English 5830: Example of full-credit answers (not all from the same exam)

Systemic oppression: oppression that occurs throughout society, at all levels of "the system" – social, economic, political, religious, educational, etc. This is what differentiates multiculturalism from simple ethics of "love thy neighbor." While name-calling, or stereotyping, can hurt anyone's feelings, systemic oppression is much worse because when a minority is stereotyped, that reinforces a whole system-wide network of oppression. This is the difference between calling a blonde girl "ditzy" and calling a black person "nigger." The ditzy blonde may get her feelings hurt, but she isn't systemically oppressed. Multiculturalism attempts to address systemic oppression as a political issue, it's not simply a matter of "being nice" to avoid hurting people's feelings.

Nativism: a political stance that favors the rights of those born in the US over those of immigrants. Jacobson's book gives many examples of debates and arguments in US history about the rights of immigrants and what kinds of immigrants make the best citizens. There was a general attitude that the more "Americanized" or "Americaniz-able" you are, the better you are, and people born in the US are preferred over those who moved here. We also see this demonstrated in Tree when Francie gains some respect at school because she is the only student in her class whose parents were born in Brooklyn instead of "the old country."

False consciousness: an idea borrowed from Marxist theory about how oppressed people stay oppressed, because they don't recognize what's oppressing them (the means of their oppression). They don't see that they are perpetuating their own oppression by adopting the dominant group's worldview. We have seen many examples of this, such as the hospital aide in Parrot in the Oven who is Mexican herself, but who treats Manny's family like garbage because she buys-into the idea that Mexicans are lazy and demanding. She is trying to raise herself up by imitating white people and pretending she can be like them by having the same prejudices they have. In this way, a Latina oppresses other Latinos without realizing what she's doing. Her consciousness – her way of seeing the world – is false because it mimics white people's, instead of being her own.  Similarly, Pauline in Bluest Eye shows more love and appreciation for the little white girl of the family she works for, than she does for her own black daughter. 

Manifest Destiny: the ideology that arose during Andrew Jackson's presidency in the 1840s, regarding the westward expansion of the US on the North American continent. The phrase literally means "obvious fate," which proves the arrogance of the white conquerors who believed that taking land and spreading their culture was "obviously" the right thing to do.  But that sure wasn't obvious to the Native-Americans and Mexicans they were conquering, who were killed or had their land stolen. We learned this phrase in connection with Parrot in the Oven because the situation Manny's family is in (looked down on, treated badly) is the result of Manifest Destiny. Mexico owned the North American west long before the US did, so Mexican-Americans like Manny's family have an even longer history in California than white people do – yet they are treated like outsiders by the white people in power.

Blue-vein test: this refers to a test used in the 20th century by fraternities or other clubs to see if someone of a dark-skinned race was "white enough" to be a member. If their skin was light-colored enough to show blue veins in their wrists, they could enter. We learned this word in the presentation on colorism, which is the inter-racial and intra-racial discrimination against people with the darkest skin. This pertains to The Bluest Eye because the novel shows how even other African-Americans will treat an African-American badly if she is "too dark." Pecola is so black that other children call her "black-e-mo" and even her own mother rejects her. This novel shows how white people's racism can be internalized by minorities themselves, and used against each other in the form of colorism.
Essay: To what extent can Bluest Eye be considered a bildungsroman?

Toni Morrison's novel The Bluest Eye is about an adolescent girl, and since the bildungsroman is the typical form for a novel about adolescence, one might think this novel is an example of that genre. But "bildungsroman" literally means "a novel of growth," and even though Morrison's protagonist changes by the end of the book, that change cannot be considered growth. If anything, it's the opposite: regression. 

We can contrast this novel to Betty Smith's A Tree Grows in Brooklyn, which is a more traditional example of a bildungsroman. In that novel, the heroine Francie begins as a child and ends in her late teens. She obviously grows up throughout the book: like the tree in the title, Francie grows. She begins fairly naïve, full of child-like impressions of her world, but by the final few chapters, we learn that she has lost a lot of her sense of wonderment. The people and places in her neighborhood just don't seem as big, important, or impressive as they used to. This doesn't mean she becomes depressed, she just trades her child's way of seeing for an adult's way of seeing. There is obvious growth toward maturity.

In The Bluest Eye, it might be possible to see growth in the character of Claudia, who narrates some chapters. However, Claudia is not the main protagonist. The only girl who is talked about constantly, who is the subject of every single chapter, is Pecola. The Breedloves are the main family, as the "Dick and Jane" chapter headings make clear. If this were a bildungsroman there would have to be growth in Pecola, and there isn't. Growth means positive change, and in Pecola, there is only negative change.
Pecola begins the novel in a state of innocence and ignorance, not fully knowing why everyone treats her like she's invisible. But she thinks it might be because she doesn't have blue eyes, like the most beautiful girls in the movies or magazines. She spends the book craving blue eyes, and eventually she persuades herself that her eyes have really turned blue. The final section shows her change: Pecola has lost her mind. This is the first time we hear her voice directly, as she talks about how everything is fine now that she has blue eyes. But even though "finding your voice" sounds like a good thing, in this case it isn't good, because it doesn't reflect growth. It reflects regression into a completely un-real world. Francie Nolan in Tree grows up into a woman who has a realistic and practical way of dealing with the world. Pecola does the opposite. She grows "down" into a mental case who can only tolerate life by avoiding reality completely and retreating into a fantasy world. 

She reaches this state because of the series of terrible traumas that happen to her, ending with the death of the baby she bore after her father raped her. Toni Morrison takes the idea of a bilgungsroman and turns it upside-down: just as the "Dick and Jane" passages make the Breedloves look like a mockery of a normal family, so the typical coming-of-age novel makes Pecola's story look like an "anti-bildungsroman." Instead of maturing into a functional adult, her traumas thwart her growth and drive her inward and downward until she has a psychotic break.  Also, Claudia begins and ends the novel by talking about things that failed to grow – seeds that never bloomed, etc. – which further proves that this is not a novel of growth. The whole novel shows a world where the natural course of events is thrown off track because of systemic racism. Children who live in that system sometimes do not "grow up" at all; they might go mad instead.
