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PROTEST AGAINST STEREOTYPE THREATS REFLECTED IN 

TONI MORRISON’S THE BLUEST EYE NOVEL 

 

Abstract 

 

The purpose of this study is to understand the stereotype threats originating 

from black race conflict. Toni Morrison reveals the black families’ life in The 

Bluest Eye novel. Starting from the background of domestic conflict created a 

variety of complex problems. This study projects three main problems, namely 

(1) Exploring the historical background in the novel, (2) Identifying Toni 

Morrison’s protests against negative stereotypes, and (3) Deciphering the 

author’s concerns about stereotype threats.  

This study applied a qualitative data referring to document analysis from The 

Bluest Eye novel. In the data collection, the study applied note-taking 

technique and used analysis of Miles and Huberman’s models. 

The result of study showed that The Bluest Eye novel had been relevant to the 

problem of racism in 20th century of America. Black family conflicts started 

as a result of lack of welfare, social discrimination and cultural competition. 

Toni Morrison appeared some protests against the negative stereotypes, 1) 

Fighting for women's existence by calling for the right to freedom and legal 

protection; 2) Raising the role of the black family; 3) Claiming that black has 

its own beauty; 4) Opposing the doctrine of educational literacy. In realistic 

threats, Morrison criticized life inequality, moral damage and lack of legal 

protection. Meanwhile, in symbolic threats, Morrison deflected the beauty 

standards and opposed literacy books that raised racial differences. Thus, 

Morrison explored to the racial conflict by showing her empathic protest. 

 

Keywords : black family, negative stereotypes, stereotype threats, 

realistic and symbolic treats 
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Abstrak 

Tujuan penelitian ini adalah untuk memahami ancaman stereotip yang berasal 

dari konflik ras hitam. Toni Morrison mengungkapkan kehidupan keluarga 

kulit hitam dalam novel The Bluest Eye. Berawal dari latarbelakang konflik 

rumah tangga menciptakan berbagai persoalan yang kompleks. Penelitian ini 

memproyeksikan 3 masalah, yakni (1) Mengksplorasikan latarbelakang sejarah 

dalam novel; (2) Mengidentifikasi protes-protes Toni Morrison terhadap 

stereotip-stereotip negatif, dan (3) Menguraikan kekhawatiran penulis terhadap 

ancaman-ancaman stereotip. 

Penelitian ini menggunakan data kualitatif yang mengacu pada analisis 

dokumen dari novel The Bluest Eye. Berkaitan dengan teknik pengumpulan 

data, penelitian ini menerapkan teknik pencatatan dan menggunakan analisis 

model Miles dan Huberman. 

Hasil penelitian menunjukkan bahwa novel The Bluest Eye relevan dengan 

masalah rasisme di Amerika abad ke-20. Konflik keluarga kulit hitam berawal 

akibat dari faktor kesejahteraan yang kurang, diskriminasi sosial dan 

persaingan budaya. Toni Morrison menunjukkan beberapa protes terhadap 

stereotip-stereotip negatif, 1) Berjuang untuk eksistensi perempuan dengan 

menyerukan hak atas kebebasan dan perlindungan hukum; 2) Meningkatkan 

peran keluarga kulit hitam; 3) Mengklaim bahwa etnik hitam memiliki 

keindahan tersendiri; 4) Menentang doktrin literasi pendidikan. Dalam 

ancaman realistis, Morrison mengkritik kesenjangan hidup, kerusakan moral 

dan kurangnya perlindungan hukum. Sedangkan dalam ancaman simbolis, 

Morrison menangkis standar kecantikan dan menentang berbagai buku 

keaksaraan yang mengangkat perbedaan rasial. Dengan demikian, Morrison 

mengeksplorasi konflik rasial dengan menunjukkan protes empatiknya. 

 

Kata Kunci : keluarga kulit hitam,ancaman negatif, ancaman-

ancaman stereotype, , ancaman realistis dan simbolis. 

 

 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 

Many people talk about acts of violence and discrimination, specifically happening in 

ethnically diverse regions in America. The civilian popularized the ideology of freedom. 

However, the growth of racial crime and segregation of groups still has a broad impact. 

Errington (2011) says, “No doubt that racism in America, especially in the central and 

southern states, is still widespread and deeply rooted. To uproot racism to the roots of 

American society takes a very long time”. 

