blue eyes. The novel is to a large extent narrated by the character
Claudia, who grows up alongside her sister Freida but also Pecola as a black girl herself, and
she is retelling Pecola’s descent into madness and all the things that have contributed to it. At
the same time. Claudia’s experiences and narration demonstrate how she attempts to resist the
inequalities of their world in various ways. Pecola’s parents, Pauline and Cholly Breedlove,
and Soaphead Church are other important characters in the novel. Later in the novel we get to
know about both Pauline’s and Cholly’s childhoods and how they ended up where they are.
Soaphead Church is a man of mixed ethnicity who preaches the white norms and is a
character who towards the end of the novel promises that through god’s help Pecola can get

blue eyes. The main perspectives of the novel belong to young black girls navigating a



normative white world. The novel’s chapters are divided into seasons and the narrator
switches between a first-person narration (Claudia) and a third person omniscient narrator,
which in previous research often have been seen as Claudia retelling her childhood from her
adult life. I, however; do not fully agree with that view. While I can see the plausibility of
that interpretation, it is not very likely that Claudia as a character would have access to all the
information offered in those chapters, for example about Pauline’s and Cholly’s childhoods.
In my view, we are instead encountering an omniscient narrator that has access to all the
knowledge, experiences and feelings of the characters — and that will prove significant in my

analysis.

After first reading The Bluest Eye in a literature class I was struck by how the
characters experienced their world, how they experienced the injustices taking place around
them, and how each character handled these injustices differently. Social injustices are
always experienced by someone and how they are experienced differ from person to person,
phenomenology study the experience of the world which is why I found “A phenomenology

of whiteness” a very fitting theory for this novel.

1.1 The aim of the study

This study aims to examine the experience of the characters in The Bluest Eye, living as non-
white characters in a world where whiteness dominates most societal and social norms. In her
article, “A phenomenology of whiteness”, Ahmed writes (2007, p. 149) that she: “draws on
experiences of inhabiting a white world as a non—white body, and explores how whiteness
becomes worldly through the noticeability of the arrival of some bodies more than others.”
This sparked my interest to closely read and analyse Toni Morrison’s book The Bluest Eye
through the lens that Ahmed provides, with “A phenomenology of whiteness” as a theoretical
outlook to my interpretations. With this essay I aim to analyse how the main characters with
non—white bodies inhabit their world in which the norm is to be white. I will do this by trying
to answer three main questions: How can a phenomenological approach reveal whiteness as
the norm in the novel’s world? What experiences, spaces, and aspirations present themselves
as out of reach for the black characters due to the norm of whiteness? How can the

experience of being non-white intersect with other vulnerabilities?



2. Background and previous research

Toni Morrison (1931-2019) is an African American female author who has won both the
Nobel Prize (1993) and the Pulitzer Prize (1988) for her writing. It is therefore not strange
that there is an abundance of scholarly work, both on Morrison as an author and about The
Bluest Eye. Morrison was born in southern USA in the 1930s’ and both her parents and
grandparents had moved around a lot to avoid racism and violence (McKay, 1983, p. 413—
414). Morrison has expressed that she aimed to be able to show the richness of black culture
in her novels through specificity. (McKay, 1983, p. 414). She was not only a novelist but also
worked as an editor and been a member of different academies and councils. (McKay, 1983,

p. 415). In an interview Morrison reflects on her fictive characters in the following way:

It seems to me that one of the most fetching qualities of black people is the variety in which

they come, and the enormous layers of life that they live. [...]

There is always something more interesting at stake than a clear resolution in a
novel. I’'m interested in survival — who survives and who does not, and why — and I would like
to chart a course that suggests where the dangers are and where the safety might be. I do not
want to bow out with easy answers to complex questions. It’s the complexity of how people
behave under duress that is of interest to me — the qualities they show at the end of an event

when their backs are up against a wall. (McKay 1983, p. 420)

This gives us an idea of how Morrison thinks when she develops the characters in her novels.
In the interview, Morrison is also explicit about the fact that she does not herself identify with
her characters. (McKay, 1983, p. 423). Wagner (2025, p. 404) explains how Morrison’s
novels often have been studied from the perspective of trauma, and that her own study
focuses on reproductive trauma and maternal madness specifically in Morrison’s novel 4
Mercy (2008). She explains that with reproductive trauma she means everything traumatic
that is or can be involved with a woman’s reproduction, like for instance childbirth and
postpartum trauma, but also sexual violence and coerced impregnation. (Wagner, 2025, p.
405). Wagner (2025, p. 405) explicates the term maternal madness and defines it as the
mental health effects and consequences of reproductive trauma. Ghiassi Zarj & Mehdi
Mousavi (2024, p. 134) are also interested in motherhood and study how motherhood and
race intersect in Beloved by focusing particularly on the novel’s mother figures and their
networks. They conclude that, because of their race, black mothers in the novel have different
concerns about their children than white mothers do, and black mothers in the novel lack the

resources to provide what is considered essential for ideal motherhood. (Ghiassi Zarj &



Mehdi Mousavi, 2024, p. 137). Trauma also interests Dénes (2023, p. 209), who investigates
various sources of trauma and paths of recovery in five of Morrison’s novels, one of which is
The Bluest Eye. She analyses how trauma ruins the subject through a “loss of home” on both
a social and bodily/individual level. (Dénes (2023, p. 210). Wajiran’s & Apriyani’s (2025,
p.1) article “Race, gender, and identity in Toni Morrison’s novels: Relevance to
contemporary Black women’s struggles in America” hone in on how the books are used as
tools to assess societal concerns such as gender and race. Their intersectional approach to
these issues seems very apt and inspires the way I want to approach ethnicity and race in The
Bluest Eye. (Wajiran & Apriyani, 2025, p.1). In the article “Exploring Otherness in Toni
Morrison’s “Beloved”: A Postcolonial Ecocritical Perspective” (2024), El Mitry brings out
useful perspectives on the interactions of non—white characters in Morrison’s novel Beloved
and demonstrates how their identities are affected by their ethnicity. While El Mitry analyses
Beloved and not The Bluest Eye, he discusses how white power can be a part of a
dehumanization process for black people and be detrimental to their identities. (El Mitry,
2024, p. 182). He furthermore explores how shared experience can be the difference between

belonging to a community instead of being outside of one. (El Mitry, 2024, p. 183).

When it comes to previous scholarship on The Bluest Eye specifically, there
exists a plethora of studies, many of which have tackled identity, equality (and inequality),
hierarchies, race and ethnicity, as well as trauma and relationships. For example, Roark
(2023, p. 1-2) aims to showcase a journey “from soliloquy to song” in the novel and
demonstrate how The Bluest Eye has intertextual connections to Shakespeare and offers a
critique of western tragedy. Roark writes: “I will argue that The Bluest Eye attacks
hierarchical structures associated with Western aesthetics and challenges the concept of the
isolated hero/artist, as epitomized by Hamlet, while at the same time wrestling with just how
valid this critique might be.” (Roark, 2023, p. 2). He compares the death or mental decline of
women in Shakespeare’s works and Morrison’s, not least the descent into madness from
violent circumstances we see in Ophelia in Hamlet compared to Pecola in The Bluest Eye.
(Roark, 2023, p. 4). Roark (2023, p. 6) also focuses on the character Soaphead and how he
chooses which part of western literature to believe because it aligns with the western thinking
that some people are superior to others due to race and gender. However, Roark underlines
that Morrison never intended for her characters to get dehumanized, and that Soaphead also

has a humanizing aspect to him that explains his horrid thinking: the fact that he had been



taught to believe these things from an early age. (Roark, 2023, p. 7-8). Roark also discusses
how both Pecola and Ophelia are trapped in soliloquy because they both suffer in silence and
only get an assertive voice that tells others how poorly they are treated when they descend
into madness. (Roark, 2023, p. 12). De Vinne (2022, p. 2), on her part, conducts a toponymic
study of The Bluest Eye, where she investigates how Morrison uses place names to show both
the past and present racial prejudices. De Vinne (2022, p. 3) states that “Anchoring her
narrative in undeniably real places, then, Morrison is better able to persuade readers of the
undeniably real effects of racism.”. She describes that the place names are used as stylistic
devices and that they have an important narrative function, for example, when the character
Claudia narrates the names of different places. (De Vinne, 2022, p. 4). She demonstrates how
the place names, for example, the ice—cream store helps show injustices such as the fact that
only the lighter-skinned girl Maureen can afford the ice-cream there and not Claudia or
Freida. (De Vinne, 2022, p. 4). Nardi (2024, p. 223), by contrast, focuses on Pecola’s
relationship to nature in her study as she describes that the few times the character interacts
with the natural environment, we get to see her from a different perspective. According to
Nardi, Pecola stops becoming merely a victim when she interacts with the nature that
surrounds her. (Nardi, 2024, p. 223). Nardi looks at the novel through “the lens of African
American environmental history” (Nardi, 2024, p. 224) to link historical experiences and
Pecola’s experiences with nature together. Nardi (2022, p. 401) has also conducted another
study on The Bluest Eye, where she instead focuses on spatial injustice. She does this through
reading Morrison’s novel from the perspective of cultural geography. (Nardi, 2022, p. 403).
She argues that using this method will show how space itself can both be the consequence of
social injustice, but also that it reproduces the unequal social relationships. (Nardi, 2022, p.
404). She details how the children in The Bluest Eye describe their neighbourhood as run—
down and poor. (Nardi, 2022, p. 406-407). The space where the Breedlove’s reside, Nardi
claims, has turned hateful as a product of power imbalances and injustices that in turn were
provoked by nature of the space itself. (Nardi, 2022, p. 408). Lakra & Grace & Wilson (2021,
p. 1183—-1184) explore the characters’ search for identity in Morrison’s novels The Bluest Eye
and Beloved. They state that a big reason for why the characters in Beloved struggling with
their identity is not having a stable family to help form that identity. (Lakra & Grace &
Wilson, 2021, p.1184). When it comes to Pecola in The Bluest Eye, they argue that society
and the mindset of the people around her also affect her identity struggle as well. (Lakra &

