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 Toni Morrison’s, The Bluest Eye is a traumatic account of an adolescent black female, 

Pecola, who suffers the consequences of deep racial discrimination, as well as physical and 

sexual abuse by her father. In Louise Erdrich’s, The Round House, Joe, reflects on his experience 

as a twelve year old Native American boy whose mother was spontaneously violently raped. 

While both stories exhibit the scarring effects sexual trauma can have on an adolescent, Pecola 

and Joe experience it very differently. As a personal victim of rape who is shunned for speaking 

up, Pecola disassociates with her body and attempts to recreate her physical appearance as a way 

to move on from the trauma. Eventually, her silence and mental separation from her physical 

entity causes her to enter into a state of psychosis. On the contrary, as a child who watches his 

mother experience the hardship of rape, Joe struggles with adapting to a parental role, and 

attempts to use his body as a way to obtain control over the situation. As a result, he commits a 

murder at the age of twelve. In both, The Round House, and The Bluest Eye, Joe and Pecola 

demonstrate the severe hindrance sexual trauma can have on the psychological development of 

an adolescent. While Pecola, a personal victim of rape, dissociates from her body; Joe attempts 

to use his body to leverage power against the perpetrator.  

Following the rape, Pecola expresses an obsessive desire to obtain blue eyes, as a way to 

create a new persona and forget her old body. The lack of dialogue from Pecola is compelling in 

itself throughout the entire novel. She expresses no preference or emotional investment in any 

matter. However, her desire to possess blue eyes is prevalent from her character’s introduction. 

At night, she often prays for blue eyes with the assumption that if, “those eyes of hers were 

different, that is to say, beautiful, she herself would be different”(Morrison, 46). The fact that she 

uses the word, different is significant because it reveals the shallowness behind her fixation. She 

latches on to the concept of blue eyes because it is the opposite of what she was born with, and is 
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particularly rare for someone of black color to naturally acquire. Pecola seeks to reinvent herself, 

and a change in eye color would have the most impactful effect in doing so at first glance. Pecola 

ponders that if she looked different, “Cholly would be different”, and he would, “look at pretty-

eyed Pecola” and abstain from “bad things in front of those pretty eyes” (Morrison, 46). This 

development in her thought process is especially revealing of her own impression of herself, and 

perception of the events that have grounded her life. Pecola assumes that the rape and abuse she 

endured is a consequent of her lack of beauty, and that removing a defining facial feature will 

have the effect of reversing some of those traumatic events. The repetition of the word, 

‘different’ is revealing of her desire to change her looks, and in turn, change the events the 

defined her life. She no longer wants to be in the body that endured so much pain, and her 

association of the word, ‘different’ with ‘pretty’ expresses that she feels ugly in the body she is 

in because of what she endured. Pecola assumes that the basis of her abuse is her looks, and that 

changing that will change the way she is treated. In addition, the fact that she refers to her father 

as ‘Cholly’ shows her detachment and rejection of the actuality of the event. Pecola does not 

want to admit that her father is who raped her, and calling him by his name instead of role helps 

her depersonalize.  The first and only time she speaks is when she visits Soaphead, to plea for 

him to change her eye color.  

 Following his mother’s rape, Joe reacts in an opposite way, and uses his physical essence 

as a way to  assume a parental and protectorate role. Joe initially tries to ignore his mother’s 

attack and resume his life to the way it was before the event. However, when he realizes his 

mother is permanently altered, he makes it a priority for himself to personally solve the murder, 

and avenge him. When he examines the crime scene, he walks abnormally far to retain the fullest 

extent of evidence to the point where his, “heart was beating so hard”, that he, “did not feel the 



Altchek 3 

water” beneath him in the lake he unknowingly entered. Joe attempts to fully reenact the event 

and while retracing the rapist’s steps, he, even sees, “him pick up the gas can and nearly throw it 

after the vanishing tail lights” (Erdrich, 61). The vividness and detail of this passage is indicative 

of how enthralled Joe is in his mother’s attack. The fact that Joe attempts to relive his mother’s 

attack to the extent that he imagines the scene, is exhibitive of his threatened masculinity in a 

time where his mother was unprotected. This draws a stark contrast between Joe and Pecola in 

the sense that Joe does everything to physically relive his mother’s event as a way to protect her 

and understand it. Meanwhile, Pecola craves a complete revamping of her physical existence in 

order to forget the event.  

