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Abstract
The depiction of the experience of a very f&imned person of some “coloured” background who successfully passes into
white society was a recurrent theme in early Afriéanerican writings. In this paper an attempt is madeots lat, and

compare and contrast, two African American novelge Autobiography of an Ex-Coloured M#@i812) and Passin(l929)

which deal with the theme of passing, written by Jawlellon Johnson and Nella Larsen, a Black man andekBloman
writer. This paper analyses how the two novels rdjeetrules of colour division, rules which demand that ancepts a
position within a predetermined hierarchy.
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Introduction

“Passing” refers to the ability of a person to be regarded awmber of social groups other than his/her own, such as
different race, ethnicity, social-class, gender, andhility status, with the purpose of gaining social accemaThe term
has been in popular use in the USA since the 1920s, thoogts J&eldon Johnson dealt with it in 1912. The term was use
in the USA to describe a person of mixed-race herigagémilating into the white race during times when legad social
conventions classified the person as Black.

James Weldon Johnson’s (1871-1938) sole novel, The Autobiography of an Ex-Coloured @h2)', and Nella Larsen’s

novel Passing1929Y treat such a subject which was a recurrent themarig &frican American writing—the experience
of a very fairskinned person of some “coloured” background who successfully passes into white societieeth the theme

appears in the first novel of an African Americanhar, Clotel, or the President's Daugh{&853) by William Wells

Brown °.

The Autobiography of an Ex-Coloured Mésthe stoy of a Black man who is able to “pass.” The hero of the story, who is

born in Georgia, as the son of a white man by his family’s favourite Black servant, grows up with his mother in Connecticut,
attending a racially mixed elementary school, and wanttemigh the American South, to New York, and to Europe,
having adventures and making various observations oratieequestion. He is an artist and is very articulateeWthe Ex-
Coloured Man realizes that he cannot achieve his-gaahame, recognition, a better future and permanent &aren
innovative Black artist-he decides to pass for white. He ultimately marriehidevgirl and decides to pass permanently.
Nella Larsen's novel Passing tells the story ofltglot skinned women, Irene Redfield and Clare Kendry whofmeixed
heritage and are light enough to pass as white. Clanasses’ herself off as white and marries John Bellew, a racially
prejudiced white man who knows nothing of her heritage affegttionately and jokingly calls her "Nig". Irene lives
Harlem, commits herself to racial uplift, and mari@eBlack doctor. The novel centres on the meetingetwo childhood
friends later in life, and Clare’s attempt to fulfill her wish to be with Blacks in Harlem. But during the course of events
Clare’s race is revealed to her husband, John Bellew. The novel ends with the sudden death of Clare by “falling” out of a

window.
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In Passing, when Clare Kendry comes back to be withBleak friends, she fulfills her longing for enjoymentthwiher
Black friends in Harlem. But in The Autobiographie narrator longs to be a Black man not for enjoymnbut for
acceptance and fame as an artist and race leader.utbigiggraphytells us what a talented Black person will lose when he
passes as white. Passitedls us what will happen if a Black person who has been “passing” for white gets caught red
handed by white people. These novels are about individuaiktes in a particular situation in the USA and their
consequences, real or imaginary. The novels also sutpgestealth is not enough for one to be happy in thedwit is the
fulfilment of desires that makes a person contented.

It has to be remembered thatde novels are published at a time when “passing” was prevalent in the USA . “Passing” in

general and the Exsloured Man's narrative and Nella Larsen’s Passingn particular have long been viewed as instances of

racial self-hatred or disloyalty. Both are based hsoargument goes, on renouncing Blackness “authentic” identity—in
favour of whiteness, an “opportunistic” one °. These previous interpretations have insisted on a “racially correct” way of
reading the texts. However, such readings try to categorize the characters who often resist categories. Should “passing”
necessarily indicata denial of “Blackness,” or racial self-hatred and nothing more?