Grace & Wilson, 2021, p. 1186). Because Pecola is considered ugly, according to the beauty
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standards in the book, she is ostracised by society; this together with the fact that she has an
unstable family life, ruins her chance at handling identity issues. (Lakra & Grace & Wilson,
2021, p. 1186). Family and adults have a certain power over these black children with them
having a higher standing in society and control over the early years of the childrens lives.
Almenia & AbdelFattah (2025, p.1) also underline that when they study differential
oppression in both Toni Morrison’s novel The Bluest Eye and Haifaa Al-Mansour’s Wadjda.
They trace how adult social orders force children to also conform to them because they lack
power, which leads to oppression of the children. (Almenia & AbdelFattah, 2025, p. 1).
Almenia and AdelFattah discuss how mothers contribute to the oppression of the children in
the same way that others in power try to make the children conform to their societal norms.

(Almenia & AbdelFattah, 2025, p. 2-3).

There are also many studies focusing on the young black girls in particular.
Roye (2012, p. 213-214) investigates how Morrison’s novels The Bluest Eye and A Mercy
demonstrate a disturbed and disrupted girlhood through her characters. Even if The Bluest
Eye takes place in the post-slavery world, in comparison to 4 Mercy, Pecola still is treated as
nothing more than a tool that can do certain tasks, Roye argues. Other people in the novel
also disown her because she represents blackness. (Roye, 2012, p. 215). She describes how
the characters in both novels, independent of race, are vulnerable to the violence of men in
virtue of them being young girls. She underlines that Pecola’s own family’s inability to love
and include her is one of the biggest reasons for her disrupted girlhood. (Roye, 2012, p. 218-
219). Roye (2012, p. 219) even states that “The unpalatable truth is that Pecola is raped by
both her parents: Cholly rapes her physically and Polly, to borrow Furman’s words,
’ravishe[s] the child’s self-worth’.” Not all characters react the same to their disrupted
girlhoods or their blackness, according to Roye: Claudia and Freida move above such
interruptions and become defiant and self—assertive instead. (Roye, 2012, p. 220). Szolc
(2022, p. 27) writes “the aim of this paper is to demonstrate the destructive impact of white
hegemony on the formation of black identity and racial awareness in a black girl.” She does
so by studying Pecola and Pauline Breedlove in The Bluest Eye because she claims that both
of their identities are shaped by white norms and that it also affects their relationship. (Szolc,
2022, p. 27). She describes how whiteness has been connected to beauty and positive
connotations while blackness has been connected to the opposite. (Szolc, 2022, p. 28). Szolc

(2022, p. 29) describes that “Pecola, an eleven—year—old black girl, is shaped by racist



stereotypes and norms of white hegemony. Because of her background, appearance and
gender, the girl becomes a victim of white standards of beauty.” In this way, Szolc (2022, p
29-30) clearly describes the self-image issues Pecola experiences are because of the white
norms and standards she is desperately trying to live by. She describes how Pecola measures
her own worth against white beauty standards and how she believes that everything would
become better if only she could be beautiful according to the white gaze. (Szolc, 2022, p. 31).
In Szolc’ view, Pauline embodies the stereotype of a “mammy” where she is this nurturing

figure to the white girl she works for, but not her own black child. (Szolc, 2022, p. 35).

In most of these studies, and much other scholarship on The Bluest Eye, race
and ethnicity are shown to play an essential part when it comes to how injustice, identity and
childhood are rendered in the novel. For example, Khan & Rahman & Shafiqur (2014, p. 25)
describe that in The Bluest Eye, there exists an interrelation between the internalised racism
and the resistance to racial abuse. They aim to demonstrate how the characters endure and
resist racism at the same time, while approaching the novel from a Marxist and
psychoanalytic standpoint. (Khan & Rahman & Shafiqur, 2014, p. 25). According to Khan
and Rahman et al., capitalism supports the racist idealisation of whiteness and strengthens the
internalised racism in the novel. (Khan & Rahman & Shafiqur, 2014, p. 26). They also say
that the normalised beauty standard can be strengthened through movies and media like
cinema, and that it is one of the things that affects the internalised racism for Pauline
Breedlove in The Bluest Eye. (Khan & Rahman & Shafiqur, 2014, p. 26). The people who
cannot achieve the ideal beauty standard instead turn to humiliate other people who “do not
fit in”, which explains why Pecola becomes the focus of everyone else’s internalised hatred
because of her perceived ugliness. (Khan & Rahman & Shafiqur, 2014, p. 26). Blanchette
(2023, p. 566-567), in her study, begins by describing how black girls usually must give up
more of their childhood than white children: that they are seen as less innocent and go
through premature “adultification”. She explains that young black girls experience bad
consequences because of how different vulnerabilities intersect. (Blanchette, 2023, p. 567). In

her article, Blanchette (2023, p. 567) wants to consider

how Black girls resist their systematic adultification that underlies anti—Black—girl violence
through an examination of Toni Morrison’s The Bluest Eye (1970), an adult novel that

exemplifies how Black girls are rendered non/child.
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She expresses how the rejection of black girls’ childhood innocence dehumanizes them and
turn them into a non/child. (Blanchette, 2023, p. 568). She explores Pecola Breedlove and
how she is rendered a non/child in the novel and connects Pecola’s ugliness to her
dehumanization. (Blanchette, 2023, p. 569). Blanchette centres on how Pecola, as a black
child, gets treated like an adult and labourer while a white child gets treated as an actual kid.
(Blanchette, 2023, p. 570). At last, Sumona (2025, p. 113) studies The Bluest Eye from the
perspective of Franz Fanon’s theory in Black Skin, White Masks. Sumona (2025, p.113)
writes: “Fanon explores the pressures imposed by a racist society that compels Black
individuals to conform to white norms of beauty, only to leave them trapped in a futile circle
of rejection and self—doubt.”. With the help of Fanon’s theory, she demonstrates how the
characters lose their identity and suffer because they try to conform to the idealisation of
beauty by attempting to put on white masks. (Sumona, 2025, p. 114). The Breedlove family
has accepted themselves as ugly, Sumona argues, because of their blackness and the fact that
society says that whiteness is the ideal beauty standard. (Sumona, 2025, p. 117). According to
Sumona (2025, p.119) both Pecola and Pauline are obsessed with the normalised white

beauty standards, both want to be accepted and think the only way is to conform to them.

3. Method

The material for this study is the edition of The Bluest Eye by Toni Morrison from 2007,
published by Vintage International. It contains the same text as the original edition from 1970
but with an added foreword by Toni Morrison. I will analyse it with the aid of Ahmed’s
racially informed phenomenology, Shlomith Rimmon-Kenan’s narratology, and thematically
focus on black women’s and children’s experiences. To be able to fulfil the aim of my study,
I will perform a close reading on Toni Morrison’s novel The Bluest Eye. 1 will also apply

Crenshaw’s theory of intersectionality.

While my main focus will be thematical, I also devote attention to narrative
form. Narratology is the study/science of the narrative. Onega and Landa (2014, p.4) explain
that “Narratology in the strict sense of the word is usually associated with structuralism.
Thus, in selecting relevant contributions for this reader we have assumed that structuralist
approaches constitute the core of the discipline.” At least in earlier studies and sciences,

narratology has been linked to structuralism and formalism, focusing on how the story is told.
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The narrative is what represents a series of events when it comes to the hermeneutic direction
of a narrative analysis. (Onega & Landa, 2024, p. 5). Onega and Landa (2014, p. 6) ask “In
what way are the events represented? In what way is the narrative similar to or different from
the events it represents? Narratological theories will largely consist in the formulation of
possible answers to these questions.” In this case the events of the novel will be represented
by a switching narrator/focalizor, one being Claudia and the other one the omniscient

narrator.

