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RESUME

Notre thése intitulée L'altérité et la vulnérabilité dans les romans de Nella
Larsen est consacrée aux concepts d'altérité, de vulnérabilité et d'appartenance
dans Quicksand et Passing. Ce travail s‘articule autour de la question de
I'identité des femmes noires et métisses. Puisque nous nous sommes propose de
considérer la place de Nella Larsen en tant que femme et auteur dans le
contexte de 1’émancipation des femmes Afro-Ameéricaines en partant de sa
place dans la Harlem Renaissance, une partie de notre étude examinera les
tenants et les aboutissants de ce mouvement identitaire et culturel. Nous
tenterons de cerner la spécificité de la voix de Larsen dans ce mouvement ainsi
que son apport a la fois au niveau de ’imaginaire littéraire et des stratégies
narratives que 1’auteure utilise dans ces ceuvres pour définir ce qui les
caractérise. Nous nous sommes par ailleurs proposé de dégager ce qui fait la
voix distinctive des réalisations de Nella Larsen en examinant son traitement
du concept de passing, a la fois « passer » et « passer pour ». Cela a permis de
situer les romans de Nella Larsen dans leur contexte et de montrer l'altérité et la
marginalisation que les Afro-Américains ont traversées pendant la Renaissance
de Harlem. En effet, Larsen démontre que méme si les années 1920 étaient
censées étre une ére d'émancipation pour les personnes de couleur, elles
souffraient encore de nombreuses discriminations. Analyser les concepts de
race, de passing et de vulnérabilité dans les fictions de Nella Larsen a permis
de prouver que méme si l'altérité des protagonistes est confrontée a de
nombreuses difficultés qui semblent 1’éradiquer ;elle ne disparait jamais et
reste présente dans chaque personnage. Aussi, La soumission des romans a une
approche pluridisciplinaire a permis d'examiner les causes et les conséquences
de l'altérité dans les ceuvres de fiction et d'analyser le concept sous toutes ses
formes, qu'il soit racial ou sexuel. Cette these a également montré que les
romans de Larsen vont a I'encontre du systéme totalitaire qui a de tres mauvais
effets sur « I’autre ». En effet, au lieu d'éliminer l'altérité, ce systeme I'accentue
encore plus et « I’autre » se sent plus rejeté et marginalisé que jamais.

Mots clés : société américaine, altérité, appartenance, genre, vulnérabilité, race,

Renaissance de Harlem.



ABSTRACT

Otherness and Vulnerability in Nella Larsen’s Novels is devoted to the study of
the concepts of alterity, vulnerability and belonging in Quicksand and Passing.
Revolving around the questions of identity for black and mixed-race women,
the study starts with a historical perspective of "otherness" in Nella Larsen’s
novels while considering the marginalization that African-Americans went
through during the Harlem Renaissance. Indeed, Larsen demonstrates that even
if the 1920s were supposed to be an era of emancipation for colored people,
they still suffered from many discriminations. Analyzing the concepts of race,
passing, and vulnerability in Nella Larsen’s fictions leads us to prove that even
if the protagonists’ otherness is confronted to many hardships that seem to
eradicate it, it never fades away and remains present in each character.
Submitting the novels to a multi-disciplinary approach has enabled us to
examine the causes and consequences of otherness in the works of fiction and
to analyze the concept under several forms. This thesis eventually shows that
Larsen’s novels go counter the principle of totalitarianism as a system, be it
social, political or linguistic in which "otherness" stands as the only possible
way to establish one's identity.

Key words: American society, otherness, belonging, gender, vulnerability,
race, Harlem Renaissance.
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“Life wasn’t a miracle, a wonder. It was, for Negroes at least, only a great

disappointment”

Nella Larsen, Quicksand (1928)

“For I am lonely, so lonely . . .. You can ‘t know how in this pale life of mine I
am all the time seeing the bright pictures of that other that I once thought | was

glad to be free of . . . . It's like an ache, a pain that never ceases”

Nella Larsen, Passing (1929)



GENERAL INTRODUCTION

12
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“Life wasn’t a miracle, a wonder. It was, for Negroes at least, only a
great disappointment. Something to be got through with as best one could. No
one was interested in them or helped them. God! Bah! And they were only a
nuisance to other people” (Q, p. 157)%. This is the description Helga Crane
makes about African-Americans’ life in the 1920s United States of America.
This declaration is full of bitterness and disappointment since after a long
journey, the protagonist does not find any way out of her otherness and
marginalization. Otherness is omnipresent in Nella Larsen’s works in general
and in her novels —Quicksand(1928) and Passing(1929) — in particular. It has
been given a certain attention by critics and scholars. However, these latter
underestimated the role alterity plays in the protagonists’ fates and the novels’
endings. This lack of exploration about the topic in Larsen’s works leaves a
gap that this research will attempt to fill in. Moreover, Nella Larsen’s notoriety
is very limited outside the United States and even inexistent in some countries
despite the big success that her works received during the Harlem Renaissance.

These two elements make the originality and the necessity of the present thesis.

Questions of otherness, belonging, and vulnerability are timeless.
Indeed, many of the topics developed by Larsen in her novels are still very
resonating for many people nowadays. In this context, Lise Funderburg states:
“slavery laws and social practices set a precedent -which survives to this day
among many Whites and Blacks- of regarding anyone with a trace of African
blood as black™. In her work, Black, White, Other, published in 1994,
Funderberg interviews sixty-four mixed race people who recount their
experiences of otherness and difference in the American community. They
share the same sentiments of non-belonging and marginalization undergone by
Larsen’s protagonists in the 1920s. This book permits to demonstrate that these

issues are still relevant and that they are universal.

IReferences to Nella Larsen's works will be in parentheses at the end of each quote. And we
will use the following abbreviations

- Q: Quicksand

- P:Passing

- S: Sanctuary
2Funderberg, Lise. Black, White, Other. New York: Quill, William Morrow and Company. Inc,
1994: 13.
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In The Need to Belong: Desire for Interpersonal Attachments as a
Fundamental Human Motivation, Roy F. Baumeister and Mark R. Leary argue
that “the belongingness hypothesis is that human beings have a pervasive drive
to form and maintain at least a minimum quantity of lasting, positive, and
significant interpersonal relationships™®. In other words, belonging means to be
a part or a natural member of a particular group or entity. It involves the
individual’s emotional necessity to be recognized as an element of a group.
The desire to belong is the urge for strong, firm connections with others. It is
an essential sentiment which is vital to human nature, based on people's need to
give and receive affection. Without belonging, an individual cannot build a
satisfactory identity, and experience major difficulties to communicate and

connect with the environment.

The problem of lack of belonging is closely connected with the issue
of otherness, or alterity. From the Latin alteritas, alterity is the condition of
being other; it is “the state of being other or different; diversity”*. Otherness
and alterity are two interrelated concepts. The word “alterity” was accepted as
a substitute to “otherness” to record a twist in the twentieth-century Western
insight of the connection between consciousness and the world outside.
Otherness can be defined as being different or unusual in appearance or in
character. It is usually associated with being a minority or being a stranger. For
example, in gender studies, otherness is closely linked to being a woman in a
male-dominated culture. Simone de Beauvoir considers women as the most
disadvantaged group in society when compared to men. However, women are
not the only others of society. In fact, there are different types of others
regarding race, gender and class. Otherness is a concept used in many

disciplines such as philosophy, anthropology, ethnology and geography.

Larsen’s novels were both published during the Harlem Renaissance.
In North America, this age is frequently referred to as the "Roaring Twenties"

or the "Jazz Age", while in Europe the period is sometimes referred to as the

3Baumeister, Roy F. and Leary Mark R. The Need to Belong: “Desire for Interpersonal
Attachments as a Fundamental Human Motivation”. New York: The American Psychological
Association, Inc. Psychological Bulletin 1995, Vol. 117, No. 3: 497.

40ED
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"Golden Age Twenties"™. During that period the United States and the
American society went through a transitory and somehow paradoxical era. In
fact, the 1920s were supposed to represent a phase of emancipation and
liberation for African-Americans. Nevertheless, it was also a phase where
marginalization and discrimination attained high scales. For example, after its
reemergence in 1915, there was a peak in the early 1920s in the membership of
the Ku Klux Klan of four to five million members, followed by a rapid decline
down to an estimated 30,000 members by 1930. These contradictions left many
African-Americans in an ambivalent state concerning their identity. They
struggled to integrate in a society where their otherness was celebrated but at
the same time denigrated. According to William E.B Du Bois, there was still a

veil that prevented both races from seeing each other as equals®.

Even if the Harlem Renaissance was supposed to be a period of
liberation in which otherness and difference were celebrated rather than
repressed, Larsen’s characters show that the sufferings undergone by African-
Americans throughout history were still present. In this regard, W.E.B. Du

Bois writes in The Souls of Black Folks

The Nation has not yet found peace from its sins; the freedman
has not yet found in freedom his promised land. Whatever of
good may have come in these years of change, the shadow of a
deep disappointment rests upon the Negro people,—a
disappointment all the more bitter because the unattained ideal
was unbounded save by the simple ignorance of a lowly
people...The first decade was merely a prolongation of the vain
search for freedom, the boon that seemed ever barely to elude
their grasp,—like a tantalizing will-o’-the-wisp, maddening and
misleading the headless host’.

This passage explains the big illusion that the Harlem Renaissance has been for
many black people who aspired for equality and justice. Another name for the
Harlem Renaissance was the New Negro Movement. This expression carried
the conviction that black people could now leave behind their legacy of

enslavement and discriminations and define their identity as African-

5Sann, Paul, The Lawless Decade : A pictorial History of the Roaring Twenties. Retrieved 03-
09-2009.

5Du Bois, W.E.B (1903) The Souls of Black Folk. Rockville: Arc Manor, 2008: 1.

bid, p. 1.
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Americans. However, this was not always the case as many stereotypes and
typecasts were spread about them which made it hard to establish a firm

identity.

In To Wake the Nations: Race in the Making of American Literature,

Eric J. Sundquist argues that

The promised advance of African American rights following the
Civil War....has turned out to be a false dawn. In the post-
Reconstruction years the ‘morning’ song of joy and resurrection
has been converted again into a song of ‘mourning’ and despair,
as a new slavery of racism and economic oppression once more
subverts true freedom for black Americans®.

This passage comments on W.E.B Du Bois’s use of the spiritual My Lord What
a Morning in The Souls of Black Folks. However, Dubois uses both the words
‘morning’ and ‘mourning’. There is a very significant meaning in that the last
word of the spiritual’s title has been written in two different manners. Indeed,
on the one hand, it indicates the morning or the emancipation hoped for by
African-Americans. On the other hand, it shows the mourning or the pain they
underwent when discovering that their dream of freedom will remain a dream
and that they will still be marginalized in their own country. What Sundquist
has called a slavery of racism continued long after the Civil War and even
during the Harlem renaissance because even if white people had a lot interest
and were intrigued by the blacks; they considered them as exotic others and
went to Harlem to see them as if they were animals in a zoo or as freaks rather

than human beings.

This situation intensified the otherness felt by colored people and
caused difficulties of belonging. This feeling of alienation was even bigger for
mixed-race people. In fact, being bi-racial was even harder because these
people were neither white no truly black. Therefore, they usually felt displaced
with both races and could not find their niche in the world. Likewise, Larsen

depicts a society full of ambiguities and contradictions. This makes her

8Sundquist Eric J. To Wake the Nations: Race in the Making of American Literature.
Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, February 25 1993. (1-2)



17

characters’ search for identity very complex and filled with obstacles. Being
mixed-race herself, Larsen could develop the topic from the inside. Her ideas
about race were anything but basic. In addition to racial otherness, Larsen’s
protagonists feel another kind of alienation for being women. Indeed, gender
and sexuality play a very important role in identity development. These
elements can cause a certain form of vulnerability that is dealt with differently

by Larsen’s characters.

This thesis entitled Otherness and Vulnerability in Nella Larsen’s
Novels aims to prove that alterity remains at the end of Larsen’s novels and
hardly ever fades because the characters find it impossible to identify and
belong to any group. In fact, from the beginning of the novels all the
protagonists —Helga Crane, Irene Redfield, and Clare Kendry- struggle to find
their niche in the world and to identify with any racial, sexual or social group.
They do not accept the other within themselves and try to repress it but they
fail. Consequently, they constantly feel self-alienated and self-estranged. Their
otherness is always present and this is what shapes their lives and leads to their

tragic endings.

In Politics of Friendship, Derrida writes: “In so far as I recognize him
as my enemy, | recognize that he can put me in question. And who can
effectively put me in question? Only myself”°. Therefore, the identification of
the enemy leads to the identification of the self. Furthermore, Derrida develops
the concept of auto-immunity which sustains that the other exists within the
self and that the latter directs its defenses against his otherness to eradicate it
by repressing and rejecting it. This auto-immunity can explain the characters’
impossible identification which leads to their psychological death but not to the
death of their otherness. Thus, the endings of Larsen’s novels show the dangers

of totalitarianism and of the attempt to assimilate or eradicate alterity.

So, the thesis aspires to show that Larsen’s novels attempt to write the
other, but refuse to reduce it to the same. Hence, they reject the Hegelian
system which leads to totalitarianism. We will prove that the novels’ tragic

endings and the characters’ impossible identification to any group are caused

°Derrida, Jacques.The Politics of Friendship. New York: Verso, 2006, p. 162.
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by their attempt to assimilate or eliminate their Otherness. However, they fail
to do so, and their alterity remains. We will also shed light on the fact that
racial and sexual differences are not always causes of vulnerability; they can

sometimes be a means of resistance.