When we look at the Ex-Coloured Man and Clare as pergooyalue individualism, who are distinctive, disobediamt
inclined towards improvisation, we call for a much gctand more complex reading. When we recognize that xhe E
Coloured Man and Clare demonstrate ambivalence about whiteness as well as Blackness, we avail ourselves of the novels’
more complicated nuances. The Ex-Coloured Man and Clardriefaim a full measure of individualism. One can argue
that the Ex-Coloured Man's individualism is uniguely Amerjcand evokes the Emersonian self-reliance becauselan

to succeed, he manipulates his idertity

It has been said that such self-fashioning in terntdas, intellect, religion, and family history hahaen the hallmarks of
the most celebrated national myths of the USA. Ia tfadition, the Ex-Coloured Man and Clare Kendry stforeequal
opportunity, social mobility, and a self-determined unigdentity which heretofore have been unavailable tacl&a
However, their very attempt and its consequences réveaxisting differences and inequalities the Blacks ifademerica

in terms of social recognition, legal protection angkyment opportunities.

Another point | want to make is that by positioning ttaerator and Clare Kendry at the intersection of thi#genand Black

worlds, The Autobiography of alx- Coloured Ma and_Passingontinually challenge the binary nature of Americatsal

ideology. TheEx-Coloured man and Clare embody the paradox of race and dmoause they are both legally Black and
visibly white. However, the Ex-coloured Man's response to this paradesdes audience's expectations: He believes that
it is possible for Blacks to aspire and succeed in Araegitd cites Shimythe narrator’s class mate, a Black boy—as an
example; yet he decides to seize his own opportunity for success by “passing” as white ’. In PassingClare Kendrss response

to this paradox is quite ambitious and no one else woukltdado that: She is fully aware that if her husbamdecto know

of her Black ancestry, she and her daughter would be lesslyi thrown out of his family and hence from theitesh
community.

Moreover, n the novels, by “passing” for white, the Ex-Coloured man and Clare Kendiyn the ruling class’s own
assumptions about racial purity against them, and expose the ideology of “whiteness” in action. In allowing the world to
accept them as white, the Ex-Coloured Man and Clareettg@lthe role of race in cultural identity. If the domiheulture
fails to identify the Black race by the measures ofsgignomy it has instituted to define the race, how itamelaborate
system of intellectual difference and moral inequalityeal on physical difference be suppoftad

Interestingly, the Ex-Coloured Man and Clare Kendry neg#ranybody that they are white. Having seen thempleeo

assume that they are white. Their white complexiahtheir education have helped affirm the notion thay #ve out and
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out white people. In_Passirigis also because Clare’s white foster parents (her paternal aunts) have given the impression

with their religiosity and virtuosity that everybody the family is white. It is this notion of the whiseciety about white
people that has contributed to the white society’s misunderstanding and mistaking of the Ex-Coloured man’s and Clare
Kendrys blood. They have just hidden the dark secret. That is all.

| argue that it is the notion of the white about theogolline as an adequate demarcation to differentiate pewpbevis
their race, which invariably gives the Ex-Coloured naawl Clare Kendry a chance to play their trick with théiiteness
on the white societyrhe superficial notion of the supposedly marked differerscesccessfully challenged by Clare Kendry
by marrying John Bellew, a racist white man. It hasbe seen that John Bellew does not see any ofdlmlked
characteristics of a ‘“Negro” in Clare in terms of her appearance, character and behaviour. He never finds anything
“disgusting” in her. Yet, he assumes that a drop of Black blood would spoil anybody, no matter who s/he is. So it can be said
that Bellew’s staunch belief in the difference between the Black and the white is not the actual difference but just an idea of a
difference between the two races.

Significantly, the Ex-Coloured Man and Clare Kendlythe novels “pass” primarily because Black people do not receive
equal treatment and opportunities in the white-controlledd. Clare says, “| was determined to get away, to be a person
and not a charity or a problem, or even a daughter of the indiscreet Ham. Then, too, I wanted thing. I knew I wasn’t bad-
looking and that I could ‘pass’” (159).