In order to demonstrate how narration and focalisation play into the
phenomenology of whiteness in the novel, I will make use of the narratological apparatus of
Rimmon—Kenan’s (1983) Narrative Fiction: Contemporary Poetics. Rimmon—Kennan (1983,
p. 15) describes an event as “a change from one state of affairs to another”. She also divides
events into two different types, one is kernels that “advance the action by opening an
alternative” and the other one is catalysts which “expand, amplify, maintain or delay the
former” (Rimmon—Kennan, 1983, p. 16). Events and sequences of events can be combined
into a story through chronological order and causality. (Rimmon—Kennan, 1983, p. 16). She
quotes Forster (1963, p.93) when he defines story and plot as “We have defined story as a
narrative of events arranged in time—sequence. A plot is also a narrative of events, the

emphasis falling on causality. [...]” (Rimmon—Kennan, 1983, p. 17).

Rimmon—Kennan (1983, p. 43) highlights two different narrative aspects of text
that are of interest for me: characterization and focalisation. (Rimmon—Kennan, 1983, p. 46).
Focalisation is the perspective/angle of vision from which the story is presented. (Rimmon—
Kennan, 1983, p. 71). She describes that the difference between narration and focalisation is
that narration is concerned with who speaks, while focalisation has to do with who sees,
perceives or experiences what goes on in the narrative. The narrator and focalizer can be, but
need not be, the same person. (Rimmon—Kennan, 1983, p. 72). There is both an object and a
subject of focalisation. The focalisation can also be either external or internal. (Rimmon—
Kennan, 1983, p. 74). The focalizer (can also be narrator—focalizer) can either access/view
the object from without (externally) or from within (internally). The object the focalizer is
focusing on is the focalized object, that can for example be another character or physical
objects (Rimmon—Kennan, 1983, p. 75-76). Rimmon—Kennan (1983, p. 95) quotes Genette
when he writes “A narrator who does not participate in the story is called ’heterodiegetic’

(Genette, 1972, pp. 255-6), whereas the one who takes part in it, [...], is Thomodiegetic’
12



(pp-255-6).” Rimmon-Kennan also devotes analytic energy to several other narratological
terms and methods, but these are the narratological categories that I will make use of in my

analysis.

4. Theoretical approaches

4.1 Background of Phenomenology

Narratology discusses who sees and hears the things of the story, who is representing it.
Therefore, the experiences of the narrator can also be of great importance and
phenomenology handles just that. Phenomenology is a philosophical orientation within
Continental philosophy that was initiated by the Austrian-German philosopher Edmund
Husserl (1859-1938) in the late 19, early 20" Century, and developed by his pupil, the
German philosopher Martin Heidegger (1889—-1976). Phenomenology attempts to reflect on
knowledge and the conditions of possibility for knowledge by investigating how the
phenomena of the world present themselves to us as human subjects. It tries to bridge the gap
between idealism and empiricism, and the relation between the knowing subject and the outer
world, not by making claims about the “thing in itself”, but by exploring how things (at all),
things in the world, anything “outside” of us, become perceivable and knowable to the human
subject. Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1908-1961) was a French philosopher who worked within
the phenomenological tradition, focusing especially on perception, interpretation, and the
existential predicament that comes with the human condition that we are (live in the form of)
bodily creatures. We live embodied lives and that has consequences for how we perceive and
interpret the world, others and ourselves, as well as how we and can live, act and orient
ourselves in the world. Diprose and Reynolds (2014) presents the central ideas of Merleau-
Ponty's philosophy in their book Merleau-Ponty: Key Concepts. They argue that Merleau-
Ponty's phenomenology embraced a kind of paradox where reality can only be perceived by
being experienced, at the same time as any perceived thing must precede any experience and

present itself to be real. (Diprose & Reynolds, 2014, p. 34). They claim that:

First, phenomenology is a matter of description rather than of explanation, which differentiates
it immediately from the approach of the empirical sciences. While the sciences offer an account

of perception, thought, culture or history in terms of causal relations between already-
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determinate entities, phenomenology seeks to disclose the original experience of the world that

such explanations take for granted. (Diprose & Reynolds, 2014, p. 35-36).

This shows how phenomenology focuses more on how the world is experienced and therefore
perceived through description instead of just explaining how the world works. Diprose and

Reynolds (2014, p. 39-40) write:

Through the broad notion of intentionality, then, phenomenology becomes a means of
expressing the emergence of reason in a contingent world, a reason that has no guarantees or
inevitability, but that exists precisely to the extent that “perspectives blend, perceptions confirm
each other, a meaning emerges” (ibid.: xix). The only foundation for this reason is the “pre-

existent Logos [of] the world itself” (ibid.: xx).

It allows for experienced reasons and meanings of the world to exist, even if those reasons
and meanings change and even if the world’s empirical physical form still exists there in the

background of it all.

Frantz Fanon (1925-1961) was a French psychiatrist and a philosopher. He was
one of the people who connected phenomenology to race and studied their relationship to
each other. He discusses the experience of the racialized black man and the colonized black
people, for example in his work Black Skin, White Masks he discusses how black people
experience their actions differently when a white person is around, like a third person
consciousness. He also describes that both the corporeal schema as well as the historic-racial
schema affects how a black person experiences the world. (Ahmed, 2007, p. 152-153). While
Fanon helped to show how phenomenology work together with race, Simone de Beauvoir
(1908-1986), a French philosopher, bridges the gap between phenomenology and gender
studies. Beauvoir used critical phenomenological methods to show the experience of women

and showcase the political climate regarding gender.

4.2 Ahmed’s Phenomenology of whiteness

For this essay Ahmed’s (2007) article “A phenomenology of whiteness” offers a helpful
theoretical perspective. Ahmed (2007, p. 149) also works within the phenomenological
tradition and uses it to reflect on how race comes into play in how we perceive of and live our
lives as bodily creatures. Ahmed describes that whiteness can be expressed as a dynamic
history that affects how a body orients itself and how it acts with the space it has. She
analyses how it is to live in this white world with a non—white body. (Ahmed, 2007, p. 149).
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Whiteness constitutes an experience that people have but this experience goes undetected by
white people because the experience is so normalised for the people who live within that
experience, Ahmed argues (Ahmed, 2007, p. 150). It is through this invisible experience, the
fact that it is not noticeable to the people who experience it, that the whiteness becomes
worldly. (Ahmed, 2007, p. 150). Ahmed (2007, p.150) treats whiteness as a
phenomenological problem because she believes phenomenology can be useful in showing
how the racialization of people. She also construes that it showcases how whiteness is a norm
and that it decides what different types of bodies can do. Ahmed (2007, p. 152) explains that
the objects around a person are shaped by that body but also affect what bodies can do. She
presents two schemas, a corporeal schema and a historic-racial schema, as well as that race
can interrupt the corporeal schema but also structure its actions. (Ahmed, 2007, p. 153).
When discussing the inheritance and racial history bodies have Ahmed (2007, p. 154) writes:

Such an inheritance can be re-thought in terms of orientations: we inherit the reachability of
some objects, those that are *given’ to us, or at least made available to us, within the what’ that
is around. I am not suggesting here that *whiteness’ is one such ’reachable object’, but that
whiteness is an orientation that puts certain things within reach. By objects, we would include

not just physical objects, but also styles, capacities, aspirations, techniques, habits.

This means that the objects that are shaped by bodies also influence what bodies can do and
can be; everything from a habit to a working aspiration. She is also suggesting that we inherit
closeness/adjacency and orientations which in its turn creates a likeness to other bodies with
the same inheritance. (Ahmed, 2007, p. 155). Ahmed (2007, p. 156) argues that whiteness
can keep its place through habits and that habits is about the actions the body does. White
bodies do not think about their actions the same way: they do not stress about them but are
instead trailing behind when they perform an action. Ahmed (2007, p. 157) writes: “When we
describe institutions as ’being’ white (institutional whiteness), we are pointing to how
institutional spaces are shaped by the proximity of some bodies and not others: white bodies
gather, and cohere to form the edges of such spaces.” Intersectionality, a concept I shall soon
return to more fully, also matters when it comes to a non-white body passing for the
whiteness of an institution or space, it is not only about how well they pass for the whiteness
but also the other points of the intersectional lines. (Ahmed, 2007, p. 159). A body’s
capability of inhabiting whiteness depends on what resources it has behind it to propel it.
(Ahmed, 2007, p. 160). For the non-white bodies, or the bodies that do not fit the social

norm, bodily movement is not as easy as it is for the white bodies. The non-normative bodies
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can then experience being stopped, it can be questioned more than the normative body is or

the obstruction of an action. (Ahmed, 2007, p. 161). She concludes that:

To not be white is to be not extended by the spaces you inhabit. This is an uncomfortable feeling.
Comfort is a feeling that tends not to be consciously felt, as I have suggested. You sink. When you
don’t sink, when you fidget and move around, then what is in the background becomes in front of you,

as a world that is gathered in a specific way. (Ahmed, 2007, p. 163).

