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“Certainly no memories to be cherished”: 

Consequences of the Migration of Rural African-American Families to Urban Areas in The Bluest Eye 


The Breedlove family in Toni Morrison’s The Bluest Eye has migrated from the rural South to the urban North, participating in the Great Migration that took place from 1910 to1940 in the U.S.  Separated from family, the comfort of established culture, and thrust into isolation, their intent to live a more prosperous life affords them only the knowledge of their loss.  Morrison has created characters that are intimately shaped by the memories of home, which destroy the possibility of successful integration into Northern culture.  The importance of establishing a community identity travels with the Breedloves.  Yet their lack of familial solidarity in Lorain damages fledgling beliefs about their worthiness to a community.  Only love may provide the strength for African-American families to survive in the starkness of Lorain, Ohio, but the uprooted Breedloves cannot love themselves or each other and therefore do not survive.   

In the novel, manifestations of love flourish in different ways depending on the household.  Although there is strong belief that the family structure was adversely affected in making the journey North, the MacTeer family does not disintegrate amid the stressful changes affecting the black underclass in northern cities (Tolnay 1). Love is presented through unity only in the MacTeer household, enabling them to forge through their awareness of white racism in the North. The members of this family exist in a sharp contrast to the Breedloves because they respect one another. Love is the salient characteristic of the MacTeer house, love “as thick as Alaga syrup” was everywhere in their home, even when Mrs. MacTeer was frustrated with their poverty and the children’s sickness. 

Pauline shuns her children and her husband in pursuit of the niceties of the dominant white race, which are similar to the pleasing atmosphere she knew in her Southern home. Barbara Christian states in “Community and Nature: The Novels of Toni Morrison” that “a change in place drastically alters the traditional values that give [one’s] life coherence [and] [l]acking coherence in her own life, Pauline is unable to understand the effects of displacement on her husband and children” (65, 66). Cholly’s interpretation of how to display love is selfish and terribly misguided when he rapes his daughter. He has not come from a loving family and therefore does not know the appropriate, restrained manner of expressing his emotions. He is a “cultural orphan” struggling with his stigmatized identity (Rubenstein 142). These skewed kinds of love do not enable a semblance of survival for their family, even though they allow Pauline and Cholly to think they can manage their lives. 

The Breedloves are the prime example of how being isolated from a strong community bond internally destroys the family dynamic. Pauline has the experience of past familial love to mourn, while Cholly never knew what love looked like or felt like in a family. Both are bitter about their loss and take it out by destroying the potential of a durable, nurturing family environment for their children. They lose respect for themselves once they arrive in the North and perhaps feel they are not worthy to lay the foundation for an economically or emotionally prosperous family. 


The MacTeers’ and Breedloves’ Northern homes erase the warmth they knew in the South. The weather is cold and the MacTeer and Breedlove families struggle to maintain their health in meager housing. Often it is only their bodies that heat them. Claudia MacTeer reveals: “It takes a long time for my body to heat its place in the bed. Once I have generated a silhouette of warmth, I dare not move, for there is a cold place one-half inch in any direction” (Morrison 10-11). Though tested by a poor income and its resulting misfortunes, Claudia’s family rises above hardship through steadfast love for one another. The adult Claudia speaks honestly of her childhood: “But was it really like that? As painful as I remember? Only mildly. Or rather, it was a productive and fructifying pain. Love, thick and dark as Alaga syrup, eased up into that cracked window” (12). 

The weather and people’s views of nature “transform the air they breathe, the earth they walk” (Christian 64). The autumn that spared Claudia was filled with love despite adversity: “So when I think of autumn, I think of somebody with hands who does not want me to die” (Morrison 12). In contrast, Pecola Breedlove’s autumn was just another season brimming with hopelessness over a life that would never fortify her. Winter was a larger obstacle, but the MacTeer children always had something to look forward to; in the spring, they had gardens (62). There are no gardens awaiting Pecola; the marigolds do not bloom the year her life worsens, and the only beauty she can see are the dandelion weeds in the sidewalk cracks. They are the only evidence of something that thrives positively in the city “[a]nd owning them made her part of the world, and the world a part of her” (48). 