Moreover, white colour is not a stumbling block in nadiy being a part of Black race while physically beinghe white
world. But Black colour is a stumbling block in physicdbging in a white world, because the colour line hag loleawn

with it. For Irene Westover Redfield, in Passifipassing” is an opportunity to taste the public facilities which only white

people are allowed to use. Since her white skin all@vsdmask her Black blood and cross the colour linensakes use
of her opportunity’. It is a necessity which is prompted by her circumstansince she is from a middle class family, she
wants to go to theatres; to visit beautiful places; ndave delicious food from restaurants where only avhéople are

allowed to enter. Irene tells Felise:

I do [“passing™], but not for the reason you think. I don’t believe I’ve ever gone native in my life except for the sake
of convenience, restaurants, theatre tickets, and things like that. Never socially I mean, except once. You’ve just

passed the only person that I’ve ever met disguised as a white woman. (227)

And importantly, h Passing white skinned Black women pass for white notusecavhite men are more beautiful than
Black men, but because if they are able to pass and wbtit@ partner, along with white men they are allowedess to
what has been hitherto inaccessible to Black peoptkedriJnited States. At one point, Irene expressesdiief that some
Black men are superior to some white men. For instamigen she sees Clare Kendry dancing often with a Bteaok and
frequently with Brian, Irene feels happy: “Irene was [...] glad that Clare was having the opportunity to discover that some
coloured men were superior to some white men” (204).

| argue thatn James Weldon Johnson’s novel the Ex-Coloured Man does not, at any instance, reveal higifgdrecause &
knows fully well that such a disclosure will affect rmotly him but the life of his children as well. It isrftheir well-being
that he intends to devote the rest of his life tadevhite. He is playing with fire which is capable otleying not only his
“achievements” but also his children’s good future and prospects in America. That may be why he says, “My love for the
children makes me glad that | am what | am and keeps medesiring to be ottrwise” (211). He seems to be quite sure

that the time has not yet come for any Black mamdpire for equal opportunities and status in the white datedn
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American society.

We seen PassingClare Kendrss silence results as much from her own decision to deny her Black heritage as it does from

outside forces. For instance, Clare Kendry has bedredted as a child by her drunkard white father and, upodédath,
she is forced to live with racist white aunts in M@rth. Thus she is alienated in childhood from the Blemmmunity that,
to the child's way of thinking, has abandoned her tistradtites, Clare Kendry as an adult gains her revendgmtnworlds
by “passing” *°. Seen this way, her story is tragic. The novel prss€lare Kendry as the victim of internalized racism.
When the novel opens, Clare Kendry has married intavtiite world of wealth and security. Clare has compydbebken
with her past, has reshaped herself, and feels no foilt &er decisions and actions. After twelve yearsepération, Clare
Kendry becomes bored with her life as a white womaah \eants Irene Redfield to act as her passport backhet8lack
community. But Clare Kendry does not wish to be perméya part of Harlem. She is like a tourist or anasional
visitor who enjoys the milieu. Clare has alreadyseimoto alienate herself from Black American cultutee 8 not simply a
victim but a willing agent in her own alienation, agally determined to have it both ways. She wisba®inain in her
lucrative white marriage and at the same time want®etowith African Americans in Harlem. Complicating she
conflicting possibilities even further, Larsen allous to know Clare Kendty story only through another woman, Irene,
who from the beginning maintains serious reservatidioait Clare Kendry manifold potential to upset the delicate balance
of the life Irene has very methodically constructediatbher husband and childréh

When we compare the narrator and Clare Kendry, wéhs¢én the Autobiographyhe narrator realizes that he has never
really been a Black man, but only “a privileged spectator” (210), that he has sold his birth-right “for a mess of pottage,”
having only yellowing manuscripts to remind him of “a vanished dream, a dead ambition, a sacrificed talent” (211). And in
PassingClare does not display any race loyalty. For example,siaid in the novelNo, Clare Kendry cared nothing for the
race. She only belonged to it.” (182). Interestingly, the Ex-Coloured Man has not experienced the company of Blaakdsie
except of Shiny for a short time, whereas Clare imdiwvith her living memory of her childhood friendshipdaher
experiences with Black children.