This mean that for people with non-white bodies, things that are usually a part of the
background, and not consciously thought of, gets brought forth to their conscious mind and

can sometimes become obstacles.

4.3 Crenshaw’s Theory of Intersectionality

It is often the case, that injustices that the characters in the novel suffer, do not solely stem
from their skin-colour, but due to an intersection of traits and issues, such as gender or
financial predicament. Crenshaw (2016) in her TED—talk defines intersectionality as
injustices often overlapping and as affecting one another. When different vulnerabilities work
together in creating social injustice, we need to look at them as intersecting. Crenshaw warns
us that unless we look at the overlapping and interconnected social injustices, the people
experiencing them will become “invisible and fall through the cracks™ because they do not fit
into one singular framework. (Crenshaw, 2016). She asks us to imagine an intersection,
where different social injustices, like sexism and racism for example, come from different
roads but meet and overlap in the middle. (Crenshaw, 2016). Crenshaw (1989, p. 314), when
discussing why intersectionality is needed to look at the discrimination black women face,

argues:

I want to suggest further that this single-axis framework erases Black women in the
conceptualization, identification and remediation of race and sex discrimination by limiting
inquiry to the experiences of otherwise-privileged members of the group. In other words, in race
discrimination cases, discrimination tends to be viewed in terms of sex- or class-privileged

Blacks; in sex discrimination cases, the focus is on race- and class-privileged women.
That will say that in for example sex discrimination cases the focus has usually been on
middle- and high-class white women while low class black women fall under the radar.

Crenshaw (1989, p. 315) also points out “Because the intersectional experience is greater

than the sum of racism and sexism, any analysis that does not take intersectionality into
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account cannot sufficiently address the particular manner in which Black women are
subordinated.” This shows why intersectionality is also important in this analysis, as most of
the main characters are black young girls from lower class backgrounds, they have several
issues that intersect and their experiences are created by more than just their ethnicity. This

also means that age can be seen as another intersectional issue, not merely gender and race.

6. Analysis/interpretation

6.1 Unreachable Aspirations in Autumn

The first page of the novel abruptly introduces us to a happy family, a happy laughing
mother, a smiling father, animals and a child whose only wish and worry is to play. But it
does so in an eerie, estranged automatized and childish way, which implies that there is

something unreal or unsound with the idyll with which we are presented:

Here is the house. It is green and white. It has a red door. It is very pretty. Here is the family.
Mother, Father, Dick, and Jane live in the green-and-white house. They are very happy. See
Jane. She has a red dress. She wants to play. Who will play with Jane? See the cat. It goes
meow-meow. Come and play. Come play with Jane. The kitten will not play. See Mother.
Mother is very nice. Mother, will you play with Jane? Mother laughs. Laugh, Mother, laugh.
See Father. He is big and strong. Father, will you play with Jane? Father is smiling. Smile,
Father, smile. See the dog. Bowwow goes the dog. Do you want to play with Jane? See the dog
run. Run, dog, run. Look, look. Here comes a friend. The friend will play with Jane. They will

play a good game. Play, Jane, play.

The text then repeats itself over and over until the words melt together as if the speed
increases:
“Hereisthehouseitisgreenandwhiteithasareddooritisveryprettyhereisthefamilymotherfatherdick
andjane [...]” (Morrison, 2007, p. 4). The effect can be likened to listening to a broken record
that gets stuck on that one paragraph until it does not sound normal anymore. I believe that
this first, unbelievable, story — a pre-story — has many connotations to the plot of the novel
itself. In fact, the first story of the novel, at its very beginning — the eerie story of an unreal
“happy” family — can be seen as a defamiliarized narration of the unreachability of some
aspirations for the black children in the novel and through it, we are anticipating a central
theme; what they seem to want is to turn the fiction, even the cliché, of the typical happy

family into reality. This interpretation could be said to be further strengthened by later
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sections of the novel, that have some of these strung together sentences as sub-headings, for
example, when as later mentioned, we get to see where Pecola’s family lives, the section is
headed thus:
“HEREISTHEHOUSEITISGREENANDWHITEITHASAREDDOORITISVERYPRETTYIT
ISVERYPRETTYPRETTYPRETTYP” (Morrison, 2007, p.33) and the part which tells us of
how abusive Pecola’s family is, is headed: “HERE IS
THEFAMILYMOTHERFATHERDICKANDJANETHEYLIVEINTHEGREENANDWHITE
HOUSETHEYAREVERYH” (Morrison, 2007, p. 38). These sub-headings are citations from
the pre-story, and what they state stand in stark contrast to what is portrayed in the text under
them. The headings offer warped versions of what goes on in the text and hereby they present
images of what are unreachable, childish and eerie dreams for the actual characters. We can
also interpret these headings as expressive of the norm of happy the family life that Pecola
wishes for which later a part in her descent into madness in the end: we have the story of the
ideal happy family, but it becomes warped because it is so cruelly out of reach, so obviously
fictitious. Pecola’s family is abusive and treat her like she is a tool while she is also
ostracized by society. In other words: the beginning of the novel, this unbelievable tale of a
happy family (and the consecutive sub-headings) where the child’s only concern is to be a
child and play, can be interpreted as one of Pecola's aspirations. It can be seen as a dream
scenario for her, being a carefree child with a loving family. However, since she cannot
control her family’s actions, the aspiration becomes unreachable. Her family is abusive and
continuously just makes use of her for chores without giving her any affection. Later in the
novel she also gets raped by her own father. Madness later becomes the consequence of her
being unable to reach that aspiration. Roark for example compares Pecola to Ophelia in

Shakespeare:

Though she does not die, Pecola, like Ophelia, goes mad, overwhelmed by forces beyond her
control, including sexual assault. Ophelia's precursor in Shakespeare is the raped, mutilated, and
silenced Lavinia in Shakespeare's early and perhaps first tragedy, Titus Andonicus; in
Morrison's work, similarly, the most sustained violence is done to a young girl in her first novel.

(Roark, 2023, p. 4).

This also strengthens the point of Pecola going mad because of these unreachable aspirations,
as well as the sexual assault, as Roark describes it as Pecola being overwhelmed by her

uncontrollable circumstances.

18



The first page of the happy family also comes into stark contrast with the next
page, the prologue, where Claudia, who is the narrator in that part, tells us that nothing grew
the year Pecola was pregnant and went mad. For a while, Claudia and her sister blame

themselves:

But so deeply concerned were we with the health and safe delivery of Pecola’s baby we could
think of nothing but our own magic: if we planted the seeds, and said the right words over them,
they would blossom, and everything would be alright. [...]. Once we knew, our guilt was
relieved only by fights and mutual accusations about who was to blame. For years I thought my

sister was right: it was my fault. (Morrison, 2007, p. 5).

In light of the misery and anguish of the children, it is easy to see how attractive and
unreachable that fantasy of the happy family becomes. Ahmed (2007, p. 154) describes how
people can inherit some of the reachability of objects like aspirations from the people around
them: “I am not suggesting here that *whiteness’ is one such ’reachable object’, but that
whiteness is an orientation that puts certain things within reach.” (Ahmed, 2007, p. 154). A
concrete example of this can be found in the following scene, when Claudia gets jealous of a
white girl eating bread in front of her. Let us focus on #ow Claudia perceives the girl and her

action:

We stare at her, wanting her bread, but more than that wanting to poke the arrogance out of her
eyes and wanting to smash the pride of ownership that curls her chewing mouth. When she
comes out of the car we will beat her up, make red marks on her white skin [...] (Morrison

2007, p. 9)

The white girl is able to eat her bread and is seen as arrogant because she so casually,
naturally, does something that is out of both Claudia and Freida’s reachability. Now, in this
particular paragraph, Claudia herself is the narrator and she is also the internal focalizer
focalizing the white girl. This means that this narration mirrors how the situation looks and
feels like for Claudia as a black young girl, it is how she views and experiences this situation
in her world. She reads “arrogance” into the other girl’s behaviour since she is so irritatingly
oblivious to her own privilege, while the white girl herself is probably unaware of how her
eating bread could be seen as a privilege at all, or as something you even could do
“arrogantly”. The bread-eating white girl seems unconscious of her own whiteness and
financial security and that very unawareness is read as arrogance by Claudia. As Ahmed
(2007, p. 150) writes, the white experience is so normalised for white people that they do not

recognise their own whiteness or the experiences (of naturalness, safety, etc.) that come with
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it. Claudia being black and poor has a different, more difficult, world to inhabit: what she can
do is different, she cannot eat that bread casually herself, and in response to this injustice she
becomes violent and wants to make the white girl feel like she does. Claudia as the character
and narrator, feels violent desires as a response to the injustice she experiences which the
white girl does not seem to even notice. Like Ahmed (2007, p. 154) explains that the
whiteness is one of the things that puts the objects around the girl within reach and without of

reach for Claudia and Freida.