 Both of the coping mechanisms that Pecola and Joe use result in major suppression of 

emotion. Even though Joe differs from Pecola in the sense that he tries to understand all aspects 

of the rape, he still prevents himself from expressing any emotion in the process. Even while Joe 

is investigating the crime scene, he makes a note of the fact that he, “didn’t use [the] word” 

(Erdrich, 60)  rapist to describe his mother’s attacker. While this may be assessed as minutia, it is 

extremely telling of his denial of the event. While the word, ‘attacker’ leaves the description of 

the attack ambiguous, the word, ‘rapist’ elicits the association of sexual violence which 

personalizes the kind of event it was- which Joe cannot fathom. By applying himself physically, 

he not only accentuates his masculine side, but he allows himself to ignore the emotional 

baggage it carries. While he “[blocks] out the thought of [his] mother’s terror and her scramble 

for her car”, he imagines the logistics of how far the attacker went to retrieve the matches. The 

linking of the words, ‘block’ and ‘terror’ are directly representative of Joe’s use of his physical 

entity as a coping method. Furthermore, the way he describes his mother’s ‘terror and her 

scramble for her car’ paints a vivid picture of his mother’s weakness during the event. This 
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directly correlates with Joe’s attempt to be particularly strong for her. As an adult reflecting on 

his experience, Joe is fully aware that he rejected any thoughts of his mother in the event. Yet by 

obsessing over the murder, he was able to distract himself and almost over compensating for not 

being able to help his mother deal with the aftermath of the event. He eventually resorts to a 

desire to, “get him”, and, “watch him burn” (Erdrich, 62). While the statement, ‘get him’ 

insinuates the discovery and imprisonment of the perpetrator, the word, ‘burn’ implies he wants 

to destroy his existence and anything left of him. He does not only want to kill the rapist, he 

wants to burn him because it will guarantee his permanent inexistence, and will remove concrete 

physical evidence of his existence and the effects of it. Joe wants to forget the event as much as 

Pecola, but will only feel satisfaction once the attacker is physically destroyed.  

 Pecola’s hyperfocus on changing her appearance equally causes her to suppress her 

emotion, because she seeks to remove the entity that reminds her of it. Pecola participates in 

similar patterns as Joe– despite her fixation on forgetting the event, she refuses to acknowledge 

it. When she discusses her desire to attain blue eyes, she merely hints at the problems it would 

solve. Pecola becomes so obsessed with her physical entity that she develops the ability to 

mentally disassociate with her body and, “disappear” (Erdrich, 45). When she ‘disappears’, she, 

“[squeezes] her eyes shut. Little parts of her body [fade] away]...her fingers went, one by one; 

then her arms disappeared all the way to the elbow. Her feet now...the legs all at once.” till she 

convinces herself her body is no longer existent. Yet her eyes still persist because they are the 

only confirmation left that these parts still exist. Her eyes become such an important fixation 

because they are the only part that persistently reenforce the reality that her body still exists. The 

fact that her mind and body are no longer in sync is extremely indicative of her mental state. She 

repeatedly calls herself, “ugly” (Morrisonnnn, 45), but fails to ever recall or verbalize the event. 
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Rather than think about the event, she blames everything on herself and attempts to remove her 

body to escape this feeling of guilt. Her silence throughout the story is telling of her inability to 

speak out in any other way than the way she talks down to herself. This would virtualize the 

event and cause her to relive it. By blaming her looks, she gives herself a reason for the events 

that transpired, and hope for her future. If she were to admit that her father is psychologically 

damaged, and she was born to the most unfortunate circumstances which hold no possibility of 

revival, she would be left with nothing. By latching on to a fantasy of attaining blue eyes, she 

escapes the harsh and inescapable truth of the situation, which guarantees no exit. 