When we contrast the two characters, we find thalaimes Wl don Johnson’s novel it is after watching a dreadful lynching
scene that the E&oloured Man decides to “pass” as a white man. It is a deliberate attempt, though he says he accepts how
people take him. Whereas in Nella Larsen’s novel, Clare Kendrys “passing” is a forced one. It is a compelled opportunity.
Her aunts in the North strictly instruct her not ¢l anything about her connection with the South. THater on, she
makes use of this opportunity and falls in love with JBeHew and marries him. But she never tells him #ieat has Black
blood in her. On the other hand, though the narratsegsaand lives as a white man, before his marriage avitvhite
woman, he informs her that he has Black blood in him.

In the two novels, as a matter of similarity, the@doured Man and Clare Kendry refuse to accept the cates ©f the
Black, and reject the rules of colour division, rules aihdlemand that one accepts a position within a predetedmi
hierarchy. In both the novels the noticeable absef@&ack skin, the mark of racial identity, highlighteetbreakdown of
categoriesThe act of racial “passing” stands as a challenge to the regulatory boundaries imposed between the races by
subverting the very notion of racial purity on whichsingerarchical divisions are founded.

| argue thatn The Autobiography of an Ex-Coloured Mathe Ex€oloured Man's continuing to “pass”, with his refusal to

name himself, becomes a threat to white societaumx that society cannot identify and safely contiml. iHe remains
unknown and thus, a continually potential subversive fdBeg, in Passingvhen Clare Kendry husband, John Bellew,
finds her in the company of her Black friends at a panty when her real identity is revealed, her subveptential is in

a sense shattered; she becomes a known entity aglégated to her "proper" position. And thus Clare Kendbpis, and
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she dies, as a Black person. The Ex-Coloured Man renrathst system at the close of the novel when loesbs to pass
and becomes a land speculator and business man.

In my view, James Weldon Johnson and Nella Larsen penteayed in their novels a dimension of Black lifestg present
in stories about Blacks, in the sense that the navelsin their own way, statements of racial pridee farrator inherits his
music talent from his mother who is Black. The protagfsnare from middle class familiekhnson’s protagonist leads a
life that would make anyone envious of him and, in the, éie has the last laugh on the white man by integingr And,
in Passingthe Black middle class lead a life of their own. Wiiea Black women pass for white, they, in a sensghaat
the follies of the white world in differentiating racby creating a colour line.

However,l presume thafohnson’s Autobiography of An Ex-Coloured meand NellaLarsen’s Passingcan also be seen as

explorations of the contradictions inherent in thecBlaxperience of middle-class life, including their inapito overcome
racial discrimination, objectification, and irratidnaatred by their elevated lifestyle, refined manneunsgd impressive
achievement$. For Black elites, many of the social benefitsttiiaould have been attached to their class status were
effectively negated by their racial identity. To draimatthese, Johnson and Larsen draw characters whaywrtue of

their social class, education and appearance, unusua extiteme.

Conclusion

In conclusion, | would say that in the novels of Jaietdon Johnson and Nella Larsen, the Ex-Coloured marCéare
Kendry are compelled to assume false identities that ensure social survival but their “passing” result in psychological
suicide. “Passing” for white, their novels remind us, is one way this game is played. And ine3aWweldon Johnson’s novel

the Ex-Coloured Man does not endeavour to make any value @ndgipon his actions. But, rather, the novel gives us a
platform to analyse the protagonist’s actions in the light of those conditions which werevatent in the twentieth-century
United States of America. The racial conditiansAmerica compel him not only to suppress his dream iofgba Black
artist, who can make history and represent a racdpliske up and perform the role of a moderately succeskité man.
Nella Larsen, irough the theme of “passing” in the novel, comments on issues of marginality and cultural dualism in the

USA in the first half of the twentieth century. Moreover, Nella Larsen’s Passingdepicts the complexity of the racism and

sexism which confront the Black woman in her questdorassimilated and unified identity. And significantly,llkle
Larsen’s most striking insights are into emotional dilemmas confronting Black women like Clare Kendry and Irene Redfield.
And the two novels on the themf “passing” written by Black, rathermulattd’ authors give us an idea of how the white
skinned Blacks in the USA play with the rules of colowigion, rules which demand that one accepts a posititiinna

predetermined hierarchy.
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