Another example of how the world is experienced through race and what treatments
are available to you or not, has to do with health. While the black children physically can fall
ill, it is not socially accepted in the novel, and illness is responded to with scorn from parents
and adults, because the children cannot be useful to the adults if they are sick, at least this is
how things appear for Claudia: “When we catch colds, they shake their heads in disgust at
our lack of consideration. How, they ask us, do you expect anybody to get anything done if
you all are sick?” (Morrison, 2007, p. 10). Now we do not get a comparison in the novel to
see if it is the same for white children, and here the consequence of not being “allowed” to be
ill can be viewed as an intersectional issue, not merely through the lens of ethnicity. I mean
that the way their illness is viewed can be a result of them being both poor and black, their
parents need their working hands for financial reasons as well, to get food on the table. There
is one hint to it being a consequence of their blackness too however: “Our illness is treated
with contempt, foul Black Draught, and castor oil that blunts our minds”. (Morrison, 2007, p.
10). This, being narrated by Claudia who is also focalizing the scenario of what happens
when they are sick, gives the reader the impression that these things are what she has heard
throughout her short life, probably repeated by adults so much that Claudia can feel the
contempt coming from her own parents when she catches a cold. It is however too
interwoven with the rest of their living situations to say that it is purely because they do not
experience whiteness. Claudia and Freida are likened to useful objects or background pieces
instead of people, for example when their mother receives their new tenant Claudia thinks:
“Freida and I were not introduced to him — merely pointed out. Like, here is the bathroom;
the clothes closet is here; and these are my kids, Freida and Claudia [...]” (Morrison, 2007, p.
15). As this is also narrated from Claudia’s perspective, she is the narrator and the one who
focalizes the entire scenario as well as the other characters in the room. It is therefore Claudia

who experiences being introduced in the same way as the rest of the house or furniture. This
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experience of Claudia’s, who narrates and focalizes this situation and its characters, is
expanded by the next paragraph where she reflects: “We looked sideways at him, saying
nothing and expecting him to say nothing. Just to nod, as he had done at the clothes closet,
acknowledging our existence.” (Morrison, 2007, p. 15). Him then speaking to them is met
with surprise from both children, their expectations were nothing higher than being regarded
as furniture. As a black girl Claudia has then during her few years gotten used to being

treated like that, it has become such a pattern that it has become her expectation.

Another example of the black childrens’ worries in the novel is being “put outdoors”.
Claudia expresses how it is a horrid thing to be put outdoors (to become homeless) and that it
is a fear people like her must live with. (Morrison, 2007, p. 17). Claudia, here still being the

narrator, continues to explain:

Being a minority in both caste and class, we moved about anyway on the hem of life, struggling to
consolidate our weakness and hang on, or to creep singly up into the major folds of the garment. Our
peripheral existence, however, was something we had learned to deal with — probably because it was

abstract. (Morrison, 2007, p. 17).

The above quote shows that Claudia is quite aware of the societal rules that exist for people
like her and the experiences in her world. Through her narration we get to learn that she and
people like her move around in their life with difficulty. This fear is inherited by Claudia
through her closeness and likeness to those her around her, in this case her family and other
poor black people, which also creates similar aspirations through this inheritance. The novel
shows us how the fear of being homeless makes people like Claudia and her family desire
ownership and possession (Morrison, 2007, p. 18). Ahmed (2007, p. 154—155) writes: “I want
to suggest another way of thinking about the relationship between inheritance and likeness:
we inherit proximities (and hence orientations), [...]. Such an inheritance in turn generates
’likeness’.”. Claudia inherits the proximity to her family and the people in her community
and therefore also inherits the community’s wish for ownership. Claudia continues to narrate
and focalize the situation with Cholly and Pecola’s family when we get to know that “Cholly
Breedlove, then, a renting black, having put his family outdoors, had catapulted himself
beyond the reaches of human consideration. He had joined the animals [...].” (Morrison,
2007, p. 18). In the world of Claudia’s experiences then, contributing to making your family

homeless as a black man is such a horrendous thing, that it turns him non-human.
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6.2 The Idealisation and Hatred of Whiteness: Dolls and Real Children

When Pecola stays with Claudia’s and Frieda’s family for a few days, Freida’s and Pecola’s
idealisation of whiteness becomes clearer while Claudia’s hatred intensifies. Claudia narrates
and focalizes the conversation between Pecola and Frieda about the loveliness of a white girl
that is printed on a cup from which Pecola is drinking milk, while Claudia herself can only

find hatred for the girl:

She was a long time with the milk, and gazed fondly at the silhouette of Shirley Temple’s
dimpled face. Frieda and she had a loving conversation about how cu-ute Shirley Temple was. I
couldn’t join them in their adoration because I hated Shirley. Not because she was cute, but
because she danced with Bojangles, who was my friend, my uncle, my daddy, and who ought to
have been soft-shoeing it and chuckling with me. Instead he was enjoying, sharing, giving a
lovely dance thing with one of those little white girls [...]. So I said, “I like Jane Withers.” They
gave me a puzzled look, decided I was incomprehensible, and continued their reminiscing [...]

(Morrison, 2007, p. 19).

Claudia being the one to narrate and focalize helps show how this is her personal experience
of the normalised whiteness, how she has not adapted the same way as her sister or Pecola
and instead ’rebels’ by liking the antagonist of the movie where the beloved Shirley Temple
was the protagonist (and Bojangles is a black actor). Claudia understands it as that everyone
else around her gush over white girls like Shirley Temple and likewise over white dolls.
(Morrison, 2007, p. 19-20). This has also been shown in other studies, for example the
famous doll test by Kenneth and Mamie Clark where they let black young children look at
four different dolls with different skin-colours. These childrens assigned the most positive
connotations to the white doll, desiring it above the others. (Legal Defense Fund, n.d.).
Claudia feels like the other people around her also assume that a white doll must be her
greatest wish as well, and in this context, I think it is helpful to look at how Ahmed describes

whiteness as a habit:

In a way, we can think about the habitual as a form of inheritance. It is not so much that we inherit
habits, although we can do so: rather the habitual can be thought of as a bodily and spatial form of
inheritance. [...]. If habits are about what bodies do, in ways that are repeated, then they might also
shape what bodies can do. For Merleau—Ponty, the habitual body is a body that acts in the world, where
actions bring other things near. (Ahmed, 2007, p. 156)

Claudia brings out the perspective most people around her seem to have regarding the white

ideal: “Adults, older girls, shops, magazines, newspapers, window signs—all the world agreed
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that a blue-eyed, yellow-haired, pink-skinned doll was what every girl treasured * (Morrison,
2007, p. 20). Here we can see this spatial form of inheritance of whiteness, the surroundings
have adopted being white as a norm and brings objects aligning with that norm near. From
Claudia’s view, through her narration and focalization, you are expected to desire this ideal
white doll because it has become habitual to do so. She, however, reacts quite differently. She
sees their perception of whiteness but does not share it. Claudia instead feels the need to
examine why people seem to love the white doll so much by picking it apart, “I could not
love it. But I could examine it to see what it was that all the world said was lovable.”
(Morrison, 2007, p. 21). From Claudia’s experience it has become a habit for the world to
love such dolls, but she has not inherited this habit herself despite her closeness to the people
around her. The habit of the white ideal could not make her love the doll, but she could study
it, so in a way the habit still shaped what she could do. Claudia’s desire to destroy the doll (to
see what makes it lovable) is the same desire she has for being violent towards white girls (to
see why they were more beloved than her). (Morrison, 2007, p. 22-23). In time, the pressure
to accept the white norm becomes over-powering for Claudia, she will eventually feel that
her being accepted by society hinges on her changing her attitude and perception of Shirly

Temple, and her violent feelings must be repressed:

When I learned how repulsive this disinterested violence was, that it was repulsive because it was
disinterested my shame floundered about for refuge. The best hiding place was love. [...]. It was a small
step to Shirley Temple. I learned much later to worship her, just as I learned to delight in cleanliness,

knowing, even as I learned, that the change was adjustment without improvement. (Morrison, 2007, p.
23).
This experience that Claudia gets as an older narrator/focalizor as it is a prolepsis when she
explains that she later learned to worship Shirley Temple. Through the narration we see the
effect of how age also affect to what degree Claudia tries to conform to the norm of
whiteness, she learns that her response as a kid will not be acceptable in society so instead,
she adapts to not be ostracised. We can also see that she learned to “adjust” and not

“improve” to be able to hide her hatred for the whiteness that is forced upon her at every turn

The adults seem to believe a white child more readily and find them more
honest than their own black children. When Pecola first start menstruating, Frieda and
Claudia try to help her but a white girl who spied on them yells to their mother that they are

“playing nasty”. Despite Claudia and Frieda disputing this statement, their own mother does
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not listen to them and physically punishes Frieda until the make-shift pad drops from between
Pecola’s legs and she sees the evidence for herself. (Morrison, 2007, p. 30-31). Even their
joint voices and arguments do not hold as much strength as a single white girl’s. Here we can
also see some of the intersectionality; them “playing nasty” might not have been received the
same if they were boys. Age is also an intersectional issue here affecting whether they will be
believed by their parents are not, they are young children and are therefore deemed to not be

trustworthy.