This research lies within the scope of the field of cultural studies in
addition to African-American literature. As a consequence, it is
interdisciplinary and regroups different theories like literary theories, ethnic
studies, feminist studies, and philosophy. Indeed, because otherness is a
concept that is relevant in many disciplines, it cannot be studied with a single
point of view or field. To develop this research, we will need to Analyze
Larsen’s novels by using ethnic studies like the theory of Double
Consciousness that Du Bois builds up in The Souls of Black Folks. We will also
have to rely on some feminist views to examine females’ roles and identity
construction in the stories. To do so, different theories like Chimamanda Ngozi
Adichie’s We Should All Be Feminists will be of a great help. Finally, otherness
is a crucial concept in the field of philosophy. Therefore, in the last part of this
thesis, we will rely on Christian Ruby’s book Les archipels de la différence:
Foucault, Derrida, Deleuze, Lyotard® to define otherness in the philosophy of
difference.

The first Part of the present work is entitled ‘The Harlem Renaissance:
From Hybridity to Passing’. It is divided into two chapters. The first chapter
‘The Harlem Renaissance: An Enclave for African-Americans’ is devoted to
the study of the historical and social contexts of Larsen’s Novels. It will also
aim at studying women'’s, including Larsen’s, role and place during that era as
writers. Additionally, the most important reviews of Larsen’s novels Quicksand
and Passing will be examined in order to determine how these oeuvres have
been evaluated throughout time. The central theme of the second chapter
‘Passing as Performativity’ is the concept of passing. It will be analyzed under
its different forms. After defining race, it will be possible to explain why
passing was perceived as a threat and why passers were severely punished.

Then, the tradition of passing will be examined by taking as

Archipelagos of Difference: Foucault, Derrida, Deleuze, Lyotard.
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examples some of the first books about passing, such as Jessie Fauset’s Plum
bun: A Novel Without a Moral (1928), and comparing them with the way
Larsen treats the subject. At last, the different kinds of passing will be studied
so as to show that it does not only have a racial dimension. Besides, we will

use the concept of performativity in relation to Larsen’s novels.

The second chapter of this work will be devoted to the concept of
vulnerability in Nella Larsen’s novels. It will aim at establishing if race,
gender, and sexuality play a role in the protagonists’ supposed vulnerability. In
this regard, the protagonists’ racial constructions will be analyzed by relying on
William .E.B Du Bois’s theory of Double consciousness to establish if racial
difference renders people vulnerable and how race is discussed in the novels.
In the second chapter, gender and sexuality are studied to determine if
women’s roles are gendered in Larsen’s novels. Besides, the sexual stereotypes
and their repercussions on the female characters will be taken into
consideration. Women'’s relations in society as females, wives and mothers will
also be examined. Finally, motherlessness and its role in the novels will be
analyzed. The last chapter of this section of the work relies on Butler’s article
(and speech) Rethinking Vulnerability and Resistance to prove that
vulnerability can sometimes be a form of resistance and that the fates of
Larsen’s characters are caused by their own choices rather than by their racial

or gender vulnerability.

The last part of this thesis ‘Writing the Other: Difference/
Différance'®” is divided into three chapters. First, in ‘Otherness, ‘Shout’?, and
Difference’, we will define the concept of otherness in the philosophy of
difference by using Christian Ruby’s Les archipels de la différence: Foucault,
Derrida, Deleuze, Lyotard. We will then define what a victim is and examine
Larsen’s characters to see if they fit in that description. We will also Study the
different kinds of ‘shout’ in Quicksand and Passing. Secondly, in ‘The
Aesthetics of Difference’, we will study Larsen’s style as the latter is an

instrument of the writing of difference. Does she change the

Différance as defined by Jacques Derrida
12This is my translation of ‘Le Cri’ which is the other’s reaction to all the sufferings it
undergoes. These reactions can be under different forms and types.
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meaning of some words? Does Larsen resist the ‘oppression of sense’ as it is
described in Ruby’s book and by philosophers as Foucault and Derrida? We
will also examine intertextuality and shared references in Larsen’s works and
analyze the para-textual elements like the epigraphs and determine their
importance in the texts. Finally, in the last chapter, ‘The Monolingualism of the
Other’, we will examine Nella Larsen’s use of language among which Black
English in the short story Sanctuary. We will also try to investigate the reasons
that pushed Larsen to use Black English at that time and not before and why

she chose to write her novels in the language of the ‘oppressor’.



Part |I: The Harlem Renaissance:

From Hybridity to Passing

21
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Chapter I: THE HARLEM RENAISSANCE: AN
ENCLAVE FOR AFRICAN-AMERICANS

The journey at least gave leisure for reflection and self-
examination; it changed the child of Emancipation to the youth
with dawning self-consciousness, self-realization, self-respect.
In those sombre forests of his striving his own soul rose before
him, and he saw himself,—darkly as through a veil; and yet he
saw in himself some faint revelation of his power, of his
mission. He began to have a dim feeling that, to attain his place
in the world, he must be himself, and not another. For the first
time he sought to analyze the burden he bore upon his back®3.

This is how in 1903, W.E.B Du Bois described the changes that had occurred
since the beginning of the Harlem Renaissance. For him, the journey that
African-Americans went through, with its hardness and its sufferings,
eventually led to the birth of a New Negro'4, after the title of Alain Locke’s
famous book published in 1925. The main novelty that the title points to stands
in total contrast to the "Old Negro", and encouraged the revolt of the black
American and his rejection of the Jim Crow laws which were instituted during
the Reconstruction period (1865-1877) in the Southern States. These laws
aimed at keeping African-Americans as second-hand citizens and continuing to
take advantage of them and exploit them. For Alain Locke, it suggests their
transformation from an ‘old negro’*® who accepted all the discriminations he
underwent to a new one who retrieved his racial pride and who wanted to fight

for equality and freedom.
. Birth and Development of the Harlem Renaissance

After the abolition of slavery in 1865, African-Americans faced
segregation and a lot of racial discrimination especially in the South. They
obtained the right to vote, but white people created laws to prevent them from
doing so. They imposed literary tests or makeshift criteria to exclude them
from civil life and keep their control over them. So, they were deprived of any

liberty or self-expression. Eric J. Sundquist writes:

3Du Bois, W. E. B. The Souls of Black Folk. New York: Dover Publications, 1903, p 10.
14The New Negro is the title of Alain Locke’s book written in 1925.
SLocke, Alain. The New Negro. 1925. Intro. Arnold Rampersad. New York: Macmillan, 1992.
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The promised advance of African American rights following the
Civil War....has turned out to be a false dawn. In the post-
Reconstruction years the ‘morning’ song of joy and resurrection
has been converted again into a song of ‘mourning’ and despair,
as a new slavery of racism and economic oppression once more
subverts true freedom for black Americans®®.

The author uses the words ‘mourning’ and ‘morning’ to refer to the spiritual
used by W.E.B Du Bois as a musical epigraph to the chapter Of the Down of

Freedom in The Souls of Black Folks.

Eric J. Sundquist maintains that “readers familiar with the spiritual
will know that the song’s title is variously printed as ‘mourning’ and
‘morning’, an ambiguity that is not insignificant insofar as the message of
many spirituals...is double, if not paradoxical”!’. In fact, the use of the words
‘mourning’ and ‘morning’ shows the disillusion the blacks went through after
the abolition of slavery. They were promised freedom and equality. However,
the shadow of racism was still haunting them and the hope of new life faded
day after day. Du Bois chose to use the spelling ‘mourning’ in his chapter. This
may be because he wanted to emphasize the sufferings of black people but also
because the word concords completely with the name he gave the spirituals

used in The Souls of Black Folks: ‘sorrow songs’.

In addition, the mechanization of agriculture left many workers
jobless and thus pushed them to leave. As a result, when World War | started,
the American factories experienced a lack of workers and many black
Americans viewed it as an opportunity for a better life. The Great Migration
was itself “a deliberate flight not only from countryside to city, but from
medieval America to modern”'®, We can say that it is at that moment that
African-American people started to strive for The American Dream. They
moved from the South to the North looking for a better life and for jobs.
Instead of being preoccupied with racial problems, they wanted to focus on
their lives as individuals and achieve economic success. That was the first time

in history they could dream for themselves as free human beings.

16Sundquist, Eric J. To Wake the Nations: Race in the Making of American Literature.
Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, February 251 1993.P 1-2.

1pid., p. 1.

8_ocke, Alain, op. cit., p. 14.
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They settled in northern cities such as Detroit, Chicago, and New
York. Thus, in the 1910s, Harlem, which is located in the northern section of
New York City, became mostly inhabited by black people. It is true that it is a
small geographical entity. However, it is attached to the rest of the world’s
greatest metropolis, New York. “Thus Harlem offered both intimacy and
sanctuary for its racially uniform inhabitants, and an open connection to the
white dominated world of patrons, publishers and people with almost unlimited
economic resources”®. As the masses of colored people began to arrive in
Harlem, its white inhabitants started to leave. Thus, this privileged the creation
of an enclave for African-American people. This racial and cultural ghetto

rapidly became one of liberation and independence.

It is difficult to determine the exact date of the beginning and the end
of the Harlem Renaissance. It is usually accepted that it started in the interwar
period which corresponds to the 1920s. As for its end, some specialists agree
that it came with the beginning of the Great Depression in the 1930s while
others extend it until the USA’s entry into war in 1941. During that period,
African-American people knew a big change. They had barely any chance to
integrate the white society since they were secluded and excluded in all the
domains from arts to politics and each effort to get integrated was harshly

punished.

So, Harlem became the very heart of Negro culture where the most
talented and intellectual beings of the race gathered to explore their potentials.
If we speak about the literature renaissance that took place in Harlem, we will
then take March 21st, 1924 as the point of its emergence. Indeed, it is on that
date that The Civic Club Dinner took place. At first, it was a dinner organized
to praise Jessie Fauset and her works but Alain Locke accepted to host it only
if all African-American writers were celebrated. So, it turned out to a big
dinner praising African-American authors in general. It gave the opportunity to

19Sorensen, Bent. Small, but Exalted: Negotiating Difference: Othering and Personal
Identity in Nella Larsen’s Life and Works. Aalborg: Aalborg Universitetsforlag, 2006,
p. 5.


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/New_York_City
http://vbn.aau.dk/en/publishers/aalborg-universitetsforlag(eb9f88d5-5048-4c15-8572-8ae751a6a170).html
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many authors like Countee Cullen to expose their works and get chances for
publication because a lot of white editors and publishers were present.

This was the birth of the Harlem Renaissance whose nucleus
comprised artists like W.E.B Du Bois, Alain Locke, Jessie Fauset and Nella
Larsen, whose works are at the heart of this dissertation. These artists all
describe the life in Harlem in their works. At that period, Harlem became the
only place where whites and blacks met and where African-Americans could
dream of an artistic career. Music and literature were the main vectors of that
movement. The Harlem Renaissance is also an esthetic movement as New
Negro writers questioned white esthetic standards and found a new, personal
expression of their identity based on racial pride as well as on experimentation

like Langston Hughes’s poetry in which the influence of Jazz music is obvious.

The Harlem Renaissance was not a mere renewal and recognition in
black culture. It was a spiritual emancipation and the blacks finally reaffirmed
their freedom “shaking off the psychology of imitation and implied
inferiority”?° that they had experienced since slavery. “The New Negro was
self- defined; indeed, ‘self” appears as a hyphenated prefix in the essay [Alain
Locke’s The New Negro] eleven times in thirteen pages. Self-understanding,
self-direction, self-respect, self-dependence, and self-expression supplanted the
self-pity that is the sole emotion to which the Old Negro seems to have been
entitled.”?! During the Harlem Renaissance, there had been a twist in the way
white people regarded black ones but also a change in the self-image black

people had of themselves.

After internalizing the prejudices and stereotypes that white people
had of them, African-American people decided to change their self-pity and
self-hatred into self-esteem and self-respect. According to Du Bois, they
realized that they carried the same burden and that they should unify and fight
for their rich culture instead of giving the whites the advantage by denigrating
themselves. It is the self-hatred and shame they felt that bound them together

and pushed them to unite and fight for the race up-lift. Furthermore, they felt

20Locke, Alain, op. cit., p. 2.
2lwall, A. Cheryl. Women of the Harlem Renaissance. Bloomington: Indiana U P, 1995, p. 2.
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liberated; in this context, once in Harlem, Helga Crane feels “a sense of
freedom, a release from the feeling of smallness which had hedged her in.” (Q,

p. 78) She “soon became thoroughly absorbed in the distracting interests of life
in New York...books, the theater, parties used up the nights.” (Ibid, p. 77)
Indeed, after living an empty social life in Naxos where people have no right to
individualism or independence, Helga finds a new world in Harlem. She is

captivated by different cultural and social activities she has access to.

The Harlem Renaissance revealed the black culture to the world. But,
it is not as if there was nothing before it. African-American culture and
literature had existed since American independence. Many writers such as
Frederick Douglass (1818-1895), WEB Du Bois (1868-1963) or Booker T.
Washington (1856-1915) already produced works like slaves’ stories, historical
essays or poems in the nineteenth century. However, these works were not
recognized at their fair value because of the skin color of their authors.
Scholars like Bosman, Hume, and Kant claimed the whites’ natural superiority
and attempted to prove that there is a correlation between ‘blackness’ and

‘stupidity’.

