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This article is motivated by the necessity to bring out the concept of Pluralism and 

Multiculturalism in the literary texts of the Afro American Writer, Toni Morrison. It is an 

attempt to bring a new approach to the reading of literary texts not merely for fictional and 

imaginative pleasures but for the understanding of the socio cultural behavior of an individual 

across the borders. In this perception literary texts are not anymore imaginary creations to be 

read in leisure time, but active texts, debating actualities, invigorating and investigating the 

historical events of a race or a country.  

The term Literary Pluralism entails two different types of phenomena: critical pluralism and 

aesthetic pluralism. The critical pluralism results from the co-existence of more and more 

readings of the same canonical works. The aesthetic pluralism refers to the ever growing number 

of modern texts that are intentionally different in styles, forms, situations and structures. This 

article takes up for analysis how Toni Morrison, the Afro American writer, attempts to correct 

the perceptions of social as well as cultural factors of Black life through her literary texts. 

The strategies of Pluralism and multiculturalism have influenced the teaching of English 

literature of the day. In the beginning, during the first quarter of the nineteenth century, there 

were only two universities in England, Oxford and Cambridge. These were divided into small 

individual colleges which were run like monastic institutions and students had to be Anglican 

communicants. So the study of English literature is being seen as a kind of substitute for religion. 

The conventional reading of the origins of the subject of English begins with Mathew Arnold in 

the 1950s and reaches its height with the publication of the Newbolt Report on the Teaching of 

English in England in 1921. In the last quarter of the nineteenth century, there was a vigorous 

discussion and campaigning to establish a chair in English at Oxford. In 1887, Edward 
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Freeman’s speech in the Convocation touched upon several problems of teaching English 

literature and language. He said: 

We are told the study of literature ‘cultivates the taste, educates the sympathies and 

enlarges the mind’. These are all excellent things, only we cannot examine tastes and 

sympathies. Examiners must have technical and positive information to examine (Barry 

2002:14)  

Freeman’s question was ‘what is meant by distinguishing literature from language if by literature 

is meant the study of great books, ant not mere chatter about Shelley?’ Freeman won the 

argument. Literature had to be studied along with language; otherwise it would not be an 

academic subject at all. When English course was finally set up at Oxford in 1894, it contained a 

very heavy element of historical language study.  

A greater sense of direction was given to English in the Cambridge English school in the 1920s. 

I.A.Richards pioneered the technique called Practical Criticism and it made a close study of 

literature possible by isolating the text from history and context. The second pioneer from 

Cambridge was William Empson. He published a book in 1930 with the title Seven Types of 

Ambiguity. He says: “Language is really a very slippery medium indeed: when we handle 

language we need to be aware that the whole thing is likely to explode into meanings we hadn’t 

suspected of being there at all (1930:30).   

I.A.Richards’s decontextualised approach to literature became the norm in Britain from the 

1930s to the 1970s as practical criticism and in America as the ‘New Criticism’. Then, by the 

late 1970s and early 1980s, new critical approaches namely structuralism and Post structuralism 

became popular. The questions that these two approaches centered upon concerned matters of 

language and philosophy, rather than history or context. Then, in the early 1980s two new forms 

of political and historical criticism emerged respectively new historicism from America and 

cultural materialism from Britain, aiming to integrate literary and historical study. New historical 

perception is that history as a written record is contaminated with the perception of the writer and 

that it affords ample scope for correcting perceptions. Revised views on language consider 

history as writing that encases the perceptions of the writer.  
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Revision and rewriting of the cultural hegemony of the colonizers have become a major strategy 

of the writers in the third world countries. They have taken up images and narratives to explain 

their cultural problems, hopes and obsessions. Their works reflect, refract and try to work 

through contemporaneous issues, anxieties and struggles. They use post structuralism and new 

historicism to question universalisms of Euro-centric writings. The new historicist approach 

becomes a powerful strategy for such writers to decolonize and do away with oppressive 

structures. 