6.3 Seeing Blue Eyes through Brown Eyes — Wanting or not Wanting to see, and
be seen, through Blue Eyes

We continue to see the effect of whiteness when it later is narrated that Pecola’s family
stayed at the storefront they lived at, not because they could not adjust to exterior
circumstances but because they were poor and black and insisted that they were ugly (and
therefore deserved it): “They lived there because they were poor and black, and they stayed
there because they believed they were ugly. Although their poverty was traditional and
stultifying, it was not unique. But their ugliness was unique.” (Morrison, 2007, p. 38). This is
told by the omniscient narrator who is focalizing the entire family’s experience. Analysed
phenomenologically this narrative setting could be interpreted as the omniscient narrator
expressing a black experience of the world, and how the world present itself through a black
lived experience: through brown eyes in a black body. While the citation above is a mostly
objective statement, it has some value-laden words like “ugly” but it also states that they
“believed” that they were ugly. This suggests that a brown/black gaze sees how the
blue/white gaze dominates how things are seen. The ugliness is a belief that is contested, and

in that the white beauty standard of the blue/white gaze is contested.

Pecola believes that all the injustices done against her are consequences of her
ugliness and therefore prays to God for blue eyes: “If she looked different, beautiful, maybe
Cholly would be different, Mrs. Breedlove too. [...]. Each night, without fail, she prayed for
blue eyes.” (Morrison, 2007, p. 45—46). The omniscient narrator then narrates and focalizes
Pecola’s individual experience of her abusive home life and the world around her. The fact
that the omniscient narrator can see this, see how harmful the blue/white gaze is for young

black girls like Pecola, suggests that the narrator sees and speaks of the lived experience that
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can break the dominance of the blue/white gaze. A gaze of dominance so absolute that it has
(previously) become invisible, looks “neutral”. Having blue eyes is connected to the white
beauty standard and Pecola as a black child believes that if she could be seen as beautiful by
the world, then maybe her parents would not be abusive. Besides demonstrating a wish to be
seen as having blue eyes, it also shows a desire to be seen (acknowledged) by blue eyes and
see the world through the blue eyes (have the world look as accessible and kind as is does to
white children). Pecola realizes that she would more than likely have experienced another,
better, treatment as a blue-eyed white girl, than she does with brown eyes. Pecola then
experiences beauty as something so important in the world she lives in that it can provide
reachability for a safe home-space and better social interactions. Pecola believes she cannot
be beautiful as she is now, while she is black with dark eyes and dark hair. Ahmed (2007, p.
150-151) writes “If we start with the point of orientations, we find that orientations are about
starting points. [...]. Orientations are about how we begin, how we proceed from’here’.”.
Pecola’s starting point is then a hateful home where they all embody the gaze that manifests
her and their own ugliness, and that is what she has to orient herself from in the rest of her
world. That point of orientation can in turn affect Pecola’s experience of the rest of the world

and delimit what is within her reach.

At one point Pecola walks to a grocery store to purchase candy for herself. The scene
is told by the omniscient narrator but there is three levels of focalization, the narrator,
Pecola’s and the storeowner’s. In the beginning however the narrator focalizes how the white

storeowner with blue eyes cannot see Pecola, a young black girl, as a person:

He does not see her, because for him there is nothing to see. How can a fifty-two-year-old white
immigrant storekeeper with the taste of potatoes and beer in his mouth, his mind honed on the doe-eyed
Virgin Mary, his sensibilities blunted by a permanent awareness of loss, see a little black girl? [...]. She
looks up at him and sees the vacuum where curiosity ought to lodge. And something more. The total
absence of human recognition —the glazed separateness. [...]. It has an edge; somewhere in the bottom
lid is the distaste. She has seen it lurking in the eyes of all white people. So. The distaste must be for
her, her blackness. All things in her are flux and anticipation. But her blackness is static and dread. And
it is the blackness that accounts for, that creates, the vacuum edged with distaste in white eyes.

(Morrison, 2007, p. 48—49).

Here Pecola in particular is focalized by the omniscient narrator, whose brown/black gaze can
see and tells what the blue-eyed shopkeeper cannot see: the girl, only blackness. And the

narrator sees what Pecola sees: that the whiteness of white people glaze over their eyes as
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they look at black people — making them blind to the humanness of black people. The
storeowner also hesitates to take the money out of Pecola’s hand, not wanting to touch her.
(Morrison, 2007, p. 49). Here we can see how Pecola experiences her world and the white
people within it as contemptuous and that everyone around her seems to have a distain for her
blackness. After this Pecola once again begins to desire the unreachable. She eats the candy
she has bought which has a picture of a white girl on the wrapper. Pecola imagines that eating
the candies makes her become the girl on the picture on the wrapper, to be able to see with
those same blue eyes and be seen with blue eyes, to perhaps get rid of this disdain that white

people look at her with.

6. 4 The difference of being coloured and being black in Winter

During the next chapter, winter, a new child starts at Claudia’s, Freida’s and Pecola’s
school. We get to know that Maureen is a rich child with lighter brown skin than Claudia,
Pecola and Freida. (Morrison, 2007, p. 62). It's described that Maureen gets quite a different

treatment from the other three girls:

When teachers called on her, they smiled encouragingly. Black boys didn’t trip her in the halls; white
boys didn’t stone her, white girls didn’t suck their teeth when she was assigned to be their work
partners; black girls stepped aside when she wanted to use the sink in the girls’ toilet, and their eyes
genuflected under sliding lids. She never had to search for anybody to eat with in the cafeteria [...].

(Morrison, 2007, p. 62-63).

This is narrated by Claudia, and she is also the one focalizing Maureen. This allows us to see
it as Claudia comparing Maureen's treatment to the treatment she herself usually experiences
in the same situations. It is also not only the matter of ethnicity or colour but also finance
which makes the matter an intersectional issue; “She was rich, at least by our standards, as
rich as the richest of white girls, swaddled in comfort and care.” (Morrison, 2007, p. 62).
Cho, Crenshaw and McCall (2013, p. 788) write that “Intersectionality has, since the
beginning, been posed more as a nodal point than as a closed system — a gathering place for
open—ended investigations of the overlapping and conflicting dynamics of race, gender, class,
sexuality, nation and other inequalities (Lykke, 2011).”. Here we can see it being that
overlapping and conflicting dynamic of race and class, Claudia’s skin being blacker and her

being poor in comparison to Maureen having lighter skin and being rich. So, it is not only
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them being poor black young girls that does so they are treated differently, but also how

black their skin is, how much they can fit into the standard of whiteness.

We can also see the different treatment Maureen receives from other black
people when Pecola is getting bullied at the playground. One of the insults the boys throw at
Pecola centres on her blackness. Morrison (2007, p. 65) writes “They had extemporized a
verse made up of two insults about matters over which the victim had no control: the colour
of her skin and speculations on the sleeping habits of an adult [...].”. Claudia narrates and
focalizes this scene and the other characters, she also points out that “That they themselves
were black, or that their own father had similarly relaxed habits was irrelevant. It was their
contempt for their own blackness that gave the first insult its teeth.” (Morrison, 2007, p. 65).
The fact that the boys feel such a contempt for their own blackness that they insult someone
else for being black points toward the normalisation of whiteness. Ahmed (2007, p. 156)
formulates that “I want to suggest here that whiteness could be understood as ’the behind’.
White bodies are habitual insofar as they ’trail behind’ actions: they do not get ’stressed’ in
their encounters with objects or others, as their whiteness ’goes unnoticed’.” Here we see that
the boys do not inhabit this whiteness, due to their blackness their bodies get stressed in their
encounter with Pecola, this black girl who represents what they dislike about themselves. At
one point, Claudia muses: “Maureen appeared at my elbow, and the boys seemed reluctant to
continue under her springtime eyes so wide with interest. They buckled in confusion, not
willing to beat up three girls under her watchful gaze.” (Morrison 2007, p. 66—67). They were
willing to bully Pecola and fight with Claudia and Freida because of how black they are and
how much their encounter with them get ’stressed’, however they were not willing to do so in
front of Maureen who fit more into the white standard, almost so much that it could be said

she has that unnoticed whiteness that trails behind her.