Besides, Hegel accused blacks of having no history and thus no
humanity. As a result, African-Americans started to write their individual
histories so as to know their collective one. Henry Louis Gates states “Afro-
American writing arose as a response to allegations of its absence. Black
people responded to these profoundly serious allegations about their ‘nature’ as
directly as they could”??. To do so, black people started producing their own
literature which represented both themselves and their race. They thought that
having a voice would liberate them. Therefore, a big change occurred during
the Harlem Renaissance. According to David Levering Lewis, we can divide

this period into three phases:

the first phase, ending in 1923 with the publication of Jean
Toomer’s unique prose poem ‘Cane’, was deeply influenced by
white artists and writers....The second phase, from early 1924 to

22Gates Jr., Henry Louis. “Introduction: Writing ‘Race’ and the Difference It Makes.”
Race, Writing and Difference. Ed. Henry Louis Gates Jr. Chicago, U of Chicago P,
1986, p.4.
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mid-1926,...a period of interracial collaboration between Zora
Neale Hurston’s “Negrotarian” whites and the African-
American Talented Tenth. The last phase, from mid-1926 to the
Harlem Riot of March 1935, was increasingly dominated by the
African American artists themselves.?

In other words, in the last phase of the Harlem Renaissance, African American
writers gained more autonomy and started to take over their literature in which

the whites used to interfere.

The African-American culture started to have a status and to be
recognized by the literary vanguard of the Harlem renaissance, i.e. major
American magazines and book publishers. Even white people began to be
interested and fascinated by all that was black. They were willing to learn more
about the other race. Editors were attracted by African-American literature and
many artists took advantage of that to make their voices heard. In an
unpublished interview she gave to Marion Starkey, Nella Larsen argued
“[editors] seem to be eager to give us an opportunity to show ourselves to the
world as we appear to each other, and not as we formerly appeared in magazine
literature....even if the fad for our writing passes presently...we will in the
meantime have laid the foundation for our permanent contributions to
American culture”?*, Like many writers of the era, she felt invested with the
mission of sharing the African-American culture with the world, speaking of
the race from the inside, and giving the blacks’ point of view instead of letting

white people who did not know much about race depict them.

Many other factors contributed to the spreading of the Harlem
Renaissance. First, the fact that many black bourgeois chose Sugar Hill as a
place to live. So, Harlem became the place where the black elite met. Second,
many universities near Harlem like Columbia opened their doors to black
people and formed a generation of artists like Langston Hughes and Jean
Toomer. Third, many associations were created to encourage the development

of the artistic domain like the NAACP. To finish, magazines were produced to

23Lewis, Levering David, The Portable Harlem Renaissance Reader.1994, p. P xvi.
2%unpublished interview, Alfred A. Knopf Papers, Harry Ransom Humanities Research Center,
University of Texas, Austin
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promote the work of black artists like Crisis?® which was founded in 1910 and

which revealed writers like Arna Bontemps and Countee Cullen.

This [publishers’ interest] would not have happened without the
extensive networking going on under the Renaissance label,
which involved a complex structure of patronage, friendship,
movements and parties,...awards and prizes of many kinds- or
in short a whole critical and cultural public, consumed with an
interest in African-American issues?®

In other words, The Harlem Renaissance required a lot of organization and
promotion. It is in this context that light was shed on writers like Claude
Mckay. Some other writers such as W.E.B Du Bois and Alain Locke used this
interest to encourage race debates and to fight for the uplift of black people.
Yet, very few women were recognized and acclaimed during that era. Some of
the rare ones, not to say the only ones, who are associated with that movement
and still studied nowadays as parts of it are Zora Neale Hurston, Jessie Fauset

and Nella Larsen.

Along with literature, there were other fields that blossomed during

The Harlem Renaissance like music, painting, and photography. Black artists

used their rich heritage and folklore like religious songs, tales, riddles,

superstitions and of course black English to promote their culture. Spectacles

were given in Harlem and attracted a lot of people. The famous club called the

Cotton Club was only open to white people. Jazz knew a big craze with artists

like Duke Ellington and Louis Armstrong. In Quicksand, Helga Crane
describes the nights in Harlem as

far from quiet, the streets far from empty. Clanging trolley bells,

quarreling cats, cackling phonographs, raucous laughter, complaining

motor horns, low singing, mingled in the familiar medley that is

Harlem. Black figures, white figures, little forms, big forms, small

groups, large groups, sauntered, or hurried by. It was gay, grotesque,
and a little weird. (Q, p. 89)

Thus, the nights there were agitated and full of animation. They were far from
being boring and by using the antonyms ‘white’ and ‘black’, ‘little’ and ‘big’,

‘small” and ‘large’, Larsen shows the diversity present in Harlem at the time.

25Crisis is the official magazine of the NAACP, it was created by W.E.B Du Bois who was its
editor.
263orensen, Bent, op, cit., p. 6-7.
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As a matter of fact, Harlem was a very diverse place mixing people
from different origins and horizons. In this context, Helga Crane is amazed by
the mixture of Harlem’s inhabitants as well as the different shades of her own
race;

There was sooty black, shiny black, taupe, mahogany, bronze, copper,
gold, orange, yellow, peach, ivory, pinky white, pastry white. There
was yellow hair, brown hair, black hair. She saw black eyes in white
faces, brown eyes in yellow faces, gray eyes in brown faces, blue eyes
in tan faces. Africa, Europe, perhaps with a pinch of Asia, in a

fantastic motley of ugliness and beauty, semibarbaric, sophisticated,
exotic were here. (Q, P. 90)

This passage and the used adjectives and colors demonstrate the great variety
of people who lived or went to Harlem. This suggests an openness of mind and
an acceptance of differences. However, even though in surface it looks like a
city where there is no discrimination, there were still some racial issues as it

will be demonstrated in the next parts of the work.

Fashion also took a new turn, especially because of the famous dancer
Josephine Baker who became a fashion reference not only for black but also for
white women. Besides, even some female writers were considered as fashion
symbols. For instance, Nella Larsen had a lot of interest in fashion and clothes.
Whenever she had an interview, her style was described in details. In a review
entitled ‘New Author Unearthed Right Here in Harlem’, published on May
23", 1928 in Amsterdam News, Thelma E. Berlack writes that Larsen was an
emancipated woman as she used to smoke and wear short dresses in a time
women did not?’. This sense of style is also very clear in her works as she
describes every outfit that her characters wear in detail. Helga Crane for
example loves fashion and uses it to express her revolt. Indeed, she wears

colorful clothes in a time black women were supposed to only wear dark ones.

However, even if the Harlem Renaissance was a period of
development for black people, they underwent many sufferings. In fact, people
living in Harlem, which was nicknamed ‘Mecca’ by Alain Locke, experienced
very hard social conditions. Gilbert Osofsky asserts that Harlem became a slum

during the 1920s.It was overcrowded, people received low salaries and rents

2"Berlack, E. Thelma, New Author Unearthed Here in Harlem. Amsterdam News, 1928, p. 2.



30

were very high. So, they suffered poverty and many diseases. According to
Osofsky, death rates in Harlem were 42 percent above the average rate of the
whole city between 1923 and 192728, Besides, he asserts that colored people
were persecuted since white people thought that they stole their jobs.

Moreover, even if white people had a lot of interest and were intrigued
by the blacks, they considered them as exotic others and went to Harlem to see
them as if they were animals in a zoo or as freaks. The nights in Harlem were
“merely a taxi trip to the exotic for most white New Yorkers”?°, For them, it
was a way to see exotic creatures without going to the jungle and thus without
any danger. Yet, most of the Harlemites did not have time for those parties as
they had to work very hard. According to James Weldon Johnson “the vast
majority of [Harlemites] are ordinary, hard-working people....most of them
have never seen the inside of a night-club®°. In fact, most of the people who
lived in Harlem did not consider themselves part of the landscape as it is

expressed in Quicksand.

The author states about Helga Crane “But, while the continuously
gorgeous panorama of Harlem fascinated her, thrilled her, the sober mad rush
of white New York failed entirely to stir her. Like thousands of other Harlem
dwellers, she patronized its shops, its theaters, its art galleries, and its
restaurants, and read its papers, without considering herself a part of the
monster”. (Q, p. 77) Thus, even though Helga is marveled by Harlem, she is
not very happy by the whites’ presence there as she knows the real reasons
behind their visits to Harlem. Indeed, Helga can see that white people’s only
goal is to have an insight to exoticism and that they consider African-

Americans as animals rather than human beings.

Being herself bi-racial, Helga Crane is capable to perceive the race

hypocrisy lying in the whites’ and blacks’ interactions. She abhors the fact that

280sofsky, Gilbert. Harlem:The Making of a Ghetto, Negro NewYork, 1890-1930.Chicago:
Dee, 1996, p. 141.

2°Huggins, Nathan Irvin. Harlem Re-naissance. New York: Oxford University Press, 1971, p.
89.

30Johnson, Weldon James. Black Manhattan. Boston: Da Capo Press, 1930, p. 161.
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her people, African-Americans, make a show of their lives in order to suit the

whites’ expectation. In Harlem, Helga leads a happy life

Not at all a narrow life, as Negroes live it, as Helga Crane knew
it. Everything was there, vice and goodness, sadness and gaiety,
ignorance and wisdom, ugliness and beauty, poverty and
richness. And it seemed to her that somehow of goodness,
gaiety, wisdom, and beauty always there was a little more than
of vice, sadness, ignorance and ugliness. (Q, p. 78)

Therefore, despite the liberty and beauty Helga finds in Harlem, she also finds
scarcity, vice and misery. By using these antonyms, Larsen demonstrates that
unlike what some writers of the era described about Harlem as a perfect place
to live in, devoid of racism and where the blacks could be free, there were still

many race problems and discriminations there.

Like in Quicksand, the whites’ presence in Harlem is also portrayed in
Larsen’s second novel Passing. In a conversation with Irene, Clare wonders
why white people like Hugh Wentworth go to “a Negro dance” (P, p. 125)
Irene replies that this “was the year 1927 in the city of New York, and
hundreds of white people of Hugh Wentworth's type came to affairs in Harlem,
more all the time. So many that Brian had said: ‘Pretty soon the colored people
won't be allowed in at all, or will have to sit in Jim Crowed sections.””(Ibid)
So, there are so many whites in Harlem that African-Americans are afraid of
being excluded from it or that the place becomes segregated. The city which
was originally all black in the early 1920s is submerged by white Americans
who come to “see Negroes” as Irene puts it. She believes there are various
reasons why they come to Harlem “A few purely and frankly to enjoy
themselves. Others to get material to turn into shekels. More, to gaze on these
great and near great while they gaze on the Negroes.”(Ibid, p. 125) So, like
Helga, Irene thinks that it is voyeurism and curiosity that pushes white

Americans into Harlem where they can gaze at exotic and strange creatures.
1. The image of African-Americans in Literature

Black artists were pressured by their white patrons to put primitivism
in their works. In fact, this was one of the paradoxical sides of the Harlem

Renaissance or as Cary Wintz calls it "the major dilemma of the Harlem
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Renaissance"3. The financial support that African-American artists received
from white people was usually followed by directions and restrictions that
made the artist change his work in this regard. "Unselfishness and sincerity
could not always prevent misunderstandings between black writers and white
patrons, nor could it prevent white support from imposing restrictions, as
unintentional as they might be, on black literature™2.Some of them like
Langston Hughes even stopped working with their patrons because of that. On
the one hand, African-Americans wanted to show their independence and to
establish their identity apart from the stereotyped image the whites had of
them. However, on the other hand, they were obliged to create stereotyped,

primitive characters going counter their principles and their real lives.

Furthermore, the Harlem Renaissance’s artists diverged on how to
describe the race and how to make things better. Indeed, some of them tried to
erase all the stereotypes that existed about colored people and to create
educated and perfect characters; while others, like Larsen, preferred to expose
the different problems undergone by the race and its imperfections in order to
find solutions. One of the biggest conflicts was between Booker T. Washington
and W.E.B Du Bois. In fact, the former claimed that African-Americans had to
cooperate with the whites so as to have a better life; while the latter asserted the
blacks’ independence and their need to create a black elite who would promote
their race and develop it. So, some African-Americans like Margarita Murray
Washington, who was an educator and essayist, followed the philosophy of
Washington and tried to submit to the stereotyped image the whites had of
them. They accentuated their ‘primitive’ side and arranged their lives so as to
have the whites’ benediction. While others, like Nella Larsen pursued Du
Bois’s ideas and wanted to measure up to the whites and prove that they had as
much potential as them, if not more than them. They showed their best side and

fought for equality.

There was no single ideological direction in the literature of the

Harlem Renaissance. Authors had the same goal, promoting the race, but they

31Wintz, Cary D. Black Culture and the Harlem Renaissance. Houston: Rice University Press,
1988, p. 189.
32|bid
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did not do it the same way. They also diverged on how characters should be
depicted. Therefore, they gave a contradictory image of the blacks which
complicated even more their search for identity. Writers like Jessie Fauset and
Nella Larsen created well-educated characters following Du Bois’s philosophy
and not submitting to the whites. They focus on female characters to
demonstrate the difficulties they underwent but also their strength and

independence. Yet, their works were labeled as too bourgeois.