Based on long historical America, the black community is a victim who is often gripped 

in various sectors of life. In figures released by the Bureau of Justice Statistics (Deutsche 

Welle’s Annual Report, 2017), “More than 50% of black Americans call these four issues 

as discrimination fields - jobs, courts, schools and police treatment. Whilst on white 

people the number is less than 30 percent”.  
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The current study emphasizes the African Americans’ life, which is revealed from The 

Bluest Eye. The Novel is the first work of Toni Morrison, first published in 1970. It 

reveals the black family encountering the racial problem. According to Diane Johnson (in 

Grewal, 1997), “Since the novels are about black people who victimize one another, they 

only confirm Morrison’s white audience’s stereotypes about black people”. Andrew and 

McKay (1999) reveal The Bluest Eye, it explores issues of black identity, self-love, and 

self-hatred in a world in which the violence of race, gender, and class makes it extremely 

difficult for large numbers of people to find dignity in their lives. 

Meanwhile, this study relies on the stereotype process that developed in America. 

According to Baron, Branscombe and Byrne (2008: 188), “Stereotypes are beliefs about 

the nature or characteristics of social groups that are believed to share”. They affirm the 

stereotypes as a particular belief agreed upon by a group. The black stereotypes have been 

emerged since Black Slavery period to Black Civil Right Movement (Green, 1998). 

White intentionally harmed blacks with these various stereotypes to take advantage in that 

situation.  Green (1998) states, “Recent research has shown that whites are likely to hold 

these stereotypes especially with respect to issues of crime and welfare”. Beaumont 

(2012) states that stereotype threat has the potential to debilitating to any group that is 

associated with negative stereotypes (i.e., age, race, and gender). Morrison raised the 

racial conflict along her life as stereotype threats had created in various aspects. 

Through Bluest Eye Novel, Morrison shows the chronology of stereotype threats arising 

from black families. Spencer and Castano (2007) states, “Stereotype threat occurs when 

people who share a particular identity race, for example, or socioeconomic status perform 

below their potential on an assigned task due to fear that their performance will confirm 

negative stereotypes people already have about them”. In Intergroup Threat Theory, 

Stephan et al. (2009) presents two stereotypical threat motives, namely the realistic 

threats and symbolic threat. Realistic threats involve the welfare of life, primary needs 

and strength, while symbolic threats lead to the belief system, ideology, morality and 

view of life.  

The impact of stereotypes threats also directly influence attitudes and behaviors 

individually and in groups.  As narrated in The Bluest Eye, Toni Morrison shows a 

significant change in behavior toward each character in the story. Hilton & von Hippel 

(1996) say, “Stereotypes are not only beliefs about characteristics and behaviors of 

human/social groups and their members. They also include inferences as to why those 

characteristics and behaviors go together”.  
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Therefore, this study investigated how Tony Morrison confronted the stereotypes threats 

and their impact on the American society. Many previous studies emphasized on three 

main analyses, as in discussion language and textual interpretation; feminism and women 

beauty; and racial discrimination. The researcher underlines intensively the discrimination 

problem, as explained by Kuenz (1993), Bhardwaj (2017), Josephine & Fatima (2018), 

Bhardwaj (2016), Bharati & Joshi (2009) and Mahdi (2015). Interestingly, discriminative 

treatment created a grim impact. It was not only considering the black community, but 

also black family. The racism showed very traumatic impacts (Sharma, 2018) and various 

other effects such as anger, regret, inferiority and insignificance (Evensson, 2016). 

This current study reaffirms the causes of discrimination stemmed from the onset of 

stereotypical symptoms. The researcher assumed that the process of discrimination would 

not occur, when the individual or group had not experienced stereotype threats. It means 

that the researcher viewed that stereotype threats are the main identification before 

describing real discrimination. Through the approach of social psychology, this current 

study encompassed that how Toni Morrison dealt with the threats in black social 

perspective.  

2. METHOD 

In this study, the researcher used a descriptive qualitative method. A qualitative type used 

was document analysis referring to interpret The Bluest Eye novel authored by Toni 

Morrison as the primarily data. The object of the study focused on stereotypes threats 

which were reviewed from the social background of Toni Morrison. The technique of 

collecting data was note-taking types, and analysis of data used Miles Huberman’s 

models. 

3. RESULT AND DISCUSSION 

3.1 Depiction of Toni Morrison’s Bluest Eye 

Tony Morrison revealed the black identity crisis on the storyline. Although some critics 

argue for novels, the role of black people does not represent low self-esteem (Sissman, 

1971) and is very sensitive to black human values transparently (Perez-Torres, 1977). 

The Bluest Eye novel emphasizes two black families, Breedlove Family and MacTeer 

Family. The main character colored by the Breedlove family is Pecola. Pecola maintained 

gloomy conditions, when her family conflict rose. The failure of her parents’ household 

became the main trigger. As the head of the Breedlove family, Cholly had failed to foster 

a family, due to poor economic conditions and social environment. While his wife, 
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Pauline decided to work and isolated herself from domestic life. They indirectly accepted 

unpleasant events in cases of stereotypes, prejudice and even discrimination. 