Claudia herself questions the different treatment Maureen gets by being less black and richer.
Claudia begins to brood over how it comes that Maureen counts as cute and they do not as
well, as well as why it makes a difference, after Maureen got mad at them, calling them

“black e mos” while stating that she was instead cute;

If she was cute — and if anything could be believed, she was — then we were not. And what did
that mean? We were lesser. Nicer, brighter, but still lesser. Dolls we could destroy, but we could

not destroy the honey voices of parents and aunts, the obedience in the eyes of our peers, the
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slippery light in the eyes of our teachers when they encountered the Maureen Peals of the world.

What was the secret? What did we lack? Why was it important? (Morrison, 2007, p. 74).

Maureen can conform more to the standards of whiteness in their world while conforming to
whiteness without losing their identity is out of reach for Claudia and Freida. As mentioned
in the previous research section, Sumona (2025, p. 114) argues that the black characters, like
Pecola and Pauline, suffer and lose their identity because they try to conform to the beauty
standard/ idealisation of beauty by trying to put on white masks. They are trying to conform
to this whiteness that is out of their reach while Claudia questions it, understanding that
whiteness is unreachable for her. It is within Claudia’s reach to rebel against the normalised
whiteness through destroying materialistic things showcasing it, however she cannot remove

the effect of whiteness on the people around her.

We continue getting to see the different treatment between what is described as’coloured’
people and black people in the novel, when we get introduced to Geraldine and her son Louis
Junior. We also get to see contempt for blackness grow from spatial injustice and place

names (Morrison, 2007, p. 81, p. 87):

They come from Mobile. Aiken. From Newport News. From Marietta. From Meridian. And the
sound of these places in their mouths make you think of love. [...]. They are thin brown girls
who have looked long at hollyhocks in the backyards of Meridian, Mobile, Aiken, and Baton
Rouge. [...]. White kids; his mother did not like him to play with niggers. She had explained to
him the difference between colored people and niggers. They were easily identifiable. Colored

people were neat and quiet; niggers were dirty and loud. He belonged to the former group: [...].

Geraldine, who is the mother in the citation, come from one of these ’better’ places and have
brought with her certain values from her upbringing to her son, one of those being that
"coloured’ people are better than ’black’ people. Here we can see what both De Vinne and
Nardi were pointing at in their study, De Vinne (2022, p. 2) concluded that Morrison used
place names to showcase both present and past racial prejudices, Nardi (2022, p. 404) instead
discusses spatial injustice where she declares that a space can reproduce the unequal social
relationships as well as that the space can be a consequence of social injustice itself. Ahmed
(2007, p.156) argues that spaces can inhabit whiteness too when she writes: “Public spaces
take shape through the habitual actions of bodies, such that the contours of space could be
described as habitual. [...]. We need to examine not only how bodies become white, or fail to

do so, but also how spaces can take on the very ’qualities’ that are given to such bodies.”.
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Here we can say that the entire towns mentioned have inhabited more whiteness, or at least
the same qualities as white bodies, than the town Geraldine has moved to (where Claudia and
the other characters live). Geraldine has however learned how to move her body and her
values from her previous town which inhabited this whiteness and is now teaching this to her

son despite this space being different.

6. 5 The consequences of inheritance and the treatment of black versus white
girls in Spring

Pecola’s mother Pauline works for a white family and when Claudia and Freida go there to
find Pecola, we get to see how Pauline treats the black children, her own included, as

practical tools while she is affectionate with the white child;

It may have been nervousness, awkwardness, but the pan tilted under Pecola’s fingers and fell to the
floor, splattering blackish blueberries everywhere. Most of the juice splashed on Pecola’s legs, and the
burn must have been painful for she cried out and began hopping about just as Mrs. Breedlove entered
with a tightly packed laundry bag. In one gallop she was on Pecola, and with the back of her hand
knocked her to the floor. [...]. The little girl in pink started to cry. Mrs. Breedlove turned to her. “Hush,
baby hush. Come here. Oh, Lord, look at your dress. Don’t cry no more. Polly will change it.” [...].
Over her shoulder she spit out words to us like rotten pieces of apple. “Pick up that wash and get on

out of here, so I can get this mess cleaned up.” (Morrison, 2007, p. 108—109).

This shows that black children, from Claudia’s perspective, become a part of the background
in comparison to the white ones, they are treated like tools who can perform a task but do not
deserve affection. The white child’s whiteness brings certain things within her reach;
Paulines affection, her clothes, the pie and the ability to immediately be cared for. Pecola is
unable to reach for her own mother’s affection and the only thing within her reachability is
work. This aligns with what Szolc writes in her study where she discusses that Pauline
embodies the stereotypical role of a “mammy” which means that she is a nurturing figure to
the little white girl she works for but not for her own black children (Szolc, 2022, p.35). It
also connects to the study Almenia and AdelFattah (2025, p. 2-3) conducted where they
explained how mothers are part of the oppression of children. For example, Almenia and
AdelFattah (2025, p. 2) wrote: “in Wadjda and The Bluest Eye, the oppressive forces to

which children are subjected and portrayed through female adults in general, and mothers in
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particular.” Which we also can see here where Pauline treats Pecola like a worker and the

white girl as an actual child.

When Pauline was younger and was about to deliver Pecola at the hospital, a

doctor with doctor students had walked past;

When he got to me he said now these here women you don’t have any trouble with. They deliver
right away with no pain. Just like horses. [...]. Only one looked at me. Looked at my face, [
mean. I looked right back at him. He dropped his eyes and turned red. He knowed, I reckon,
that maybe I weren’t no horse foaling. But them others. They didn’t know. They went on. I seed
them talking to them white women: 'How you feel? Gonna have twins?’ Just shucking them, of
course, but nice talk. [...]. I moaned something awful. The pains wasn’t as bad as I let on, but 1
had to let them people know having a baby was more than bowel movement. (Morrison, 2007, p.

124-125).

Here it is Pauline narrating the scenario and focalizing the people around her as she's giving
birth in an analepsis. This narration can aid the effect of how differential treatment can be
noticed even by the people who later continue to reproduce that same behaviour. Here we can
also once more see how whiteness brings certain objects within reach but also how spaces

and institutions can adopt whiteness. Ahmed concludes that:

Spaces acquire the ‘skin’ of the bodies that inhabit them. What is important to note here is that
it is not just bodies that are orientated. Spaces also take shape by being orientated around some
bodies, more than others. We can also consider ‘institutions’ as orientation devices, which take
the shape of ‘what’ resides within them. After all, institutions provide collective or public
spaces. When we describe institutions as ‘being’ white (institutional whiteness), we are pointing
to how institutional spaces are shaped by the proximity of some bodies and not others: white

bodies gather, and cohere to form the edges of such spaces. (Ahmed, 2007, p. 157).

This hospital seems to have what is mentioned here as institutional whiteness. It coheres to
the white bodies that has most often inhabited it as well as the white doctors who work there
and continue to shape the space to adhere to whiteness. The hospital is so much more
oriented around white bodies. That it is very noticeable with how different Pauline is treated.
Ahmed (2007, p. 157) further explains that “Rather, institutions become given, as an effect of
the repetition of decisions made over time, which shapes the surface of institutional spaces.”.
This hospital would then have become white from the repeated decisions of the hospital staff
and the people inhabiting it, decisions like we got to see from Pauline’s analepsis where she

describes how the white doctors give the white women “nice talk “ while they will not even
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look at Pauline’s face. Out of all the students following the doctor, only one meets Pauline’s
eyes, and his reaction is to be embarrassed, but he continues with the rest and reinforce the
decisions that makes the space white. There is also the doctor comparing Pauline to a horse,
rendering her non-human and suggesting that pain would be outside her reachability. It brings

certain medical care out of reach for Pauline merely because she is black.

Later we get to see another intersectional issue that Blanchette (2023) also
brings up regarding black girls being rendered non/child and going through premature
“adultification”. Cholly rapes his own daughter Pecola while contributing to making her a

non/child:

She shifted her weight and stood on one foot scratching the back of her calf with her toe. It was
a quiet and pitiful gesture. Her hands were going around and around a frying pan, scraping
flecks of black into cold, greasy dishwater. The timid, tucked-in look of the scratching toe —that
was what Pauline was doing the first time he saw her in Kentucky. Leaning over a fence staring
at nothing in particular. The creamy toe of her bare foot scratching a velvet leg. [...]. A desire to
cover her foot with his hand and gently nibble away the itch from the calf with his teeth. He did
it then, and started Pauline into laughter. He did it now. (Morrison, 2007, p. 162).