Other writers like Zora Neale Hurston commemorate difference in
their works. These three writers use the device of characterization in their
works. However, while on the one hand, Nella Larsen usually uses direct
characterization like in Passing where the characters are described physically
but also through their environment, and opinions; on the other hand, Zora
Neale Hurston generally uses indirect characterization. In fact, in Their Eyes
Were Watching God, for instance, Hurtson describes some characters indirectly
making the reader understand their personalities through their names and
behaviors. This can be mostly noticed in the protagonist’s, Janie, three
husbands. For example, we can understand through Logan’s behavior that he
thinks that women are objects while on the contrary Tea Cake has a more

democratic vision of them.

In a very interesting essay entitled Authentic American and published
in The New York Times on the Web, the critic Margo Jefferson asks the
question is Nella Larsen less authentically black than Zora Neale Hurston?3?
She wonders if it is worth trying to give a definition to authentic American or
African-American literature. She writes “It isn't the questions I mind, it's
certain flat-footed answers that just won't go away. Why are we still tempted to
believe there is any one kind of authenticity, that we are the ones who can
always recognize it, or that writing marked by one's sex isn't at least as varied
and confounding as sex itself?”®* These questions are very important in the

context of this present work as they might help to understand why Nella

33)efferson, Margo, Authentic American:ls Larsen less authentically black than Zora Neale
Hurston? Is Philip Roth less Jewish than Cynthia Ozick? New York: The New York Times,
February 18" 2001, p. 4.
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Larsen’s works did and still do not receive the same recognition as Zora Neale

Hurston’s.

In fact, even if Larsen’s works have been reviewed by such critics as
W.E.B Du Bois, Claudia Tate, Deborah McDowell, and Judith Butler, they are
not as famous as Hurston’s. Furthermore, Hurston is considered as the most
important female writer of the Harlem Renaissance and her works are much
more studied in the world than other women writers of the era, such as Jessie
Redmon Fauset and Nella Larsen. Margo Jefferson believes that “It's as if the
old threat of mixed blood that made the mulatto a figure of shame, guilty
allure, rage and acute social anxiety for a couple of centuries still hangs on,
now in the guise of literary criticism™3®.In other words, Jefferson thinks that
some critics take the Tragic Mulatto figure as a cover to denigrate Larsen’s
works. They assert that this figure is used up and that the topic of passing is

old-fashioned. To this Jefferson answers

But when did questions of dual identity and desires that flout or
yearn to flout convention become dated or rarefied? We accept
them in the lethally restricted Old New York of Edith Wharton,
and in the muted but tortured negotiations between Henry
James's Americans and Europeans. Larsen was a stern clinician
of privilege, not a sentimentalist. And given America now, with
its profusion of racial, ethnic and religious mixes and its
perpetual obsession with status and reinventing oneself, her
writing is anything but retrograde®.

Therefore, Nella Larsen’s works represent a reality that existed and still exists

in society about bi-racial people.

Besides, Jefferson asserts that Larsen is accused of literary passing by
some white and black scholars because she draws little from the black culture
and folklore. Indeed, Larsen uses a ‘white’ style in her writings. She sometimes
introduces some fragments of sentences containing African-American
vernacular like in Quicksand when Helga Crane speaks with uneducated
woman living in the rural south. The only piece of work written in Vernacular

is Larsen’s short story Sanctuary for which she has been accused of plagiarism

35)efferson, Margo, op, cit. p. 5.
31hid.
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and which largely contributed in her literary career’s end. The author’s
protagonists are mostly privileged African-Americans who speak Standard

English and who rarely use vernacular.

Yet, “Standard English is a cultural practice, not a biological
inheritance. And so, obviously, is vernacular, or writers from Twain and Stowe
to Faulkner and Welty would never have been able to draw on the black speech
they heard around them in the rural and urban South”®’. Indeed, using Black
English is cultural rather than biological, and allows non-colored people to use
that dialect. So, this belies Larsen’s literary passing because of the language
she uses, as she shows in Sanctuary with her excellent command of African-
American vernacular. This use of Black English will be further studied in the

last part of this thesis.

Consequently, Margo Jefferson believes that Nella Larsen’s
disappearance from the literary scene as compared to Zora Neale Hurston is
due to two factors: the subjects she analyzes in her works and her use of
Standard English instead of African-American vernacular. She asserts that the
author’s “prose is modernist, with its rhythms of half-suppressed, half-
conscious agitation and its psychological ruptures”3®. Additionally, the critic
gives an interesting example about the use of a language and its importance in
the categorization of literary works. Indeed, in the 1920s, Virginia Woolf
eulogized Ring Lardner’s baseball stories for what she named his truly
American English. Yet, Wilson wrote in a letter that there is no American
English he “felt Woolf was praising Lardner for a kind of neo-primitive charm,
implying that American writers had little else of interest to offer”®°. The critic
thinks that his reaction was somehow disproportionate but that she agrees with
him on the fact that “culture's power brokers are often most at ease when
outsiders do and say nothing that might allow them to be mistaken for

insiders”. In this regard, Larsen’s use of a perfect Standard ‘white’ English

87 Jefferson, Margo, op, cit., p 6.
38|bid, p.7.
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might have been perceived as a threat since when analyzing her writing style,
she could possibly be mistaken for a white writer.

Thus, these allegations of literary passing or ambiguity might have
been the reason why Larsen’s works have been long forgotten and less studied
than works written by Zora Neale Hurston who was considered by some critics
as more authentically black and thus more legitimate to talk about the race. In
fact, Nella Larsen grew up in a white neighborhood and some scholars thought
she was not completely qualified to represent African-Americans. However,
the author does not only talk about the blacks or whites; she depicts a third
group of people, mixed-race, who struggle to find their place in a world where
they are rejected by both white and colored people. It is worth underlining that
Nella Larsen, Zora Neale Hurston, and Jessie Redmon Fauset led lives that
deviated from conformists’ prospects of women at the time. Indeed, none of
them became a mother and marriage did not seem to be their priority. They
played a very important role in the development of black women’s literary
tradition and that is why their works have been revived by writers as Alice

Walker after years of oblivion.

So, black artists had the challenging task of representing the African-
American identity and struggled to avoid the stereotypical, exotic figure that
some whites looked for in African-American literature. But what is the
African-American identity? Can it be defined? If yes, how? And by whom?
These are the questions that black writers tried to answer and that we will
explore in this dissertation. This lack of a single ideology caused a lot of
problems within the movement and contributed to its end. Wintz argues that in
the 1930s “black writers and critics either became disillusioned with the
movement or else became convinced that the movement was a sinking ship,
and they abandoned it” since “the movement never found any common

ideology to bind together its adherents™*!.

The Harlem Renaissance is at the heart of some contestation for three
reasons: first, some scholars, like Henry Rhodes in The Social Contributions of

“Wintz, Cary D.,op, cit., p. 222.
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The Harlem Renaissance, argue that there was no renaissance taking place
while others assert that it did take place. Second, for its location because many
of the so-called renaissance authors did not actually live in Harlem. Jessie
Fauset and Zora Neale Hurston for instance spent much of the Harlem
Renaissance on the road. Finally, scholars diverge on its exact period because it
Is not possible to determine the precise dates of its beginning and ending. Some
of them identify the period as the decade of the 1920s while others like Nathan
Huggins refer to it as a decade of change between WW1 and The Great

Depression.

Furthermore, “Jessie Fauset and several other female poets wrote and
published well before World War 1. All of Hurston’s novels and one of
Fauset’s were published after the start of the Great Depression. As a
consequence, neither Huggins nor Lewis considers Hurston’s major fiction in
their studies of the Harlem Renaissance.”*? Even Harold Bloom does not
include Nella Larsen in his work The Western Canon: The Books and School of
the Ages (1994) In fact, even if her works received a big success during the
Harlem Renaissance, Nella Larsen was and still is excluded from many books
about the era. So, is it a kind of strategy of exclusion that these male critics
used to marginalize female authors whose works were recognized and praised

at their time?
Women of the Harlem Renaissance*3:

Many black and female authors have been excluded from the canon of
American literature. Canons exist to distinguish fine writing from mediocre
one; they serve to classify good literature from non-literature. Canonization is a
process established by the Catholic Church and the Orthodox Churches,
leading to the official recognition of a person as 'holy', this person is then
proposed as an exemplary model of Christian life. As the canon also served to
distinguish ‘sacred’ texts from heretic ones, it necessarily entails patterns of
inclusion and exclusion which, applied to literary productions, favor some

categories of writers over others. Such patterns, and more especially the pattern

42\Wall, Cheryl. A., op, cit., p. 10.
43Women of the Harlem Renaissance is the title of Cheryl. E. Wall’s book published in 1995.
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of exclusion, obviously emerge as a central issue in the present study and will
constitute a main focus of analysis of the dissertation, particularly in its

intricate connections and interplay with the question of otherness.

The meaning of the term Canon has evolved and is now used in
literature to refer to certain works that have become classics that good readers
and scholars must be familiar with so as to be considered knowledgeable. But
what seems quite remarkable is that these works are usually written by white
males. In fact, there has been a sort of gerrymandering in American literature
that advantaged male and white authors but also black male authors over
females. Women writers were excluded and their works sometimes ignored or
forgotten; so, these marginalized authors came to embody a significant mass of
‘others’ of American literature. It is the terror of the other that pushes people to
create groups and to construct canons from which the minorities are
marginalized and excluded. Some authors like Virginia Woolf and Langston
Hughes denounced the exclusionary nature of canons but since they both
belong to minorities, female and black respectively, their voices have long

been ignored in the past.
Rebuilding the Image of African-American Women

The Harlem Renaissance is regarded as male-dominated by critics,
like Harold Bloom in The Western Canon: The Books and School of the Ages
for instance, and very few women were recognized as writers. During that
period, black women started to revolt and to claim their rights, they began to be
educated and to work. A number of them gained some independence and
started to discover the world. However, this did not prevent them from
suffering because of the stereotyped image the world had of them.

In “The Task for Negro Womanhood” published in The Portable
Harlem Renaissance Reader, Elise Johnson McDougald states about the

African-American female:

She is conscious that what is left of chivalry is not directed
toward her. She realizes that the ideals of beauty, built up in the
fine arts, have excluded her almost entirely. Instead the
grotesque Aunt Jemimas of the street-car advertisement
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proclaim only an ability to serve without grace or loveliness.
Nor does the drama catch her finest spirit. She is most often
used to provoke the mirthless laugh of ridicule; or to portray
feminine viciousness or vulgarity not peculiar to Negroes. This
is the shadow over her*,
This quote reflects the negative image that people used to have of black
women. Before the Harlem Renaissance, and even after but to a lesser extent,

black females suffered from a paradoxical stereotyped image.

In fact, on the one hand, African-American women were associated
with the famous image of the mammy, a fat sturdily built black female, whose
use and role was to provide for the needs and demands of the white master and
his family. Mechanically, she would appear whenever she was wanted,
knowing exactly what to do to satisfy the master. These women were
considered as ugly because they did not fit in the white standard of beauty,
white skin, blond hair with blue eyes, and their sole utility lay in serving
people. On the other hand, they were associated with the image of Jezebel, an
attractive, sexual being who seduces and lures men. They were seen as evil
beings who seduced white, innocent men. This representation was used to
justify the sexual relationships that the white masters had with their slaves. It
was a way to put all the blame on black women and to diminish the
responsibility of white men who abused and mistreated them.

Rebuilding the image of black women was a real challenge during the
Harlem Renaissance. Not only because they had to change it in the eyes of the
white people and black males but also because they had to work on their self-
image and define their identity. In fact, many black women internalized the
stereotyped image people spread of them. They felt ugly and thought that their
only ability lay in serving people. Furthermore, they believed that only
whiteness could be beautiful and attractive. So, they tried to mimic white
women in their way of dressing but also in their life style, for those who had
the means to do so. Whiteness was everywhere in their daily lives like in

4“McDouglad Johnson, Elise, The Task for Negro Womanhood. The Portable Harlem
Renaissance Reader, New York: Viking Penguin, 1994, p. 369-70.
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magazines and advertisements. So, they felt pressured and used all the ways to
look lighter.

During the Harlem Renaissance, there were two opposed perceptions
about the new colored female. Some women like Margarita Murray
Washington considered that black women should stay at home and take care of
their husbands and children. They had to be beautiful and maintain a certain
social life. Their mission was to cater for their husbands to help them have a
successful career thus establishing a bourgeois class. These women continued
to imitate the whites’ life style because they idealized it. Margarita Murray
Washington is a perfect representation of the Gibson Girl. Other women like
Pauline Hopkins, on the other hand, sustained that the black female should be
very ambitious and focus on personal achievements. She asked for women’s
emancipation and independence by demanding their rights. This kind of

women usually neglected their femininity and had no love life.

There were also two contrasting representations of women among
artists and intellectuals. Lucia Morrow Calloway argues that sexuality was a
very controversial topic during the Harlem Renaissance between artists and
intellectuals®. On the one hand, artists tried to present the black female as a
sexual, sensual being just like blues singers and exotic dancers. On the other
hand, intellectuals wanted to present the image of chaste, respectable black
females. As a result of all these contradictory images that people spread about
the black female, defining their new identity was a very complex process that
took a long time. African-American females had to triumph over many barriers
and to work on their self-image before trying to change people’s picture of
them.