Meanwhile, Toni Morrison described the MacTeer family as closed and passive family. 

Morrison represented Claudia's voice as her third point of view; she lived with Freida and 

her mother staying at home. Since the white murder case, Mr. MacTeer had been 

convicted into a prison. This family had no father; they were required to fight hard, even 

though the conditions were not as severe Pecola’s family. 

Toni Morrison conveyed the complex problem about black families’ relationship.  

Implicitly, the inferiority of black Americans had to defend their rights and undermine the 

abuse of power within the scope of institutional discrimination. Such discrimination 

dominated in many aspects, such us politics, economics, legal culture, education, religion 

and technological developments since early 20th century. 

3.2 The Boundaries of Negative Stereotype 

Beaumont (2012) states the stereotype threats are originated from the negative stereotype. 

The Bluest Eye Novel presents several stereotypical scopes as in gender stereotypes, 

racial stereotypes and age stereotypes. 

3.2.1 Gender Stereotypes 

Toni Morrison presented opposing facts about gender, or known as gender stereotypes. 

Gender stereotypes generally reflect how the social role between men and women is 

intertwined based on their occupation. Eagly (1987) mentions the difference between men 

and women are in their occupation. Morrison pointed out gender conflicts transparently in 

the novel. She described Pauline and Mrs. Macteer were able to struggle for their 

children, while father’s role had been eliminated in the story.  Morrison pointed put them 

forward the position of black women in accordance with the humility of what they 

struggle for themselves. It means women should be able to do what men do, although 

they worked in household. 

Toni Morrison explained another view, the three whores who lived in one apartment with 

Breedlove family; they are Marie, China and Poland. She viewed that the world of 

prostitution symbolized by them is the sexual abuse motif. They did not get protection 

because they were victims of the male’s brutality. Morrison considers men should have a 

role to protect women, not to damage their dignity. Such prostitutes undergo their job 

duties only to fulfill their life needs. 
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3.2.2 Racial Stereotypes 

According to Steele and Aronson (in Beaumont, 2012), “Stereotypes postulate that people 

tend to experience a self-evaluative threat as a result of social-Psychological concern that 

occur when commonly known stereotypes about one’s own group are known”. Toni 

Morrison symbolized the racial stereotypes created life gaps and low morals. For 

instance, since the arrival of the Breedlove family into the North-America, Morrison 

created several contradictions in the story. Many people around scoffed at this family. 

Especially Cholly was unable to get job vacancy. Fairlie and William (1999) say, 

“African Americans would not be able to deal with poverty while experiencing high 

unemployment. As a result, it affects life inequalities and household conflicts. 

In addition, Pauline was not able to adapt to local culture, where the culture took her into 

the frustration point. Many people have seen conventionally as modern women. However, 

white folks even laughed when Pauline wore the clothes and high heels, as inappropriate 

or unacceptable condition. The physical appearance was excellent at that time. 

This case happened also to Pecola and Claudia. Morrison showed two opposing 

perspectives, on the one hand Pecola really yarned the beauty, whereas Claudia realized 

that beauty is not important, for her attention and love could reassure her. Morrison 

realized this character is free from innuendo and interest in being beautiful, as in her 

determination on her own principles. 

3.2.3 Age Stereotypes 

The age stereotype toward The Bluest Eye can be identified as the impact of the racial 

system originating from black ancestry. Ironically, Morrison positioned young black 

children were not only hatred by either white adults or blacks themselves. 

In black adult treatment, the children got violence from their family group. Pauline did 

not have affection to Pecola. Pauline preferred loving to white girl in the housemaid work 

than her daughter. Morrison put forward black children as childhood, who is looked down 

upon, ostracized, insulted, considered insane for their carelessness and even got sexual 

abuse. They cannot be confined to the racism and there may emerge negative prejudice 

and racial treatments. 

As with the case of gender stereotypes, Morrison showed the fear of children toward their 

parents. This is due to the breakdown in household relation. In other words, children will 

be the outlet of their subsequent disappointment. Most mothers do not provide good 

protection. Longefellow, Zelkowitz and Saunders (1982) find that stressed and depressed 
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mothers were more likely to be hostile and dominating and less responsive to their 

children’s basic needs. 

3.3 Black Stereotype Threats 

3.3. 1 Realistic Threats 

Stephan, et al. (2009) marks realistic threats involve the welfare of life, primary needs 

and strength. Morrison showed realistic stereotypes, as in low income, the lack of 

welfare, law injustice and sexual abuse. Such threats have in principle been revealed by 

the black communities in America in the 20th century. 