Even if Pecola’s gesture itself is innocent, her image of an innocent child is warped and is
forced through “adultification” as Cholly compares her to his wife to then bite her leg and
rape her. As mentioned under previous research, Blanchette (2023, p. 567) explains that
because black girls' vulnerabilities intersect, they experience bad consequences like for
example getting rendered into a non/child. Cholly muses in the earlier pages of how she is a
child and still looks so whipped, yet he then compares her to his wife and forces himself upon
her, she does not become quite an adult but neither does she become a mere child in his eyes,
a non/child is a good explanation for what her being young, black and a girl does to her. It is
also the fact that Pecola has to labour, not only as in the citation mentioned earlier in this
essay does her mother use her for work at her own job, but she is also at home handling the

dishes.

Towards the end of the novel, we have another example of how whiteness is the
norm of these character’s experienced world. Soaphead Church is another character who

helps show the effects of whiteness. We get to know about his family’s background;

He had been reared in a family proud of its academic accomplishments and its mixed blood — in

fact, they believed the former was based on the latter. A Sir Whitcomb, some decaying British
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nobleman, who chose to disintegrate under a sun more easeful than England’s, had introduced
the white strain into the family in the early 1800’s. Being a gentleman by order of the King, he
had done the civilized thing for his mulatto bastard — provided it with three hundred pounds
sterling, to the great satisfaction of the bastard’s mother, who felt that fortune had smiled on
her. The bastard too was grateful, and regarded as his life’s goal the hoarding of this white
strain. He bestowed his favors on a fifteen—year—old girl of similar parentage. She, like a good
Victorian parody, learned from her husband all that was worth learning — to separate herself in
body, mind, and spirit from all that suggested Africa; to cultivate the habits, tastes, preferences
that her absent father—in—law and foolish mother—in—law would have approved. (Morrison,

2007, p. 167-168).

The above passage is narrated and focalized by an omniscient narrator, focalizing the family
history. This is interesting because it can give us more information about the experience of
whiteness from another adult character; had this also been narrated and focalized by Claudia
we would not have access to Soaphead Church’s history. It also, through its describing
language, points to certain values when it comes to whiteness and non-white bodies, for
example naming the mixed raced child (as they say “mulatto bastard”) as “it” and not he/him.
Here we can also see the racial and historical schema that Ahmed (2007, p.153-154)

construes:

Where phenomenology attends to the tactile, vestibular, kinaesthetic and visual character of
embodied reality, Fanon asks us to think of the ’historic-racial’ schema, which is *below’ it. In
other words, the racial and historical dimensions are beneath the surface of the body described
by phenomenology, which becomes, by virtue of its own orientation, a way of thinking the body
that has surface appeal. [...]. In this sense, for Fanon, race ’interrupts’ the corporeal schema.
Alternatively, we could say that *the corporeal schema’ is already racialized; in other words,
race does not just interrupt such a schema, but structures its mode of operation. [...]. Bodies
remember such histories, even when we forget them. Such histories, we might say, surface on
the body, or even shape how bodies surface (see Ahmed, 2004a). Race then does become a

social as well as a bodily given, or what we receive from others as inheritance of this history.

The “historic-racial” schema becomes very clear in Soaphead Church’s place since we get to
take part of his family history to see how it has shaped his family’s bodies and how they react
to race. Soaphead Church has inherited these racial values from his family’s history. His and
his family’s corporeal schema has been interrupted by race; a white man had a child with a
black woman and suddenly they had to shun everything regarding Africa in favor of the
whiteness that the father had inhabited. We can also see the "historic-racial’ schema beneath
Soaphead Church’s embodied reality in his earlier years while he was studying. He for
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example chose what to believe when it came to the literature he read; “He read greedily but
understood selectively, choosing the bits and pieces of other men’s ideas that supported

whatever predilection he had at the moment.” (Morrison, 2007, p. 169).

Later we get to see how Soaphead Church’s upbringing regarding whiteness
affects his encounter with Pecola. Soaphead Church receives Pecola in his small shop where
she asks him to give her blue eyes; “He thought it was at once the most fantastic and the most
logical petition he had ever received. Here was an ugly little girl asking for beauty. [...]. A
little black girl who wanted to rise up out of the pit of her blackness and see the world with
blue eyes.” (Morrison, 2007, p. 174). It’s again narrated by the omniscient narrator but
Soaphead Church is the one focalizing the scenario and Pecola, therefore we only gain access
to Soaphead Church’s thoughts and feelings. This narration and focalization is of importance
because it can be interpreted as being seen from both brown and blue eyes, with Soaphead
Church’s background his vision adheres to whiteness even though he has mixed ethnicity and
technically sees through brown eyes himself. While being a black child with dark eyes,
beauty is seen as unreachable for Pecola, not only from her own point of view earlier in the
novel, but also now by Soaphead Church. Her blackness does not allow her to pass within the

whiteness of the world and instead every encounter causes her body stress.

7. Concluding discussion

To conclude the analysis and state how I have answered my research questions and fulfilled
the aim of the study, let me begin summarizing how the phenomenological approach helped
reveal whiteness as the norm in the novel’s world. The world is always experienced by
someone, in the novel’s case it is mostly Claudia’s and Pecola’s experiences that are narrated
and focalized, though sometimes we get to learn of the adult’s experiences as well. The
phenomenological approach, in combination with narratology, offered me a way of analysing
how the narrative, especially trough focalization and the alteration between a homodiegetic
narrator (Claudia) and an omniscient narrator can engenders a lived experience of injustices
that the characters received because they were black, and how they experienced the white or
lighter coloured bodies got treated in response. One example was Claudia’s experience of
how she and Freida were treated versus the way the lighter skinned girl, Maureen, was

treated. We were allowed to see #ow the world catered more towards people who could fit
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into the mold of whiteness through the perception and description stemming from Claudia’s
experience. This brings us to the many experiences and aspirations that were shown to be out

of reach for the young black characters of the novel.

From Claudia’s perspective, the adoration of adults around her seems out of her
reach because of her blackness, one example is as mentioned earlier in the analysis when she
is pondering why everyone treat Maureen who is lighter skinned so differently. Being non-
white in the novel intersected a lot with other vulnerabilities, especially financial issues,
people who were non-white but slightly lighter skinned and rich like Maureen had it a lot
easier socially. It intersected with how the children were treated by their families as well,
Claudia felt like she and Frieda were treated with contempt if they were sick because they
had to help with the work-load, Pecola was also treated by her mother like a tool that could
help with chores. Sex is also another vulnerability that intersected with them being black, for

example it aided Pecola being rendered a non/child by her father.

One of the most central unreachable aspirations, the one that the novel begins
with, concerned Pecola, and her wish for a happy family, and a care-free childhood. This
turned out to be an unreachable aspiration, and the novel suggests that it is unreachable due to
the intersection of race, poverty, not living up to white beauty standards, and abuse. Another
unreachable aspiration for Pecola, that is even more central for the novel — it gives the novel
its name - was having blue eyes. My analysis, especially of the scene where Pecola buys
candy, demonstrated how that wish had many layers and could be interpreted in a complex
way. Having blue eyes meant for Pecola first, to be able to see the world and reach things in
it as easily as white children (making things reachable), second, being seen through blue eyes
in the sense of receiving the same treatment as the white children. Thirdly it meant, being
perceived as beautiful. In that scene, we can also think of the omniscient narrator, who
narrates what goes on, as offering the reader a kind counter-gaze that resists the white/blue
gaze that Pecola as succumbed to. When the narrator internally focalizes Pecola in that scene,
we see what Pecola sees, her experienced and internalised blue/white look on herself - but the
narrator also makes the racist vision visible to the reader (in a way it is not visible to Pecola).
When Claudia narrates, she also offers a counter-vision to the white/blue gaze, as when she

challenges the idea of all children wanting a blond doll and does not find Shirley Temple
pretty.
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A space that could be seen as being at bottom out of reach, due to its normative
whiteness and how non-white people were treated within that space, is the hospital where
Pauline birthed Pecola. The hospital offers a good example of institutional whiteness/white
spaces and how the repeated behaviour of people in those spaces make those spaces white. In
it Pauline is treated as either invisible or sub-human, not seen as full human, but likened to a

horse.

To summarize: my phenomenological/narratological analysis has shown that
there are many unreachable aspirations taunting the black children of the novel, that the black
children get treated differently from white children and therefore experience the world
differently as a whole in the novel. The analysis has shown how the blue/white gaze in the
novel is harmful to the black children and that it seems incapable of truly seeing the black
characters, even children, as real human beings and that the consequences of wanting being
excluded, not being seen as human by that blue/white gaze can drive someone into madness
like in Pecola’s case or encourage resistance (but later submission) as we can see with
Claudia. So, in the light of whiteness, black people, especially children, experience a lot of

injustices that become highlighted.
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