After the Civil War, many African-Americans started to access
education. Several of them could not complete school. Yet, some of them had
the chance to finish their studies and even to go to college. So, there started to

be black doctors, lawyers, physicians, and businessmen. On the other hand,

4SCalloway, Licia Morrow. Black Family (DYS) Function in Novels by Jessie Fauset, Nella
Larsen and Fannie Hurst. New York: Peter Lang Publishing, Inc. 2003, p. 146.
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women could also complete their studies but they did not have the same
chances as their black colleagues. In fact, just like in Europe, the professions
reserved to educated women were limited to teachers, nurses, librarians and
rarely writers. As a matter of fact, women struggled to be taken seriously as
writers. Black males regarded them as either care providers or entertainers.
Therefore, black female intellectuals produced great efforts so as to make their
voices heard. The trouble, according to Carole Marks, director of Black Studies
and associate professor of sociology at the University of Delaware, was that
women’s tasks were very different from those of the black men. According to
African-American males, Black women’s role was that of a salon hostess or

entertainer.

As a consequence, many women writers were disregarded as
participants in the movement. However, some black women authors were able
to impose their voices and to overcome their exclusion from the canon. So,
literature by and about African-American women began to gain a status and
among its representatives were Nella Larsen, Jessie Fauset, Georgia Douglas
Johnson, and Zora Neale Hurtson. The number of African-American female
writers, poets and essayists had never been so big before that period still it
continued to be inferior to male authors’. These latter criticized women’s
writings that were, according to them, too romanticized and only dealing with
women’s issues. Paradoxically, they also thought that women should limit their
topics and that they should discuss subjects like domesticity and stay away
from politics for example. This rejection might have come from the black
authors’ fear of competition but also from the older generation of African-
American females who coped perfectly within the clichéd roles they played.
Furthermore, some leaders of the Harlem Renaissance like W.E.B Du Bois
kept notice of females’ works to ensure that they did not depict the black

woman in a stereotypical way.

Thus, female authors did not receive the same degree of attention from
editors and this reflected the gender diversity and discrimination of the period.
However, these writers produced efforts to make their voices heard. They

discussed various topics including womanhood, domesticity but also political
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problems and social conditions. They excelled in describing the way African-
American females were treated by the whites but also by their own community.
Some of them incorporated autobiographical elements in their works which
made their depictions even more accurate. So, they portrayed the troubles that
black women underwent during the 1920s and the 1930s. Moreover, they gave
an overview of the lives they lead and the place of women during that era.
Barbara Christian explains that novelists such as Frances E.W. Harper, Jessie
Fauset, Nella Larsen, and Zora Neale Hurston had the difficult task of proving

“that the black woman is a woman’**.

Nella Larsen Versus Jessie Redmon Fauset

The small number of renowned black women writers did not prevent
them from having some rivalry. Nella Larsen for example was very competitive
and the only other woman she considered to be of quality, and may be of
equality with her, during the Harlem Renaissance was Jessie Redmon Fauset.
This competitive and occasionally pretentious behavior made some male
writers like Harold Jacksman, who was a minor writer of the Harlem
Renaissance, very irritated. Nella Larsen is often compared to Jessie Redmon
Fauset and Cheryl A. Wall thinks that it “does Larsen a disservice™*’ since the
two writers analyze the race topic differently. Indeed, they both examine the
relationship between passing and sexuality. However, while Larsen uses
miscegenation in her works, Fauset avoids it. In the latter’s Plum Bun(1929),
Angela Murray, a mulatto heroine, ends up marrying a black man while in
Larsen’s Passing Clare has a child with her white husband. Furthermore, Wall
believes that Larsen’s work resembles more that of Jean Toomer and Claude

McKay than Jessie Fauset’s.

Yet, there are some similarities between Larsen’s and Fauset’s works.
In fact, like Fauset’s characters, Larsen’s do not suffer from poverty or even a
lot of social injustices. As it is stated above, their works have been perceived as

too bourgeois. They both present the figure of the mulatto in a new way.

4®Harper, E.W. Frances.Black Women Novelists: The Development of a Tradition, 1892-1976.
California: Praeger, 1980, p. 252.

4"Wall, Cheryl. A., op, cit., p. 117.



43

Instead of victimizing and creating a tragic mulatto, they both present this
figure as an icon of beauty and a model for the new black female. We do not
feel the suffering and the estrangement that the traditional figure of the tragic

mulatto conveys.

“Like Jessie Fauset, to whom she is frequently compared, Larsen
emphasizes female sexuality as a component of women’s identity, but she also
challenges the implication that the domestic sphere can satisfy a woman’s
quest for satisfaction and completion*, Like Jessie Fauset, Larsen thinks that
sexuality is a part of women they cannot deny. However, in her works, she
emphasizes the fact that women’s identity is not limited to sexuality and that
they are not sexual objects. Furthermore, she demonstrates that repressing
one’s sexuality can lead to disastrous endings like the one of Helga Crane, the
heroine of Quicksand. Larsen’s characters, especially in Quicksand, do not
want to be doomed to a domestic role and try to liberate themselves from the
restrictions of the society. In addition, both writers focus on the social position
of black females. For example, they analyze the relationship between gender
and class maintaining that women have been othered and that the stereotyped
image society had of them contributed to their alienation. Helga Crane, for
instance, demonstrates the disastrous effects that social pressure can have on

women.

Furthermore, Jessie Fauset and Nella Larsen both examine the
relationships between men and women and the marriage bond in their works.
They discuss the notions of love and consider marriage as an out-of-date
Victorian practice that imprisons women and kills their individuality.
Marriages are also described as passionless and empty of romance. Through
their works, they illustrate the difficulties undergone by black women and try

to offer solutions and moralities.

Another common point between Jessie Fauset and Nella Larsen is that
they both describe everything in detail among which the settings, the

characters; so much that it creates an understandable mental image in the mind

48The Oxford Companion to African-American literature. Edited by William L. Andrews,
Frances Smith Foster and Trudier Harris. New York: Oxford University Press, 1997, p. 428.
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of the reader. Some authors, like Zora Neale Hurston, observe that the thought
process of black people of the period was very developed. In fact, according
to her, African-Americans thought in a very practical way and created mental
images of their ideas. Especially, in the case of writers and this helped them to
vehicle their ideas clearly. She thought that it was due to an innate intelligence

because black people did not have access to education.

After decades of the oblivion of some authors like Zora Neale Hurston
and Nella Larsen, their works were rediscovered and prompted by writers like
Alice Walker and Toni Morrison. The various works by African-American
women writers of the Harlem Renaissance exposed truths about the era and the
way of living of people that only the colored females could tell. The African-
American women writers of the Harlem Renaissance followed the footsteps of
Phyllis Wheatley and Frances E.W. Harper hence shaping a pathway that Toni
Morrison, Alice Walker, and others would pursue. Alice Walker considers
authors like Zora Neale Hurston as models who set the foundation of black
women’s literature and who formed the basis to understand the social and
historical context in which they lived. It is very significant that these black
women authors, Nella Larsen and Zora Neale Hurston, were revived and

prompted by other black female writers.

Even though the Harlem Renaissance did not last for a long time, it
established the foundations for the creation of an African-American literature
but also an African-American identity. In fact, during that period, black
people’s image changed for the world but also for themselves. They understood
the importance and the richness of their culture and of speaking up for the

race’s uplift.

“*Neale Hurston, Zora (1928) How it Feels to Be Colored Me. New York: American Roots,
2015, p. 20.
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C. Quicksand and Passing reviews:

When Quicksand and Passing appeared, respectively in 1928 and
1929, they were the subject of many reviews and critiques. Indeed, many
newspapers published articles on the novels but also on the author. In this
chapter, some of these reviews, that can be found in the archives dedicated to
the author®, will be analyzed to see the way Nella Larsen’s novels were

assessed throughout time.

In a review entitled ‘4 Mulatto Girl’, published in the New York Times
in April 1928, the reviewer, whose name is not cited, starts by quoting Larsen’s
publishers who argue that Quicksand is the first novel in years that is free of
propaganda. The critic agrees with them and thinks that Larsen recounts the
story of an individual rather than of the whole race. He writes: “Miss Larsen
cannot help being aware that the negro problem is a real one, cannot help being
aware negro exhibitionism...is a vivid and interesting spectacle; but she is
most of all aware that a novelist’s business is primarily with individuals and
not with classes, and she confines herself to the life of Helga Crane”!. Even if
Quicksand mainly focuses on the character of Helga Crane, it also recounts the
story of a community. In fact, the novel’s first goal may not be propaganda;
still it does not limit itself to recounting the story of an individual. Nella Larsen
explores race and gender issues. She describes feelings that are shared by
mixed-race people, if not by the whole race. Her novels, Quicksand and
Passing, are not merely fictional; they picture many realities of the Harlem
Renaissance. Indeed, Larsen explores sentiments of exclusion and otherness

that black people and women felt back then.

In ‘Mixed Blood’, a review published in the New York Tribune on
May 13 1928, Roark Bradford, a white author of the period, seems moderately

enthusiastic about Quicksand. He writes “Here again is the old theme of mixed

5OMost of Nella Larsen’s archives can be found at the Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscripts
Library at the Yale University Collection of American Literature. Some archives can also be
found at the Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture and at The New York Public
Library, Manuscripts, Archives and Rare Books Division.

SI"A Mulatto Girl." Rev. of Quicksand, by Nella Larsen. New York Times Book Review 8 Apr.
1928: 16-17.
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blood®2. However, he finds the “result interesting”. For him, the charm of the
novel lies in Larsen’s capacity to describe Helga Crane’s feeling of longing for
something that is unattainable. He then becomes more critical about the
author’s style and technique, and writes: ‘Helga is an idea more than she is a
human being; drawing character does not seem to be one of Miss Larsen’s
major accomplishments™3, Nevertheless, Bradford finds the book “good”. The
common point between these first two reviews is that they both maintain that
Quicksand is not a propaganda novel and that even if Nella Larsen is aware of

the race problems, she does not devote her work to them.

An important passage from the review is when Bradford evokes the
climax of the novel. In this scene, Helga Crane and Mr. Anderson meet in a
party and share a kiss. For him, “savagery tears at her [Helga’s] heart; the black
blood chokes the white, and Africa rumbles through her [Helga’s] veins.”>* He
later adds “The reader...should begin [the novel] with a mind as free as
possible of racial prejudices and preconceived notions and conclusions.”®
Thus, there is a contradiction in the critic’s statements. In fact, the last two
quotes are completely contradictory. On the one hand, Bradford argues that the
reader should read this novel without having any preconceptions. Nonetheless,
on the other hand, his own review is marred by stereotypes like the fact that he
states that following one’s sexual impulses or desires is only specific to black
people, or in this case black females. He accentuates the typecast image of the
colored woman as a Jezebel. In other words, a sexual, savage being who cannot
control her impulses. Helga Crane tries to fight this stereotyped picture of the
black woman throughout the novel. By saying that the “black blood chokes the
white one”, Bradford implies that this behavior cannot be committed by a

white, respectable woman, on the opposite of a black, savage one.

W.E.B Du Bois reviewed Quicksand very positively in an article
published in Crisis in 1928. He argues “Quicksand is the best piece of fiction

52Bradford, Roark. "Mixed Blood." Rev. of Quicksand, by Nella Larsen. New York Herald
Tribune. 13 May 1928: 22.
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that Negro America has produced since the heyday of Chesnutt”*®. He thinks
that it is “a fine, thoughtful and courageous piece of work™’. Du Bois also
claims that Helga Crane’s character is a fresh approach for his epoch,
considering her as “typical of the new, honest, young fighting Negro woman-
the one in whom race sits negligibly and life is always first”®8. It is interesting

to see how the reviews and critiques have evolved over time.

In an introduction to an edition of the novel Quicksand published in 1971,
Adelaide Cromwell Hill writes: “Quicksand helps us to see how one Black
woman viewed the problem of the Black community, its relation to White
society, the survival of the individual Black person in a totally White society
abroad, and the basic problem of sex as it expresses itself for Black women and
for those males, Black or White, available or attractive to them™®. In other
words, the novel makes us see through the eyes of a black female to discover
her vision of both Black and white environments and perceive how she
expresses or hides her sexual passion. It is in the 1970s that Nella Larsen’s
works were rediscovered and critics started to analyze themes other than race,

like sexuality in the novels.

In Sexism as Quagmire: Nella Larsen’s Quicksand (1973), Hortense
E. Thornton sees the novel as a fresh advance for the Harlem Renaissance era.
She states “when one considers the complex events of the novel, it becomes
possible to argue that Helga’s tragedy was perhaps more a result of sexism than
of racism”®.Helga is marginalized because of her skin color but also because
of her sex. She is treated as inferior by black and white people and is obliged to
repress her sexuality. She finds in marriage a solution to let go this sexual
tension and still be a respectable woman but she is trapped with an insipid man

she ends up hating.

So, critics started to read the novel without focusing on the race
issues. In a 1986 article entitled "That nameless... shameful impulse': Sexuality

%Du Bois, William.E.B. Review of Quicksand. Crisis. 1928: 284-285.

bid.

%81bid.

5Hill Cromwell, Adelaide. Quicksand. / With an introd.by Adelaide Cromwell Hill. New York:
Collier Books, [1971, ¢1928], p. 12.

