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The Victimization of Antagonists in The Bluest Eye 

Victimization is at the core of Toni Morrison’s novel The Bluest Eye. Its main character 

Pecola is the victim of rape, internalized racism, and external prejudice. Likewise, her family the 

Breedloves and many other black characters besides are also victims of both internalized and 

externalized racial prejudice. What makes Morrison’s depiction of victims different from most 

others, though, is that she portrays victimhood as a spectrum rather than a monolith to 

controversial ends. Cholly Breedlove, Pecola’s father and rapist, is a prime example of a victim 

who acts outside the range of expectations; he internalizes the hate and prejudice that was used to 

hurt him and displaces the hurt onto others like his daughter, thereby transforming himself into 

assailant. Morrison makes it a distinct goal not to gloss over Cholly’s initial victimization. She 

wrote in the intro to the novel, “I did not want to dehumanize the characters who trashed Pecola 

and contributed to her collapse” (Morrison xii). Victims-turned-antagonists like Cholly exist in 

reality, and if literature is sometimes the means by which to understand reality, it is important to 

once in a while recognize the grimness of victims who do not display their hurt in societally-

accepted ways, to make an attempt to understand what brought them to the point of hurting 

others while also condemning their actions as inexcusable. By writing an extensive backstory for 

Cholly and by writing the scene of Pecola’s rape from Cholly’s perspective, Morrison gives the 

reader no choice but to grapple with their own conceptions of what a victim should look and act 

like; she humanizes a black man, gives depth to his pathology, when society would otherwise 

immediately demonize him as another stereotypically aggressive and violent brute.  

Cholly Breedlove is, first and foremost, a victim and it serves the narrative best not to 

forget that. The trauma resulting from his first sexual experience as a young adolescent is what 
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characterizes everything he thinks and does thereafter. Cholly loses his virginity to a young black 

girl named Darlene and “[t]heir bodies begin to make sense to him” in its initial moments of bliss 

before the moment is shattered “with a violence born of total helplessness;” two white men 

approach the two and force them to keep having sex at gunpoint while they watch (Morrison 

147-8). He is seized of his own bodily autonomy, forced into sudden helplessness. It is a rape by

proxy, an ultimatum to either die or be voyeuristically raped. Pitted against two white men who 

already systematically oppress him by virtue of their whiteness and his blackness, there is no 

mistaking him as anything but a victim in this situation both to the racism that drives the white 

men to antagonize him and to the very act of being forced to have sex. And yet, Cholly already 

in this moment begins his conversion to antagonism, making a walking paradox out of himself: 

he becomes both victim and assailant simultaneously. Rather than direct his anger and 

humiliation at the white men who are directly responsible for hurting him, Cholly “cultivate[s] 

his hatred of Darlene,” his fellow victim, because it is impossible for him to hate the “big, white, 

armed man [as a]...small, black, helpless” teenager without destroying himself in the process 

(Morrison 150).  To hate something bigger than you, something systemic that has existed since 

long before you were born, is to hate something you have no power over. So instead he hates the 

one person “who bore witness to his failure, his impotence…[t]he one whom he had not been 

able to protect” because at least then he has the power to ignore her.  

While Cholly’s transformation from victim to antagonist begins as a way for him to seize 

back control in his life, to channel his rage outward onto something other than himself or racism, 

he later cultivates it further by emulating with his wife Pauline the sexual violence of his early 

adolescence. In this period of his life, Cholly’s victimhood and antagonism enter a state of moral 

grayness. Sex, for him, became something irrevocably laced with violence and aggression. When 
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he meets Pauline and falls in love with her, there is a little bit of romance spiked with sexual 

aggression mixed into their relationship. In narrating her life story, particularly those moments as 

pertaining to her husband Cholly, Pauline states that she “regard[s] love as possessive mating,” 

implying that Cholly is possessive and controlling (Morrison 122). Furthermore, there are 

explicit passages describing their sex life using violent imagery, such as when Pauline admits 

that Cholly often rapes her now by “thrashing away inside me before I’m even woke, and 

through when I am” (Morrison 131). Even Pecola herself notices the aggression Cholly imbibes 

into sex, having overheard her parents having sex and remarking about the noises: “Maybe that 

was love. Choking sounds and silence” (Morrison 57). Sex, for Cholly, is something that cannot 

be separated from humiliation and aggression, and so he does with Pauline what the white men 

did to him. Now, though his trauma is still evident, he is physically emulating what white men’s 

crime against him by outright raping his own wife by choice. He calls it love, and he probably 

does love her, love being a relative term, but his actions have become inexcusable.  