 Eventually, Pecola’s fixation on changing her appearance and rejection of the traumatic 

memories cause her to enter a state of psychosis. Pecola rarely partakes in verbal dialogue 

throughout the story’s development. It is not until the end of the novel that she finally 

participates in a full and meaningful conversation. Unfortunately, she does so with herself. 

Pecola’s emotional suppression has progressed so far that she creates an alternate character for 

herself, with blue eyes. She uses this as the only coping mechanism possible to deal with her 

inextinguishable pain and denial surrounding the trauma. She tells herself she was, “so unhappy 

before” that she didn’t notice her alternate self. Essentially, this made up character is the only 

aspect of her life that makes it manageable. She became so enveloped with her fantasy for blue 

eyes, that she eventually brought it to life. It is this scene that she is able to ask herself all of the 

hard questions and interrogate herself about the rape. This exemplifies the deep level of removal 

she has from herself, and also the psychologicla damage she has endured because up until this 

point, she has stayed quiet about everything surrounding the event. The fact that she only feels 

comfortable discussing the event with an alternate version of herself shows how much she has 

disassociated from others as well as her actual involvement in the rape. She is only able to 
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project these feelings once she has completely emotionally detached from the body that ties her 

to the event.  

 By assuming a protectorate role and ignoring his confusion about the event, Joe ends up 

making an irrational decision by murdering his mother’s rapist. The end of the novel moved 

particularly fast. After Joe decided he wanted to murder his mother’s rapist, the process was 

expedited and carried out in an incomprehensible way for Joe and the reader. Yet the event itself 

was insignificant and anticlimactic. When the event is over, Joe’s only commentary on the act is 

that he is, “glad he’s dead”(Erdrich, 291). He expresses no remorse despite the fact that he is an 

adolescent who just committed the brutal murder of his mother’s rapist and fled the scene. When 

asked what he will do following the event, he replies, “get drunk, whatever” (Erdrich, 287), 

again discussing the matter with ease and relaxation. The addition of the word, ‘whatever’ 

following this suggestion is exhibitive of his detachment from the situation. However, the fact 

that he suggests drinking implies he wants to celebrate while simultaneously forgetting the moral 

implications of his act. This is revealing of a pattern of Joe– his need for constant distraction 

from emotionally draining events that take over his life. He first distracted himself with the 

mission to find the rapist. However, when that became too emotionally rivetting, he decided he 

needed to rid of the criminal completely. After he completes the murder, he uses alcohol to get 

his mind off the event once more. Not only does Joe distract himself to avoid the implications of 

events that transpire in his life, but he makes drastic decisions to free his mind. This suggests the 

emotional damage he endured was quite more extensive than he verbally lets on. 

The experience of traumatic sexual encounters show to be extremely harmful to the 

development of Joe and Pecola’s emotional state. Since Pecola experiences rape firsthand, she 

emotionally dissociates with her body as a way to forget the trauma of the event. Joe, on the 
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other hand, uses his body, to relive and understand the perpetrator’s action. While both use their 

physical entity to manifest different mechanisms of coping, they repress their emotional 

responses to the events. This causes a severe hindrance to their psychological development. 

Pecola rejects her body to the extent that she creates an alter ego, and enters a state of psychosis. 

It is only at this point that she is able to discuss the rape that occurred, which is a result of her 

deep detachment from her body, and the event that confines her. Joe puts an insurmountable 

amount of pressure on himself to assume a parental role that he ends up committing a violent 

crime as a twelve year old. Following the event, he expresses no remorse or emotional response 

to the murder he committed, showing the level of emotional damage he experienced. The 

inability to process and comprehend the events that have occurred in Joe and Pecola’s life 

demonstrates the extensive and debilitating damage sexual trauma can have on adolescents.   
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