80Thornton, Hortense E., Sexism as Quagmire: Nella Larsen's Quicksand, inC. L. A.
Journal 16, March 1973, p. 288.
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in Nella Larsen's Quicksand and Passing, Deborah McDowell argues that
Larsen attempts “to hold the two virtually contradictory impulses in the same
novel. [She] wanted to tell the story of the black women with sexual desires,
but was constrained by a competing desire to establish black women as

respectable in black middle class terms”®?.

A year later, Hazel Carby published a book entitled Reconstructing
Womanhood: The Emergence of the Afro-American Woman Novelist. In this
work, Carby shares Deborah McDowell’s view about Larsen’s treatment of

sexuality in Quicksand. Indeed, she writes

Larsen recognized that the repression of the sensual in Afro-
American fiction in response to the long history of the
repression or denial of female sexuality and desire. But, of
course, the representation of black female sexuality meant
risking its definition as primitive and exotic within a racist
society. Larsen attempted to embody but could not hope to
resolve these contradictions in her representation of Helga as
sexual being, making Helga the first truly sexual black female
protagonist in Afro-American fiction®?.

Otherwise stated, both McDowell and Carby believe that on the one hand,
Larsen wants to fight the image of Jezebel and to present the picture of a chaste
black woman. Yet, on the other hand, she wants to show that black women
have desires like every woman and that they are too pressured by the
stereotyped image society has of them. However, they argue that these two
contradictions cannot be held by the same person and that it is what led Helga

to her disastrous fate.

In The Portable Harlem Renaissance Reader, a book published in
1994, David Levering Lewis writes “Nella Larsen’s Quicksand (1928), if not
the best novel of the Renaissance, is certainly its most engrossing. Mckay’s
Home to Harlem sold more copies, but Larsen’s novel won much better critical

reviews and one of the Renaissance’s newest and most prestigious laurels, the

5IMcDowell, Deborah E. "'That nameless... shameful impulse": Sexuality in Nella Larsen's
Quicksand and Passing. in "Black Feminist Criticism and Critical Theory. Ed. Joe WeixImann
and Houston A. Baker. Greenwood, FL: Penkevill, 1988, p. 146.

62Carby, Hazel. Reconstructing Womanhood: The Emergence of the Afro-American Woman
Novelist. New York: Oxford University Press, 1987, p. 173-74.
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Harmon Foundation’s second prize for literature”®®. Lewis argues that one of
Larsen’s strengths and what differentiates her from her contemporaries is that
she did not only treat the subject of race and color and did not use the latter
(race and class) as the causes of her characters’ decline. This review of
Quicksand suggests that Helga’s fate is not only related to her skin color or to
her gender but also to her personality and behavior. Thus, the critique implies
that the psychological side plays a role in the story and that people should not

only focus on the obvious topics to understand the novella.

Like Lewis, Licia Morrow Calloway thinks that Helga Crane’s
misfortune and the hardships she undergoes are more related to a trauma or a
psychological problem than to her race. In Black Family (DYS) Function in
Novels by Jessie Fauset, Nella Larsen and Fannie Hurst, published in 2003,
she argues that “In Quicksand, Helga Crane’s inability to find her niche in the
world is firmly rooted in her unresolved, unresolvable conflict with her Danish
mother, Karen Nilssen”®*. For her, Larsen’s trauma comes from her mother’s
rejection and that it is what drives her life. Therefore, “Helga’s
inapproachability is attributed to a defense mechanism acquired during her
youth, which she spent living among people who resented her presence”®. For
Calloway, Helga built a carapace to protect herself from the sufferings she

underwent; that is why some readers can see her as arrogant or insensitive.

In Not Even Past: Race, Historical Trauma, and Subjectivity in
Faulkner, Larsen, and Van Vechten, Dorothy Stringer agrees with Lewis and
Calloway when they argue that Helga Crane’s problems come from her as an
individual. She states “Much of Helga’s whimsical dissatisfaction throughout
the novel, her repetitive seeking after something new and better, is driven by
her inability to voice anger or even disagreement with anyone”®®. This silence

ends when Helga acknowledges her disagreement with Olsen and his portrait.

83_evering Lewis, David.op, cit., p. 409.

®4Calloway, Licia Morrow. Black Family (DYS) Function in Novels by Jessie Fauset, Nella
Larsen and Fannie Hurst. New York: Peter Lang Publishing, Inc. 2003, p. 82.

®1bid, p. 87.
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She took the habit of leaving before confrontation like in Naxos and Harlem.
Yet, before leaving Denmark, she voices her anger and tells Olsen what she
thought of his portrait and propositions. Stringer also shares Calloway’s view
that Helga is traumatized by her mother’s abandonment. She writes “The
transferential invocation of a beloved, lost mother, though, only marks the
beginning, or the possibility, of a working-through that the last pages of the
novel deliberately leave unfinished”®’. In other regards, it may be the fact of
losing her mother that drove Helga Crane to an unhappy, ambiguous end

because her mothers’ absence haunted her throughout her life.

Despite the fact that it was only considered recently, motherlessness is
a very important subject in Nella Larsen’s novels. In Quicksand, Helga Crane
lives with the specter of her mother even if the latter died seven years before
the novel opens. It is her mother’s rejection that shapes her life and makes her
leave the people she loves because she is afraid of being abandoned. Indeed, as
it is demonstrated by the several allusions to the protagonist’s mother in the
novel, Helga is haunted by her mother’s phantom. At the end of the story,
Helga is very weak and bed-ridden; yet, she thinks of her mother. Larsen writes
“She could watch the figures of the past drift by. There was her mother, whom
she had loved from a distance and finally so scornfully blamed, who appeared
as she had always remembered her, unbelievably beautiful, young, and
remote”(Q, p. 155) This passage shows the heroine’s ambivalent feelings for
her mother even if love takes advantage on the negative sentiments. Helga
keeps a positive image of that woman who raised her despite the hardships of
being a white woman with a black child. Unlike Helga, Irene and Clare, the
heroines of Passing, are not haunted by their mothers. Their fathers are more
present in the novel. In turn, Irene and Clare are very bad mothers who are not
concerned about their children. In fact, Irene is very distant with her children
and overprotects them while Clare never mentions her daughter as it will be

shown in the second part of this thesis.

87Stringer, Dorothy, op, cit., p. 81.
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For Licia Morrow Calloway, Larsen did not try to present black
women as modern women who are fully satisfied with their roles as mothers®,
Indeed, unlike the majority of African-American writers who tried to present
the domestic life of black women as enriching and full of love and children,
Nella Larsen contradicted that vision and focused on the difficulties that these
women experience in their daily lives because of their color. She revised the
myth describing black mothers as matriarchal figures. Judith Wilt has put it as
“the myth of the black earth mother, indestructible under the heaviest load”®.
These mothers were depicted as strongly built and very caring. They were said
to live only for their children and are described as mothers rather than women.

They are self-sacrificing and fully satisfied with their nurturing function.

Larsen’s characters have a tendency to subvert this myth as they are
independent and do not care much for their children or their roles as mothers.
Helga Crane, the protagonist of Quicksand, for instance, does not desire to
have children since she does not want them to live the same discriminations
she went through because of her color. “She [Helga] saw, suddenly, the giving
birth to little helpless, unprotesting Negro children as a sin” (Q, p. 104)
Therefore, Helga refutes the generally accepted fact that all black women want
to have children and that their only goal and utility in life is being a mother.
Irene and Clare, on the other hand, are not model mothers. Clare’s daughter is
an inexistent character who is only mentioned twice while Irene is a protective,
yet an insensitive and cold mother. Indeed, Irene’s relation with her children
comes down to protecting them against racial discriminations but she does not

give them any love or tenderness.

In Shifting the Center: Race, Class, and Feminist Theorizing about
Motherhood, Patricia Hills Collins argues that black mothers guarantee the
physical survival in their children at the cost of emotional destruction. In this

regard, Helga Crane’s mother sends her to an all-black school when she is an

58Calloway, Licia Morrow.op, cit., p 81.
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adolescent because it has become difficult to be a black person living with a
white family in a segregated area. She thought that it was the best solution and
that Helga would feel better in an all-black environment. However, by rejecting
her daughter, she condemns her to a life of continual grief and emotional

devastation.

As the subject of motherhood is closely linked to the ones of sex,
gender, and sexuality, it will be discussed in details in the second part of this
thesis. For now, it is imperative to make distinction between the interrelated,
key notions of sex, gender, and sexuality, which will be analyzed later on in
this present work. First, sex refers to biological or physical features
differentiating males from females like a penis or a vagina or hormonal
differences. However, certain people have genetic and hormonal characteristics
associated with both males and females which makes their sex unidentifiable.
These people are called intersex. Secondly, gender can be defined as a social
construct that classifies people according to their biological sex. In fact, there
are some features that are usually related to men and women in society and that

are supposed to show masculinity or femininity.

Nevertheless, these traits do not always match the reality and some
people do not fit with society’s expectations about gender. For Judith Butler,
gender is too challenging and complicated to be a mere social construct. She
thinks that it should be a self-built concept and that each person should have
his/her own definition of gender’’. Finally, sexuality is defined as people’s
sexual and romantic attraction. For instance, if a person is attracted by the
opposite sex, he/she is said to be straight. If he/she is same-sex attracted, he/she
is said to be homosexual. Yet, it is not as simple as it seems as people are
sometimes attracted by both sexes and are called bi-sexual. Some people feel
that these labels —straight, homosexual or bi— are too rigid and prefer to

identify themselves as queer.

Although Nella Larsen’s second novel entitled Passing did not receive

the same success as Quicksand, it was welcomed by the critics and broadly

"1Butler, Judith (1990) Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity.
Thinking Gender'. New York & London: Routledge. ISBN 0415389550, p. 286.
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reviewed. In ‘Passing by Nella Larsen’, an article published in New York Word
on April 26" 1929, Harry Hansen reviews the novel in a positive way.
However, the article is flawed by mistakes and contradictory statements. For
example, the reviewer writes “We see the story through the eyes of a light-
colored Negro woman [Irene] who has never pretended to be white, although
her husband has often wished that they might have gone across the line”’2. Yet,
Hansen also writes “Brian Redfield [Irene’s husband] didn’t like ‘jigs’ who
passed for white””®. In reality, Brian has never wished nor pushed her to pass.
Furthermore, he is too black to pass, so it would not have been possible for
them to cross the line. On the contrary, he wanted to go to Brazil where being
colored would not be a problem as he thought that it was a country free of any
prejudice. The reviewer also speaks about Clare’s ‘children. Nonetheless, Clare
has only one child. The article then continues as positively as it started,
praising Larsen’s ability to create very intelligent characters and suggesting

that her work will remain for posterity.

In another article entitled ‘The Color Line’, published in the Herald
Tribune Books on April 28", 1929, Margaret Cheney Dawson reviews Larsen’s
novel Passing in an ambivalent way. On the one hand, she writes “the flat
unimpassioned sentences are a disappointment....However, that strange
excitement arising from the mere mention of race...holds one’s interest to the
end”’. Nonetheless, on the other hand, she praises the author’s ability to make
black people finally appear human to the whites. Indeed, Cheney Dawson
focuses on one scene which takes place in the Redfields’ living room at
breakfast time. She argues that Larsen describes the scene in details to
demonstrate that black people’s lives are very similar to the whites’ because
“Nothing startles the white man so surely as the discovery of a simple,
dignified routine in the life of educated Negroes””. In this scene, Irene and
Brian are discussing their children’s education while the maid is serving them.

For the critic, Larsen unconsciously did this to emphasize black people’s

"?Hansen, Harry. ‘Passing by Nella Larsen’. New York Word. 26 April, 1929, p. 20.
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humanity because white people see them as nonhuman. They regard them as
faceless beings whose lives differ from theirs.

On the same day that Dawson’s ‘The Color Line’ was published,
another review entitled ‘Beyond the Color Line’ was published in The New
York Times Book Review. The reviewer, whose name in not mentioned, states
that Larsen “is among the better negro novelists. She writes a good, firm,
tangible prose”’®. The critic then analyzes the novel in an optimistic way
characterizing Larsen’s writing as ‘adroit’ and not exaggerating black life. He/
She writes: “unlike the negro novelists, and white novelists who write about
negroes, she [Larsen] does not give her following a bath in primitive
emotionalism. She is not seeking the key to the soul of her race in the
saxophone to the inclusion of all else”’’. There are nevertheless two criticisms
that the reviewer makes about the novel. First of all, he/she believes that the
writer chose to simplify her work’s end and solve all the problems by Clare’s
death. But does Clare’s death really resolve all the problems in the novel and
simplify the story? This is one of the questions that the next parts of this thesis
will try to answer. Second, the critic thinks that Clare is too beautiful to be true.
In fact, he/she believes that the depiction that is made of Clare is unrealistic
and that she is too perfect. At Last, the reviewer argues that Larsen’s being a

mixed-race person gives more ‘effectiveness’ to the novel.

Like many of the articles reviewing Larsen’s work, The Book of the
Day, a review about Passing that appeared in the New York Sun on May 1%,
1929, starts with a short biography of the author. Indeed, most of the reviews
begin by recalling Nella Larsen’s origins, a black father and a white mother.
The critic, whose name is unknown, denounces the excessive sophistication
and ‘impeccable refinement’ of Larsen’s characters. However, the reviewer
thinks that the book is “an earnest and courageous attempt to deal with the

theme [of passing]”’®.