The scene where Morrison’s refusal to dehumanize even the most egregious of 

antagonists in the novel comes to its zenith is when Cholly rapes his daughter Pecola, a scene 

that is foreshadowed from the very beginning of the novel; it hardly comes as a surprise, and yet 

it is still so visceral and disturbingly explicit that it surprises nonetheless. The violence of sex 

thus far in Cholly’s life began as voyeuristic rape, became violent sex and purposeful rape, and 

now becomes the vile, incestuous, and pedophilic rape of his young daughter. In other words, 

Cholly does about the worst thing he could have ever done, and the crime shatters any ounce of 

victimhood he might have had left to call upon. That being said, despite being so truly awful in 

this moment, there is not a single sentence in the narration where he is outright demonized for his 

actions; Morrison steadfastly refuses the audience that kind of retribution for having read 
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something so criminal. Cholly’s backstory is what makes him a human, albeit an appalling 

human, in this scene. The violence of his encounter with Darlene and his rage at not being able to 

protect her combines with the warped coexistence of love and aggression in his relationship with 

Pauline, and thus Cholly’s rationalization for his rape of Pecola is born. He uses the word 

“tender” often, remarking that his lust for Pecola is “not the usual lust to part tight legs with his 

own, but a tenderness, a protectiveness,” and that “[h]e want[s] to fuck her -- tenderly” 

(Morrison 162-3). The key word is “tender,” because it shows that Cholly is not intentionally 

being cruel to his daughter but rather a father doing what he believes to be kindness even if his 

rationale for his actions is completely irrational. His ideas of love and sex are corrupted by the 

trauma he experienced in adolescence, as a victim to a sex crime himself, and though his rape of 

Pecola -- and even his treatment of Pauline -- is inexcusable, Morrison provides the proper 

context to prevent him from being portrayed as a villain for the sake of being a villian. He is 

given depth and humanity, is fleshed out as a whole person, and this characterization spells out 

the harsh truth that rape is a crime committed by mankind rather than heartless demons. 

In writing the rape scene from the rapists’ perspective, Morrison also implicates the 

audience in the event. The audience is refused the satisfaction of seeing Cholly immediately 

condemned. Just as she refuses to dehumanize Cholly because it would spoil the message that 

Cholly is himself a victim beneath it all and that rape is perpetrated by human beings, so too does 

she refuse the opportunity for the audience to dehumanize Cholly as they would a rapist in real 

life. The audience has to come to the conclusion that Cholly’s crime is inexcusable on their own 

after sifting through his tragic backstory. In other words, the audience has no choice but to first 

recognize him as a human who was first systematically injured before they can see him as the 

man who committed that atrocious crime; they have to bear witness to the crimes of Cholly’s 
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society before any judgement about Cholly himself can be passed. Cholly’s victimhood 

manifested as corrupted views on love and in violent sexual encounters, but he is nonetheless a 

victim of the systemic racism so prevalent in the setting of this novel. This system has the 

tendency to portray black men as inherently aggressive anyway, denying its role in narratives 

like Cholly’s or Pecola’s, by taking the initiative to dehumanize all black men. Morrison 

counters even this by denying its reach into this novel; she forces Cholly to exist as a full-fledged 

human against all odds to spite anyone who would dare to blindly do otherwise.  

Morrison’s intent with The Bluest Eye is, in part, to humanize every character as a person 

with their own thoughts and motives; characters like Cholly Breedlove may do awful, 

inexcusable things, but that does not change that fact that they may have once been victims 

themselves to a larger systemic issue or that victims do not always act how we believe they 

should. Additionally, her intent holds the audience accountable for recognizing not only these 

facts about victimhood but also the fact that crimes are not perpetrated by nameless, faceless 

monsters -- every crime ever committed was committed by a human being, and the gravity of 

understanding the dark potentialities of mankind is immense.  
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