Toni Morrison realizes that the Breedlove family dispute is primarily an economic gap. It 

was marked by Cholly experiencing a change in attitude and emotions drastically. Cholly 

was unable to support his family and asked Pauline to work. Many people ostracized 

Cholly because he occasionally committed social crimes in black society. 

The relevant research showed that black people under the economic class encountered the 

same level of crime abuse in the late 1970s, while rich blacks were less likely to be 

victims of crime than poor blacks. Because of the economic conditions of the Breedlove 

family had collapsed, the black middle class society excommunicated them. 

In the social justice conflict, many black women were traumatized, left by their husbands 

to prison. Black women might have no expectation to meet their husband again. For 

instance, Mrs. Macteer surrendered to her husband’s detention for the murder, Henry 

Washington. The condition made her being head of household, she had next obligation to 

support her children, Freida and Cholly. 

Meanwhile, the morality case relating to social and sexual crime is often encountered by 

women. This reality threat usually comes from the personal pride of each woman. 

Morrison showed two cases related to sexual abuse in Pecola and the prostitutes 

background in The Bluest Eye. On the one hand, Pecola was traumatized and ostracized at 

the end of the story; on the other hand, sexual abuse led Marie, China and Poland into the 

world of prostitution. 

The underlying sexual cases above are the lack of family role to protect their children. 

Suddenly they had no getting care and affection and were isolated in bad social condition. 

Lane (in Salvator, 1991) measures the morality and life of black families based on the 

level of homicide and delinquency among black children and their groups. The black 

families were often reported in cases of child abuse and neglect. This is due to the 

economic problems that caused an unharmonious family relationship. These negative 

parenting behaviors tend to intensify child disruptive behavior (Mash & Johnston, 1990) 
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3.3.2 Symbolic Threats 

Since the abolition of slavery was legalized, African Americans experienced a growing 

the morality threats. Stephan et al. (2009) mentions the symbolic group threats leading to 

belief systems, ideology, morality and outlook on life. Toni Morrison situated behind a 

case of symbolic threats as in the beauty standard problem, gender sexual victim and 

racial doctrine. 

In Beauty standard, it was the current issue in the early 20th century. Galaz (2014) 

mentions the reason for provocative fashion was occurring as women exercising their 

right to vote and working outside the home, shifting past gender roles. Toni Morrison 

delineated beauty standard in her novel. Style and fashion were renewed so rapidly as the 

modernization, economic prosperity and consumerism progress in 1920.  

The African Americans strongly opposed the beauty stereotypes. Harnett (2009) says that 

many African Americans opposed women stereotypes through the adoption of principles 

of white "ladylike" womanhood and through a conscious self-presentation as a refined, 

righteous, and educated woman. Morrison opposed the beauty stereotype by representing 

Claudia's character, when she hated the white doll "Shirley Temple" and disliked a white 

student “Maureen Peal". 

Regarding with the issue of gender equality, women in the movement of feminism also 

fought for the right to protect children and women. Larson (1997) mentions, “The 

hostility towards the female victim that has grown up around every protective sex law, 

from forcible rape to incest to sexual harassment, quickly infected statutory rape as well”. 

Toni Morrison mentioned the problem of victim sexual gender was revealed by Pecola, 

Freida and Miss Marie. They got the sexual abuse and had no strong legal protection. 

Morrison pointed out that the lack of legal protection and poor family supervision role 

became the real evidences. She affirmed that gender cases for both children and women at 

that time had not been resolved. 

Toni Morrison cornered the racial doctrine threats implicitly exposed through educational 

literacy books. She inserted the Dick and Jane story in each chapter of The Bluest Eye 

novel. Dick and Jane is a story that describes the harmony of the white family life. 

Morrison described two opposing stories between white and black life. The white stories 

were not in line with black conditions in the characters of The Bluest Eye. 

 Werrlein (2005) underlines the representation of "Dick and Jane story" is an embedded 

form of satire about the usual discrimination for black children. It means that the story is 

trying to indoctrinate Africa Americans and black descendants. It was intended to stifle 
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the optimism of the black community to fight and pose stereotypical threats. Toni 

Morrison deciphered Pecola’s calamity in the novel, such as getting bullying treatment, 

being kept away from friends in the classroom, and being intimidated by the teacher. 

3.4 Discussion 

Based on the analysis of evidences in The Bluest Eye novel, the researcher found that 

Morrison conducted four protests to fend off those negative stereotypes. First, Toni 

Morrison struggled to uplift the black women right and dignity. Economic factors and 

family relations that were not harmonious moved their desire to survive. They were able 

to fight for living. 