[ ,‘Beyond The Color Line’. Rev. of Passing, by Nella Larsen. The New York Times Book
Review, 28 April, 1929, p. 08.
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As for Quicksand, William E.B Du Bois reviewed Passing in The
Browsing Reader published in Crisis in July 1929. The reviewer thinks that
Larsen’s novel is among the finest works of the year. It is worth mentioning
that both Jessie Fauset and Walter White had published novels with passing as
a central theme in the same period. He argues that Larsen’s novel treats the
subject of passing in a very intelligent way as the author just explains what
passing is and how it is perceived. He writes “the thing is done with studied
and singularly successful art. Nella Larsen is learning how to write and
acquiring style, and she is doing it very simply and clearly”’®.The race leader
even states that the people’s job is to buy the novel because it is the kind of
work that will help the race to uplift.

After Larsen’s works’ rediscovery, many critics reviewed the novels
without focusing on race as the central subject. In 'That nameless... shameful
impulse': Sexuality in Nella Larsen's Quicksand and Passing, published in
1986,Deborah McDowell argues that another form of passing which remained
unexplored for years is the sexual one®. She argues that Irene passes by hiding
her lesbian desires for Clare. The feminist uses the erotic descriptions Irene
makes of Clare to support her claim. So, just as for Larsen’s first novella,
critics started to explore other themes in Passing. Two years later, Ann Allen
Shockley wrote a book entitled Afro-American Women Writers, 1746-1933: An
Anthology and Critical Guide where she affirms that “Both of Larsen’s novels
represented a coming out of the Victorian closet for black women in reckoning
with their sexuality”’®, Otherwise stated, Nella Larsen challenged the Victorian

principle that sex must be taboo and not spoken about openly.

In 1991, Elizabeth Ammons published Jumping out the window: Nella
Larsen’s Passing and the End of an Era. In this article that appeared in the
book Conflicting Stories: American Women Writers at the Turn into the
Twentieth Century, Ammons argues that Clare and Irene, the two heroines of

Passing, are doubles. Furthermore, she believes that “the divisions between

°Du Bois, W.E.B. The Browsing Reader. Crisis 36. July, 1929, 234-248-239, p. 12..
8McDowell, Deborah, op, cit., p. 146.
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respectable middle-class feminine status and the woman artist, between
heterosexual and lesbian desire, and between acceptance in white and black
America are unbridgeable”®. In other words, these differences or the divisions
between the doubles are insurmountable and that is what shapes Larsen’s story.

In Nella Larsen’s Passing: Irony and the Critics, a review published
in African American Review in 1992, Jonathan Little maintains that the author
is a skeptic. He writes “Every direction she [Larsen] offers is quickly undercut
by a counter-dilemma- e.g., Brazil is no longer available as a social and racial
utopia. Even the traditional passing for white plot is undetermined. There is no
supportive ‘birthright’ to which her passers may serenely return”®3. In other
regards, the reviewer considers that Larsen uses irony and quips the tradition of
passing. Instead of creating a welcoming world or community where the passer
can feel at home, the author shows that even after crossing back the color line,
the protagonist does not feel in peace. Little states “Larsen implies that there is
no longer a Black community anywhere in the world to return to” 8.

The same year in which Little’s review appeared and in the same
journal, David L. Blackmore published The Unreasonable Restless Feeling:
The Homosexual Sub-texts of Nella Larsen’s Passing. The reviewer states “The
implications of Larsen’s ‘flirtation’ with both female and male homosexuality
are radical”®. He maintains that for Irene lesbianism is an ‘alternative’ to her
repressive marriage. Moreover, he believes Irene represses her sexuality
because of the stereotyped image society has of the black female and that she
finds a substitute in lesbianism. Blackmore notes that in the 1920s Harlem
“lesbianism and particularly female bisexuality received a great deal of
attention as naughty but exciting options for adventurous, ‘modern” women”,
Therefore, Harlem became the place where black but also white people’s
sexual desires, that were seen as immoral by the white society, could become a

reality.

8 Ammons, Elizabeth. Jumping out the window: Nella Larsen’s Passing and the End of an
Era, Conflicting Stories: American Women Writers at the Turn into the Twentieth Century.
New York: Oxford University Press, 1991, p. 191.
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In 1993, Judith Butler reviewed Passing in an article entitled Passing,
Queering: Nella Larsen’s Psychoanalytic Challenge. This is a very important
work that will be analyzed in the second part of this first chapter. Butler writes
“I would agree with both McDowell and Carby not only that is it unnecessary
to choose whether this novella is ‘about’ race or ‘about’ sexuality and sexual
conflict, but that the two domains are inextricably linked, such that the text
offers a way to read the radicalization of sexual conflict”®’. Butler defends the
argument that race and sexuality form a whole that cannot be dissociated and
that to understand the novel, one has to have them both in mind. Indeed,

Larsen’s works are too complex to reduce them to one single topic.

In 1995, Cheryl Wall published a book entitled Women of the Harlem
Renaissance. She asserts that “Like Quicksand, Passing is a metaphor of death
and desperation, and it is similarly supported by images of asphyxiation,
suffocation, and claustrophobia”®, For her, the two novels demonstrate how
black women are restricted and confined to some imposed roles. They struggle
to free themselves from the suffocating image people have of them but they all
fail. Besides, she thinks that the author must have been aware that she was
carrying out a dangerous work because “Examining the intersection of race,
class, and gender was a perilous business”®°. Larsen’s work was very intriguing
to critics and some of them found it controversial because of the sensitive

topics it raised.

An important remark from Wall’s work is that “readers were so sure
they knew the story Larsen was telling they misread the story she actually told.
In this sense, one might say Larsen tried to ‘pass’ as a novelist and to an extent
succeeded (...) She paid a price....Passing is and ever was a losing game”.
Indeed, Larsen used the tragic mulatto as a cover to address topics that were
more complex and sometimes taboo in the society of the 1920s. It is only after
rediscovering her works that critics started to analyze them in details and

discover some themes that were ignored at the time like the theme of

87Butler, Judith. Passing, Queering: Nella Larsen’s psychoanalytic challenge. Bodies That
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lesbianism in Passing. For Wall, Larsen continually reinvented herself and her
protagonists and she was aware of the risks that affirming an identity which

goes counter the society’s expectations could represent.

Two years later, a review, where Larsen’s modernity is stressed,
appeared in The Oxford Companion to African-American Literature. The
reviewer writes “Both Passing and Quicksand illustrate Larsen’s nuanced
modernity...[she uses Passing as a device for] encoding the complexities of
human personality, for veiling women’s homoerotic desires, and for subverting
simplistic notions of female self-actualization”®!. We can say that Larsen was
too modern for her time because she addressed some taboo topics like
sexuality. Articles about her personal life like New Author Unearthed Right
Here in Harlem, published on May 23, 1928 in Amsterdam News, also present

her as a modern woman because she used to smoke and wear short dresses.

Both Larsen’s novels were welcomed and well received. Still, their
endings were criticized because they put women in the position of victims. In
Small, but Exalted: Negotiating Difference: Othering and Personal Identity in
Nella Larsen’s Life and Works (2006), Bent Sorensen disagrees with the critics
considering that “None of them seem to have considered the possibility of
deliberate feminist didacticism as a strategy on Larsen’s part.....the many cases
of ironic narration in Quicksand and Passing make such reading plausible”®,
Sorensen argues that the exclusion of Larsen by her family and the
discriminations she experienced made her familiar with the economies of
victimhood and that she may have ended her novels that way on purpose to
demonstrate the dangers of black females accepting the position of victims,
struggling to find their identities and to belong instead of fighting and refusing

that status.

Finally, in 2010, Dorothy Stinger published a work entitled Not Even
Past: Race, Historical Trauma, and Subjectivity in Faulkner, Larsen, and Van

Vechten where she states that “Sexual exploitation was an abiding concern for

91The Oxford Companion to African-American literature. Edited by William L. Andrews,
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Larsen; her women are always at risk of being mistaken for prostitutes, and
likewise always at risk of becoming such through desperation™®, She later adds
that “The figure of Clare Kendry thus delivers a delicately nuanced version of
the cynicism deriving Larsen’s early pulp stories: there is no fundamental
difference, for women, between marriage and prostitution”®*. This may be the
result of Larsen’s personal experience since as a child, she lived in a
neighborhood where prostitutes worked freely. Because of her family being
mixed-race, they couldn’t live in a better place. Besides, as George Hutchinson
argues, at the time a white woman with a black child was always judged as a
prostitute. Additionally, Hutchinson notes that this theme of prostitution is very
present in Nella Larsen’s first short stories The Wrong Man, published under a

pseudonym®,

Therefore, when analyzing the different reviews that Larsen received
throughout time, we come to the conclusion that many of the themes treated by
the author were only examined after her work had been rediscovered. In fact,
the common point between all the archived reviews that appeared in the 1920s,
immediately after the novels were published, is that they only study the race
issues and disregard the other themes. Furthermore, they all focus on the
author’s origins reminding that she is the mixed-race daughter of a white
Danish mother and a west-indies black father. So, at the time critics

emphasized the obvious topic of the stories that is race.

It is only after Nella Larsen’s works were revived that critics began to
explore new themes in the novels. They started to understand the hidden
messages of Larsen and the resistance of her protagonists. For example, it
became obvious that gender and sexuality are important themes and that Larsen
wanted to show the difficulties black women underwent because of their sex.
Indeed, the novels’ characters struggle between repressing or expressing their

sexuality. They are trapped between their desires and their fear of confirming

93Stringer, Dorothy, op, cit., p. 91.
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the bad image society has of the black female. They are frustrated because they
want to be sexually fulfilled but they do not wish to be seen as jezebels.

Larsen shows that it is this pressure that dooms Helga into a disastrous
marriage. Cheryl Wall writes “For Larsen it is enough that Helga has fought
against the white world’s definition of a Negro...... At the same time, she has
resisted male definitions of her womanhood.....Helga never achieves true self-
definition.....Inevitably, her courage avails little when it is pitted against the
quicksand of racism and sexism”®. In fact, Helga tries to fight against the
stereotypes associated with black women. However, she is unable to overcome
the way society perceives her and the journey she undertakes towards self-
discovery ends in defeat. Besides, some critics, like Claudia Tate, argue that
Irene faces psychological problems and that it is what shapes the story because
she is the narrator and thus has the power to influence the reader. In Nella
Larsen’s Passing: A Problem of Interpretation, Tate states “The real impetus
for the story is Irene’s emotional turbulence, which is entirely responsible for
the course of that story...[and] the narrative ambiguity”®’. She believes that

there are disturbing aspects about the character’s psychology.

In Passing, the subject that was ignored and that became recurrent for
critics is homosexuality. Indeed, many critics, like Judith Butler, agree on the
fact that Irene is in love with Clare and desires her. They think that the way
Irene depicts Clare is not innocent. So after focusing on racial passing, some
critics realized that there was also sexual passing in the novel. They argue that

Irene describes Clare in an erotic way which makes her desire obvious.

Critics also commenced to view Larsen’s characters as complex and to
analyze them in details. Some of them, like Licia Morrow Calloway, argue that
the novels’ protagonists suffered from traumas during their childhood and that
is why they cannot find their place in the world. For instance, they relate

Helga’s inability to be satisfied with life to her motherlessness and her family’s

%Wall, Cheryl.A., op, cit.,p. 116.
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desert. They also think that Clare’s insensitiveness comes from her father’s

behavior when she was a child.

Thus, after examining the different reviews of Nella Larsen’s novels,
it becomes clear that after focusing only on the topic of race in the author’s
works, critics have started to analyze other subjects like sexuality and the
protagonists’ psychology in the novels. However, there are still many questions
and issues that remain unanswered and that will be examined in this thesis. For
instance, it will be interesting to determine if Nella Larsen’s characters are
really vulnerable and if yes, to know if it is because of their skin color or
because of their gender. Moreover, it is primordial to analyze Larsen’s novels
to see if she writes difference and to establish what the tools she uses to write
this difference are. In other words, to see if the author uses certain distorsions

of words and if she resists the ‘oppression of sense’.
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Chapter 11: PASSING AS PERFORMATIVITY

The central theme of this chapter is the concept of passing. It will be
analyzed under its different forms. The first step is to define race using Henry
Louis Gates’ work Writing, ‘Race,” and the Difference It Makes (1985) This
part of the thesis aims at explaining why passing was perceived as a threat and
why passers were severely punished. Then, the tradition of passing will be
examined by taking as examples from the first books about passing, such as
Jessie Fauset’s Plum bun: A Novel Without a Moral (1928), and comparing
them with the way Larsen treats the subject. Lastly, the different kinds of
passing will be studied like passing as author, passing as female or sexual
passing and miscegenation. In this regard, Butler’s Gender Performativity in
Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (1990) and Homi
Bhabha’s use of the concept of performativity in The Location of

Culture(1994) will be considered in relation to Larsen’s novels.

. Subverting Race: Passing and its threat to the white and black

communities

Is Race Biological or Cultural?

