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Alchemic Juxtaposition By Kevin Gillispie
Toni Morrison described her home state of “Ohio [as] a curious juxtaposition of what [is] ideal in this country and what [is] base” (Smith 1).  This strange state of being —double entendre intended—explains the blend of bittersweet sentimentality and a keen sense of identity that Morrison displays in her writing as well as the origin of her juxtaposition of disparate elements that add emotional weight to otherwise outwardly ordinary things.  The end result of this strange alchemy in “The Bluest Eye” is scenes of humanity with terrible undercurrents of pain, madness, and arresting despondency.

The first representation of Morrison’s use of contradictions appears very early during a brief recollection by Claudia MacTeer of the events that comprise the novel.  Claudia reminisces how her “innocence and faith [was] no more productive than [Cholly’s] lust and despair” (Morrison 6).  The emotion expressed here is the resignation to a long-standing futility; the futility of expending an enormous amount of emotional energy trying to prevent something that has already occurred.  The placing beside one another innocence and lust, faith and despair and showing that neither lends itself to accomplishment, that they are merely symptoms of a person’s disposition and not means to an end.  Therein lies the futility.  No matter how a person copes with the world it is still beyond one’s control.

Almost immediately following, the first chapter begins with an image of “nuns [going] by as quiet as lust, and drunken men and sober eyes [singing]” (9).  Here there is a double shot of opposing forces crammed into a single sentence.  This is the first description of geography and the reader finds a city where chastity and sin are unknowingly intermingled and drunkenness and sobriety rejoice watchfully together.  In only a few short words the reader is shown the denial of one’s own sexuality as it haunts an individual even into a life of righteousness.  And then a cautious uncertainty masquerading as unfettered and unabashed celebration that preoccupies those who are trying to escape the demons of their past.  Two images: one of righteousness and one of debauchery – one shadowed by the life it denies and the other in denial about its life in the shadows.

Morrison paints with broad strokes in many places, as the above examples illustrate, but there is one that is the more striking than the aforementioned.  It is not an easily crafted, straw man argument of religious hypocrisy with tired, cynical overtones, but a more mature observation that could be easily dismissed as puerile yet still a fundamental element of ancient wisdom.  In the (needlessly long) description of Soaphead Church, the reader is given an outline of Soaphead’s philosophy of the universe.  By “designing an imperfect universe” (172), God “had made a sloven and unforgivable error in judgment” (172) and it is Soaphead’s opinion that he could have done a far superior job himself.  Specifically, Soaphead observes that even “the most exquisite-looking ladies sat on toilets, and the most dreadful-looking had pure and holy yearnings” (173).  He views his anal retentive behavior as the model of order and purity and rejects the theologians supposition that “the presence of corruption [is] a means by which men [strive, are] tested, and [triumph]” (172) as justifying that which should be corrected.  Soaphead goes so far as to “[relinquish] his identity as a human being in favor of the self-generated delusion that he is in some sense a god” (Alexander 6).  Never mind the fact that he rejects healthy interactions for the “breasts of little girls” (Morrison 179).  So, in the context of the exquisite- and dreadful-looking ladies, the reader finds this gem of wisdom that Soaphead dismisses as another element of God’s fallibility to be a dynamic example of not judging a book by its cover (pardon the cliché): Soaphead Church fancies himself a spiritual healer, a do-gooder whose only mission in life is to rid the world of suffering, but, in fact, he is nothing more than a selfish pedophile with a bent for passive extortion and a “desire to assert his power over the innocent and weak” (Alexander 6).  He is the exquisite-looking toilet squatter.

While the previous examples are abstract generalities – the first simply a sigh and the second and third border on amusing –, Morrison does utilize the same technique to add depth to the broken lives she portrays.  During the flashback of Cholly Breedlove’s life the reader is made witness to when the seed of hatred is planted in his heart.  Cholly wanders off from his Aunt Jimmy’s wake and eventually finds himself in the arms of Darlene, whom Cholly had met only that day.  As “their bodies began [making] sense to [Cholly]” (147) two white men with guns happened upon them and decided they would like to see the climax.  After the men left, disappointed that Cholly could not “make it good” (148), Cholly did not see the men as the perpetrators of this humiliation but instead “hated [Darlene]” (148).  So much so that he “wanted to strangle her” (149).  Cholly never learns the ability “to place people and events into contexts that would flesh out experience and thus make obvious the limitations of present actions or beliefs” (Kuenz 8).  As long as the men are “big, white, [and] armed” and Cholly is “small, black, [and] helpless” (Morrison 150) he will forever hate within others that which he hates within himself: weakness.  Specifically, hating those that are weaker than himself and not those truly culpable for acts against him.  It is the amorality that arises from the juxtaposition of “big” and “small,” “white” and “black,” and “armed” and “helpless” that engenders the hate, anger, and the slow, passive suicide of having “nothing more to lose” (160).

Each of these juxtapositions is unique and infects different characters in specific ways.  The magnitude of a given contradiction is found to be exponentially higher in characters with greater dysfunction.  This poignantly demonstrates that opposing forces cannot cohabitate within the mind and only insanity will emerge.  Morrison, a great emotional alchemist, has shown through all of these incidents that “the potential for cruelty and insensitivity […] underlies even the most appealing and inviting facades” (Smith 4): juxtapose hypocrisy upon itself and the result is the strange alchemy of humanity’s darkest episodes.
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