Second, Morrison revived the black family role. She illustrated that African Americans 

had an unfavorable relationship with the white societies and affected in black family 

conflict. It affected the causal law between husband against wife and parents against 

children. In the case of a household dispute, Morrison described that women occasionally 

opposed to the men, if the rights demands were not met. Ironically, both women and men 

being in a family often vented their disappointment with their own children. Morrison 

revealed that the domestic violence danger did not only bring negative stereotypes outside 

the group but also it appeared also inside group. 

Third, Morrison opposed the concept of white beauty. Morrison considered physical 

beauty not to be achieved by blacks. She viewed black skin as a distinctive beauty and did 

not offer beauty outside. Morrison kept awaking of black citizens to uphold their own 

peculiarities and self-black identities. 

Fourth, Morrison implicitly opposed the doctrine of educational literacy which was 

reflected in the story "Dick and Jane". She inserted a piece of Dick and Jane's story from 

each chapter in The Bluest Eye. On the one side, Dick and Jane story showcased the 

harmonious home of white people; on the other hand the Breedlove family had a bad life. 

Morrison affirmed that Dick and Jane's story had undermined the dignity of the black 

community. 

The researcher found that stereotype threats reflected In The Bluest Eye novel. In realistic 

threats, Toni Morrison inclined the equal rights issues and moral destruction. She worried 

about the black community welfare along the segregation system applied in North 

America. The economy underwent the calamity downturn when the Great Depression had 

stricken American society. Indirectly, the blacks’ fate got under frustration, such as low 

income and the lack of welfare.  
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Morrison also exemplified in the novel that black crime committed sexual abuse and 

criminal crime. Morrison implied the legal protection of women and children were a big 

problem in the novel since the government imposed the Jim Crow law toward black 

insecurity. 

In symbolic threats, Toni Morrison limned this problem with regard to trend beliefs and 

racial doctrine. Since early 20th century, when modernization developed, cosmetic 

products and beauty decoration became popular. As an effort to develop gender quality, 

black women competed with whites to get attention in the public environment. Toni 

Morrison anticipated that white women politicized their own beauty, such as beauty 

standard. 

In racial doctrine, Morrison considered the spread of racial thought that poisoned black 

generations at school. In her novel, Morrison showed her displeasure with white family 

stories (Dick and Jane). They were privileged and had a high caste in the social 

community. 

4. CONCLUSION 

The Bluest Eye Novel had links that are relevant to the problem of racism in 20th century 

America. Toni Morrison deciphered her voice to support the black families. She sought to 

defend black rights to undermine the abuse of power in the sphere of discrimination. The 

racial discrimination raised the variety of negative stereotypes toward African Americans, 

as in gender stereotype, racial stereotype and age stereotype. 

Through The Bluest Eye novel, Toni Morrison denied several protests against the negative 

stereotypes. First, Morrison fought for women's existence by calling for the right to 

freedom of work and legal protection; second, Morrison raised the role of the black 

family to get attention; third, Morrison encouraged the concept of beauty was not only 

owned by white women, she convinced that black has a distinctive beauty inside; and 

fourth, Morrison implicitly opposed the doctrine of educational literacy which was 

reflected in the story of "Dick and Jane", that whites had a more prosperous standard of 

life than black groups. 

Based on the Intergroup Threat Theory, Toni Morrison inclined her ideas to both realistic 

threats and symbolic threats. In realistic threats, Morrison criticized life gaps, moral 

damage and lack of legal protection. As in the economic slack factor, African Americans 

revealed intimidation and life chaos. As a result, they often committed crimes and sexual 

harassment. Such threats not only terrorized their uncertainty for a decent life, but also 

threatened themselves without definite legal protection. They acted immorally as a way to 
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survive. In a symbolic threat, Morrison viewed trust in beauty trends as causing 

unbalanced competition. The black women were often assumed to be "ugly" and had no 

appeal. Morrison fended off this symbolic threat by presenting strong character 

opposition through Claudia's voice. The symbolic threat also came from racial doctrine in 

the world of literacy. Morrison opposed various literacy books that raised the problem of 

class and racial differences. 

Morrison explored apparently to the racial conflict originating from black families by 

showing empathic protest. This aims to make people aware of the objective view of 

assessing the black community itself. African Americans often experienced stereotypical 

threats due to a sense of pessimism and despair, which caused their social space to be 

depressed. Hopefully, this study is expected to support other literary works relating to the 

study of human rights and equality. This study also becomes a trigger to uphold the rights 

of equality and freedom as stipulated in human rights law. 
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