The analysis of Morrison’s text The Bluest Eye shows revisions of some of the perceptions of 

several historians regarding the Black familial and social issues. Morrison’s text elaborately 

discusses the cultural phase of the long history of the Black suffering. She brings out the 

people’s struggles more than the heroes of history by telling the everyday stories of everyday 

people. ‘Thick description’ in new historicism has emerged from Clifford Geertz’s (1973) 

anthropological studies. It provides a new way to think about culture in literary and historical 

texts. Thick description is the way in which societies create meaning through symbols and offer a 

specific content for it and magnify the trivial events, so that they gain high priority. Actually it is 

meant to thicken our knowledge about the events and to fill the previous omissions. It is a way of 

adding layers to the events written in texts. Louis Montrose (1992) says: 

Thick description might be more accurately described as an ‘interpretive narration’; it 

seizes on an event, performance, or other practice and, through the interrogation of its 

minute particulars, seeks to reveal the ethos of an alien culture (399).  

The main tendency is to uncover the ideological commitments in the texts. It is deeply interested 

in looking at the way the texts represent the directions and values of any culture in a prevailing 

social system in order to provide the texts as evidences of the basic cultural pattern. 

During the early part of the 19th century the Afro Americans have formulated racial aesthetic 

which means that the general artistic rules are based on ethnic concerns and preoccupations. In 

the 1960s, this racial aesthetic has become a highly self-conscious formulation and it was then 

called Black aesthetic. In the 1970s, many writers of the New Breed rebelled against Black 

Aesthetic. These writers believed that it was not only Blacks who needed more attention but also 
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their culture deserved to be celebrated. Reed (1989) felt that the Black aesthetic was too 

prescriptive and narrowly political. In the 1980s and 90s, a new literary generation appeared, 

influenced both by the Black aesthetic and the New Breed. They have declared themselves as the 

New Black Aesthetics. 

Through The Bluest Eye, Morrison offers the cultural values of African American tradition. 

Trudier Harris (1995) says:  

The problem arises when African Americans adopt values from the larger white 

American culture. Blond hair and blue eyes are not the norm for the black people, yet 

light skin and keen features become the measure of beauty for Pecola, who believes that 

she will be accepted and loved only when she has the bluest eyes of all (326). 

Further, Pecola’s family fails to live up to the idealized image of the American nuclear family as 

reflected in the story book lives of Dick and Jane. Therefore, the Black people, who are uprooted 

from the rich tradition and culture of Africa, have struggled hard to survive in the strange and 

hostile culture of American soil. They suppressed their own values and suffered the cruel pangs 

of alienation. Morrison speaks for these people who lost their own cultural heritage and self for 

their mere survival in America. 

The narrative style that Morrison has taken up to illustrate the pain of a Black girl in White 

America reflects Morrison’s powerful craft of narrating the reality as a story. The Bluest Eye is 

told by a narrator who is still a child that the world is seen through the eyes of a little Black girl 

named Claudia. The text begins with a small passage from the Dick and Jane primer. It is 

repeated without standard punctuation or capitalization but closely resembles the passage. It is 

repeated in the third passage but runs together without spaces or distinction between words. The 

first version signifies the standard White family, the second signifies the struggling Black family 

and the third signifies the damaged Black family of Pecola. 

Further the text has four seasons as its chapter headings. This indicates that the events described 

under each chapter is not all about a particular family of a particular historical period, but the 

events will happen again in present as well in future like all four seasons. Therefore through the 



 

              Scholar Critic                                            ISSN 2348 – 6937 (Print)                                                                                         

                    Vol-03, Issue-01, April 2016                                               ISSN 2348 – 6945 (Online) 
 
 

151 

text, Morrison implies that the soil that is inherently racist would never give a chance to Black 

people to grow and survive. Thus Morrison’s literary text became pluralistic that calls for the 

renewal and revision of reading the literary texts and the historical texts which portray only the 

mainstream history. 
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