Pecola is the most alienated character in the novel. She lacks the unconditional love of her family and “the people of her community view her as the negation of what they are,” which are mainly only fantasies of their “goodness, beauty, and upward mobility” (Rubenstein 130). Pecola is both literally and spiritually homeless when Cholly burns down their storefront home (147). Rubenstein considers her to be “outdoors” for the duration of the novel because she is “outside the boundaries of community” (148). Pecola’s experience of living in the North is an example of “[t]he emotional reality of Morrison’s charcters [that] may thus be understood as both a response to and a reflection of the benign or destructive boundaries of the community” (155). 


“What could go wrong?” the narrator asks, “[i]n that young and growing Ohio town whose side streets, even, were paved with concrete, [and was] this melting pot on the lip of America [. . .]” (Morrison 116-117). Pauline Breedlove is at first able to shrug off this concern when first married because “me and Cholly was getting along good then. We come up north; supposed to be more jobs and all [. . .] and everything was looking good. I don’t know what all happened. Everything changed” (117). Pauline has moved in the past, when her family sought employment, but her affliction with a crippled foot has shaped her experience; “she never felt at home anywhere, or that she belonged anyplace” (111). She took care of the house in her family’s Kentucky home, enjoying the order of cleanliness and things to touch and organize. She had time to herself but was not alone because her family returned in the evenings. During her youth, “the stillness and isolation both calmed and energized her” while she cleaned, yet it does not when Cholly abandons her daily for other pursuits (112). 

He is the only one coming home to her now and it is little comfort. The isolation Pauline finds in moving to the North deepens to find her not only removed from her family and the self she once knew, but removed from Cholly as his attention wanes. The love she dreamed of with Cholly left her unfulfilled and longing. She cannot thrive in the unforgiving North without the buffer of human love she found with her family. Her connection to the South had been “intense and life sustaining” (Christian 66). Fortunately, the love she remembers for the few material things in her Southern home stays with her and emerges in the activities of her occupation as a domestic servant. 

Pauline cherishes her housekeeping job at an affluent white home because “[p]ower, praise, and luxury were hers in this household” and she was able to inhabit “a private world, and never introduced it into her storefront [home], or to her children” (Morrison 128). Work provides meaning in her life, and is the only fulfillment she attains since it is reminiscent of the pleasure she found in rural living. This preoccupation with the past and trying to maintain familiarity diminishes her sense of responsibility; “more and more she neglected her house, her children, her man” (127). 

The lakefront property she helps maintain for a white family contrasts starkly with the elements of city life and recalls scenes of rural beauty. This wealthy property does not have to coexist with the heartless physical structures of Northern industry because “[t]he orange-patched sky of the steel-mill section never reached this part of town” (105). Much as it often was in the naturally beautiful agricultural South, “[t]his sky was always blue” (105).  Pauline loiters pleasantly in this environment. She has found a way, albeit peripheral, into the white world. This removes her from the disadvantages of Lorain’s black population who “were not allowed in [Lake Shore Park], and so it filled their dreams [of their abandoned Southern home]” (105).

Nevertheless, Pauline attempts to fit into her own community, but the importance of looks shapes her struggle as the Northern women devalue her for her “country ways.” In “The Great Migration Gets Underway [. . .],” Stewart E. Tolnay contends that “[t]he migrants’ strange dress, accents, food, and habits were considered uncouth and embarrassing by many blacks with deeper roots in the North” (237). Pauline’s mannerisms and Southern dialect cause her further oppression:

She felt uncomfortable with the few black women she met. They were amused by her because she did not straighten her hair. When she tried to make up her face as they did, it came off rather badly. Their goading glances and private snickers at her way of talking (saying ‘chil’ren’) and dressing developed in her a desire for new clothes. (Morrison 118) 

Her need for money intensifies as she yearns for other women to accept her and to gain a social identity within this Northern community. The dominant ideal of white beauty pollutes Pauline’s mind and heightens her self-loathing. More than just looks, Pauline longs for beauty because it “is equated with success: poverty is ugly” (Rubenstein 127). She is a member of Black community that internalizes Western standards of beauty, which “automatically disqualifies the self as the possessor of its own cultural standards” (Christian 69). 