To analyze the notion of passing and understand the dangers it
embodies, one has first to define race and then see how race is represented in

literature. In the English Oxford Living Dictionaries, race is defined as

[It is] each of the major divisions of humankind, having distinct
physical characteristics. [It is] The fact or condition of belonging
to a racial division or group; the qualities or characteristics
associated with this. [It can also be defined as] a group of people
sharing the same culture, history, language, etc; an ethnic
group.[Or] a group or set of people or things with a common
feature or features.*®

In other words, race is the categorization of human beings into groups
according to their physical appearance or because they share certain
characteristics. Recently, the use of the word race became problematic and

pejorative. It is still used in universal contexts but it is usually replaced by

98“Race - Definition of Race in English" Oxford Dictionaries. Oxford Dictionaries, n.d. Web.
13 Oct. 2016, p. 10.
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other words like “population” or “people”. So, it is important to specify that the
use of the word race in this thesis is always linked to the context of the novels

which were written during the Harlem Renaissance.

To explain the use of the word race and other terms related to it Naomi

Zack writes

My intention here is to use the words "race,” "mixed race,"
"black,” "white,” "mulatto,” "quadroon,” and so on as an
anthropologist might use the words "untouchable,” "berdash,"
"totem," "'shamin"-the words are used to describe what is going
on in a culture, in order to understand that culture. But, unlike an
anthropologist, a philosopher goes beyond understanding into
analysis. The analysis translates the understanding of how racial
words are used into a theory or worldview, which is then
criticized®®.

Likewise, racial signifiers are used for the purpose of investigation and

information in this present work.

Race soon became a problem that divided specialists of all fields. On
the one hand, American sociologists like Jonathan Mars and Steve Olsen argue
that race is a social construct and that it is not possible to classify people into
groups according to biological features'®-1%1, On the other hand, biologists like
Bamshad M. Wooding and, Stephens, J. C. Salisbury maintain that racial
groups can be associated with biological characteristics and that some of these
categories share features that demonstrate their belonging to a certain
category'®. In this regard, scientists disagree on whether race can be
biologically defined or not. For instance, Joseph L. Graves, Jr. states that it is
“a simplistic way” to think that race is biological since all human beings

belong to the same species which is Homo sapiens'®,

9 Zack, Naomi. Race and Mixed-Race. Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1993, p. 71.
10Marks, Jonathan. What it means to be 98% chimpanzee apes, people, and their genes.
Berkeley: University of California Press, 2003, p. 22.
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After explaining the concept of race, it is important to see how it is
employed in literature in general using Henry Louis Gates’s Writing, ‘Race,’
and the Difference It Makes(1985) and then in Nella Larsen’s novels. In his
essay, Gates questions the importance of race as a category in the study of
literature and critical theory. He answers by writing “Race, in much of the
thinking about the proper study of literature in this century, has been an
invisible quality, present implicitly at best”%4. In fact, he maintains that race
was ignored and that it had little importance in literature. In the 19" century,
critics were interested in the historical angles in literature. In contrast, the
literary canon is now seen as mirroring the general human condition. W.E.B
Du Bois, for instance, considered Larsen’s Quicksand as a “subtle
comprehension of the curious cross currents that swirl about the black
American”!%. Otherwise stated, for Du Bois, the novel represents the situation
of the black race. Gates argues that the question of the ‘other’ speaking for the
human condition was only asked recently. In the mid-19" century, ideas of
natural difference between the races were common. However, in the 20"
century “Race, along with all sorts of other unseemly or untoward notions
about the composition of the literary work of art, was bracketed or

suspended”1%,

The race issue is a very central one in Nella Larsen’s Quicksand and
Passing. By creating mixed-race characters who can cross the color line again
and again, Larsen asserts that race is not biological. Indeed, the author subverts
the stereotypes associated with race to deny its biological nature. For example,
her mulattos suggest that there are no true biological features that can be
related to a racial category because they pass for white and nobody recognizes
their black heritage or distinguishes their ‘black’ characteristics. While sitting
on the Drayton tea terrace, Irene notices that a woman, Clare, is staring at her.
She thinks that this latter has unmasked her as a black person who passes for

white. Yet, she is not afraid because for her it is

1%4Gates Jr., Henry Louis, op, cit., p. 18.

105Dy Bois, W. E. D. “Two Novels. "The Norton Anthology of African American Literature.
Eds. Henry Louis Gates Jr. and Nellie Y. McKay. 2nd ed. New York: W. W. Norton, 2004, p.
784,

1%Gates Jr., Henry Louis, op, cit., p. 16.
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Absurd! Impossible! White people were so stupid about such
things for all that they usually asserted that they were able to
tell; and by the most ridiculous means, finger-nails, palms of
hands, shapes of ears, teeth, and other equally silly rot. They
always took her for an Italian, a Spaniard, a Mexican, or a gipsy.
Never, when she was alone, had they even remotely seemed to
suspect that she was a Negro (P, p. 150)

The author mocks at the characteristics that white people use to identify passers
because they are inefficient. Irene is confident since she knows that her black
origins cannot be proved. Ironically, she, in turn, is unable to identify Clare as
a passer. Indeed, when Clare calls her by her pet name she wonders “What
white girls had she known well enough to have been familiarly addressed as
'Rene by them?” (Ibid, p.20) So, even Irene herself is incapable of discerning

white from black.

Irene Redfield is so convinced that she cannot be recognized as a
black person passing for white that when Clare stares at her she wonders “Had
she in her haste in the taxi, put her hat on backwards? Guardedly she felt at it.
No. Perhaps there was a streak of powder somewhere on her face. She made a
quick pass over it with her handkerchief. Something wrong with her dress? She
shot a glance over it. Perfectly all right. What was it?”’(Ibid, p. 17-8) Otherwise
stated, she does not have any doubt about her color; instead, she thinks that
there is something wrong with her hat or dress. It is only after a while that
Irene starts to suspect that the woman looking at her knows that she is in the
presence of a black person. At that moment, Irene felt “anger, scorn, and fear
slide over her. It wasn't that she was ashamed of being a Negro, or even of
having it declared. It was the idea of being ejected from any place, even in the
polite and tactful way in which the Drayton would probably do it, that
disturbed her.”(Ibid, p. 19) Therefore, after being sure that Clare’s repeated
gazes mean that she has been unmasked as a passer, Irene only fears to be
exposed and humiliated because as it will be later explained she only cares for

appearances and her social status.

Similarly, Jack Bellew, Clare’s racist husband, is not capable of
saying that he is in the company of three black women during the tea party at

the hotel. He nicknames his wife ‘Nig’ but he thinks that the gradual darkening
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of Clare’s skin color does not constitute a problem as long as she does not
become really black. He states “nothing like that with me. I know you are no
nigger, so it’s all right. You can get as black as you please as far as I'm
concerned, since I know you’re no nigger. I draw the line at that. No niggers in
my family. Never have been and never will be” (P, p. 171) Thus, for Jack,
blackness is not a visual mark but an intrinsic feature. In fact, it does not bother
him that his wife’s skin darkens on the condition that he knows she has no
black blood. Established stereotypes about race are also challenged during the
Negro Welfare Dance where the white novelist Hugh Wentworth, who can tell
“the sheep from the goats” (Ibid, p. 205), is unable to recognize Clare’s
blackness. He states “What I am trying to find out is the name, status, and race
of the blonde beauty out of the fairy-tale.” (Ibid) He compares Clare to the
blonde beauty and even says that it is a “nice study in contrasts” (Ibid, p. 206)
when Clare dances with a black man.

As a matter of fact, at first, Hugh Wentworth is persuaded that Clare is
white but after a conversation with Irene he comes to have some doubts and
asks if she is black. He tells Irene “Damned if I know! I'll be as sure as
anything that I've learned the trick. And then in the next minute I'll find I
couldn't pick some of 'em if my life depended on It” (Ibid, p. 140) Irene tells
him not to worry about that because nobody can tell at least not by looking;
according to her there are some ways to know but they are not definite. She
then speaks of her own experience saying “I'd met her [Dorothy Thompkins]
four or five times, in groups and crowds of people, before | knew she wasn't a
Negro. One day .... We got talking. In less than five minutes, I knew she was
'fay.' Not from anything she did or said or anything in her appearance. Just —

just something. A thing that couldn't be registered.” (Ibid, p. 141)

In Nella Larsen and the Veil of Race, George Hutchinson writes “Never
embracing Jean Toomer's idea of a ‘new race’, Larsen rather exposed the
violence of racialization as such-the force that had divided her from her

mother-in the attempt to make it ethically insupportable, an affront to
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humanity”!%’. In other words, Nella Larsen exposed the dangers and the
consequences that racial categorization can have on mixed-race people’s lives.
In fact, Larsen’s as well as Helga Crane’s mixed-blood estranged them from
their mothers because it was very difficult to have a black child living with
his/her white family in a segregated society. Therefore, the writer shows how
much race as a cultural identity influenced the Harlem Renaissance society and

its repercussions on black as well as on mixed-race people.

Like Larsen, Gates argues that race has no meaning biologically.
Nonetheless, dissimilarities between races became almost scientific and
different characteristics have been associated with different races. In this
regard, the author writes “The sense of difference defined in popular usage of
the term race has been used both to describe and inscribe differences of
language, belief system, artistic tradition, ‘gene pool’, and all sorts of
supposedly ‘natural’ attributes such as rhythm, athletic ability, cerebration,
usury, and fidelity”1%, At a time, race then became a pretext for murdering
people and claiming one of the races’ superiority over the others. These
differences became inherent in language; and according to Gates, western
writers have tried to make these rhetorical figures of ‘race’ literal. Otherwise
stated, these people asserted their superiority by trying to make race differences
scientific and to root them in language. Scholars, like Kant, tried to establish
that art was reserved for the whites and that the non-whites, on the opposite,
had no intelligence. Gates writes “Europeans privileged writing as the principal
measure of Africans’ ‘humanity,’ their ‘capacity for progress,’ their very place

in ‘the great chain of being”%,

After reading Gates’s article, it becomes clear that passing frightened
white people because they feared an eventual mixing with the black race.
Indeed, passing represented the risk of “contaminating™ the white blood and
thus the white supremacy by the blood of an inferior race. But to understand

more, we have to define the concept of passing. The latter is the fact of hiding

107Hutchinson, George. “Nella Larsen and the Veil of Race”. American Literary History, Vol.
9, No. 2 (Summer, 1997), p. 345.

108Gates Jr., Henry Louis, op, cit., p. 6.

1091pid, p. 8.
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one’s belonging to a certain racial group in order to be accepted in another
racial category. The term is usually used to refer to a mixed-race person or a
person with a black ancestry who claims to be white so as to be accepted in the
white society. These hybrid people usually hide their blackness to avoid the
discriminations undergone by colored people. They also do this to enjoy some
privileges that are reserved for white people, especially in a segregated society

where the blacks are denied all rights.

Therefore, this practice subverts the fixed racial categories and creates
a new one which is seen as a threat by both the white and the black
communities; indeed, black people saw passing as a bad thing as it showed the
disloyalty of some bi-racial persons. That is why white people created the
“one-drop rule” or the law of hypodescent. The latter is a system that is used in
societies where some races are regarded as superior while others are inferior.
Thus, a person with only a drop of black blood was denied the right to
whiteness and the benefits it represented. The “one-drop rule” became a law in
the United States in the 20™ century in order to save the white race from getting
infected by the subordinate race. An example of Larsen’s subversion of the
stereotypes associated with the race concepts is that if we follow the ‘one-drop
rule’, Helga Crane is biologically predisposed to be black and has all the
characteristics to be a black person. However, she does not seem to fit in the
black society and is rejected by ‘her’ race. The majority of Nella Larsen’s
characters are bi-racial and this comes from her personal history and
experience. Indeed, being a mixed-race person herself, the writer could analyze
the motif from the inside. She portrays mulattos who have made different
choices and in diverse situations; some of them decided to cross the color line

while others preferred to stay on the black side.

In Quicksand, the heroine, Helga Crane, has never tried to pass for
white. However, she gets in contact with both the white and the black
communities and consequently has an overview of how both societies treat the
matter of race. Indeed, Helga has a very critical view of the hypocrisy people
have about race. For instance, in Naxos, she criticizes the way black people

follow Washington’s system and submit to the whites. They are taught that
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being a good black person means to remain invisible and silent as the preacher
who gives a speech at Naxos explains: “if all Negroes would only take a leaf
out of the Naxos products there would be no race problems, because Naxos
Negroes knew what was expected from them ... they knew enough to stay in
their places” (Q, p. 42) In fact, there, African-Americans embrace all the
stereotypes the white society has of them and pretend to be happy with that.
Yet, Helga can see that all this theoretical integration is fake and that black

people suffer from the stereotyped image the whites have of them.

Later in Harlem, Helga can perceive the insincerity of the black
bourgeoisie: on the one hand they pretend to hate everything that has a relation
with the white world and to support the black race uplift; nevertheless, on the
other hand, they tend to hate their own culture and to imitate the whites’ life
style. In the novel, this paradoxical view of race is illustrated through the
character of Anne Grey. This last remark also permeates Passing, in which
Irene Redfield pretends to support the black race while passing to enjoy the
privileges reserved for the whites and imitating them in her daily life. For
example, she passes for white to get access to the famous Tea terrace, reserved

to white people, where she meets Clare.
Mulattos: Between Hybridity and Monstrosity

Mixed-race people represented a paradox since they were hybrids, i.e.
a mixture between two different races. “Hybridity...makes difference into
sameness and sameness into difference, but in a way that makes the same no
longer the same, the different no longer simply different”!?, So, sameness and
difference exist in the same person, which makes it very hard to classify
him/her in a sole category. This creates an inner conflict for mixed-race people
an