Pauline thus gains no friendships or sisterhood to embolden her confidence. By going to the theater to gaze at white movie stars, “she learned all there was to love and all there was to hate,” the latter being herself (Morrison 122). Christian reveals that Pauline’s life in Lorain “removes her from her customary avenues for expressing herself, and for wrestling some meaning out of her life. As a result, she lays the blame for her misfortunes on her incapacity as a Black woman to be beautiful, and therefore worthy of a good life” (66). 


Pauline has internalized the racism she encounters in the North, has imposed the hatred she has experienced in Lorain onto her children, and exists in a fabricated reality separating her from everyone she knows or ever knew. The misery she denies and represses obliterates her sense of self and “[i]t was only sometimes, sometimes, and then rarely, that she thought about the old days, or what her life had turned to. They were musings, idle thoughts, full sometimes of the old dreaminess, but not the kind of thing she cared to dwell on” (129).


Mrs. MacTeer fares far better in the North than does Pauline Breedlove. She is afforded more attention in the novel than her husband is, as The Bluest Eye is a more woman-centered novel. Christian believes Mrs. MacTeer is successful in maintaining strong female friendships as equally as she does a strong family unit and “begins to see the town as [her] town” (66). Pauline does not successfully integrate into her new town and is unable to support Cholly or help her children to do the same. Theirs is a broken, emotionally bankrupt environment.

The Breedlove household, only an imitation of a home in a dreary storefront, is the solemn refuge of these forgotten, marginalized people:

[The] abandoned store [. . .]does not recede into its background of leaden sky, nor harmonize with the gray frame houses and black telephone poles around it. Rather, it foists itself on the eye of the passerby in a manner that is both irritating and melancholy. Visitors who drive to this tiny town wonder why it has not been torn down, while pedestrians, who are residents of the neighborhood, simply look away when they pass it. (Morrison 33)

The storefront is only a place to subsist, a dwelling in which to freeze, yearn, fight. It 

is bare and unyielding to décor. Nothing is loved or cared for enough to become an indispensable part of the common idea of a home. The furnishings are nondescript:

There is nothing more to say about the furnishings. They were anything but describable, having been conceived, manufactured, shipped, and sold in various states of thoughtlessness, greed, and indifference. The furniture had aged without ever having become familiar. People had owned it, but never known it. (35)

The furniture sitting in the storefront is bought and sold with the same lack of emotion as were slaves. It is also quite like the members of the Breedlove family, having shipped themselves North, called by their intuition to the possibility of a better life. 

Their action parallels the African American’s loss of communal and family ties through displacement during slavery and the Great Migration out of the South. E. Franklin Frazier believed that the black family in the rural South “was able to survive 

[. . .] because of the extensive support provided by family members, the church, the lodge, and other institutions” (qtd. in Tolnay 1218). Black families came North during World War II to help produce munitions and other goods to support the war effort (Crew 34). However, after the war ended, many found themselves out of a job or “typically wound up in dirty, backbreaking, unskilled, and low-paying occupations. These were the least desirable jobs in most industries, but the ones employers felt best suited their black workers” (36). Few women had access to industrial jobs; they usually worked as domestic servants, like Pauline, or in service-related jobs (36). 

Like other forgotten black families, who find themselves adrift during the job search in urban places, “probably no one remembers [. . .] when the Breedloves lived there, nestled together in the storefront [not sharing their plight]” (Morrison 34). The North was much more impersonal than the South (Crew 37). The experience of anonymity could have made one feel invisible and not important. In her essay, “Eruptions of Funk,” Susan Willis states that alienation is one of the most prominent “social and psychological aspects that characterize the lived experiences of historical transition” that Morrison frequently writes about in her novels (86).

Since the Breedloves lost meaningful outside human connections, “there were certainly no memories to be cherished” (Morrison 37) of their lonely urban life, and “the store would not take responsibility” for their pain (36). Their joylessness makes it so that “the only living thing in the Breedlove’s house was the coal stove, which lived independently of everything and everyone” (37). The family fails to survive when alienated from families who might care about them.


If the Breedloves lived in a nurturing, Southern community, they might never know the self-loathing that severs their ability to unite with each other. They “did not live in a storefront because they were having difficulty adjusting to the cutbacks at the plant. They lived there because they were poor and black, and they stayed because they believed they were ugly” (Morrison 38). Bouson elaborates on this affliction: “As people come to believe that they are their appearance, they behave more and more as the society expects them to” (Bouson 24). They comprehend their place in the social order and accept “the shaming gaze of the humiliator—that is, the white culture” (Bouson 24). 

The seemingly accepting North uses blacks for their labor, invites them into its urban population for profit, and separates families much in the same way the slave system did. The North was not as accepting of African Americans as might be perceived. There was an increase in discrimination and in segregated black communities (Boyd 338). Some northerners blamed the black migrants for social problems in the cities, such as increased crime, alcoholism, and residential problems. They attributed it to be a factor of the “difficulties often attributed to the rural, peasant origins of the migrants” (Tolnay 1217). From this perspective, the white, thriving urban world has handed the Breedloves their sense of ugliness:

It was as though some mysterious all-knowing master had given each one a cloak of ugliness to wear, and they had each accepted it without question. The master had said, “You are ugly people.” They had looked about themselves and saw nothing to contradict the statement; saw, in fact, support for it leaning at them from every billboard, every movie, every glance. “Yes,” they had said. “You are right.” (Morrison 39)

The lack of support in the North greatly differs from the Southern black community where mothers lean out of windows, where porches welcome individual identity, and people know they are loved. The storefront offers a plate-glass window one cannot adequately cover up in order to contain peace and personally define it because the world is looking in, yet looking in without acknowledging them. The truth of who they are has changed; they cannot be who they were in a rural life, and thus have unraveled memory alongside their former selves. They have settled into “the anonymous misery of their storefront” (39) and “wore their ugliness, put it on, so speak, although it did not belong to them” (38). 

And yet this makeshift home is better than having to reside outdoors. Being outdoors “was the real terror of life” (17). The narrator explains that “[e]very possibility of excess was curtailed with it” (17). The excess of Cholly’s irresponsible lifestyle and his and Pauline’s poor examples of how to love have created a surge of hatred for their home, themselves, and each other. For the Breedloves, being “[o]utdoors was the end of something” (17). It was the end of an imagined way of life, the failed progression of a hopeful beginning. 

The fear of losing one’s home, no matter how feeble or different from former homes, breeds in the black families in The Bluest Eye “a hunger for property, for ownership. The firm possession of a yard, a porch, a grape arbor. Propertied black people spent all their energies, all their love, on their nests” (18). Christian says, “[T]he houses in this novel reflect the worth of their inhabitants according to the norms of the society and emphasize the destructiveness of an hierarchical order” (69). Those families that obtained their own property in the North had houses that “loomed like hothouse sunflowers among the rows of weeds that were the rented houses” (Morrison 18). But some renting blacks, like the Breedloves, are enveloped by all the waste of their urban environment because sometimes “the land kills of its own volition” (206). 

For this family, “the earth itself might have been unyielding” to their survival (5). In urban Lorain, Ohio, the “soil is bad for certain kinds of flowers” that cannot adjust to the change in location, weather, and personal and social temperament (206). This family “should grow; but they cannot, if their instinctive need for love and freedom is denied them” (Christian 73). The Breedloves have deteriorated into weeds from the loss of love. In the North, this redeeming emotion failed to take root in Pauline and was never fully cultivated for Cholly. Their migration devolved from hope to indifference for their family’s survival.
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