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The dilemma of racial identification in the novels of African American authors

The representatives of African American literature during the post Civil War era examine race and class as crucially interlocking factors in the formation of identity. Their novels depict the conflict between racism and assimilation. Their characters are those who belong to the upper class but experience inner struggle because of their inability to admit their African American origin and those who belong to the lower class but suffer because of their powerlessness to change their African American roots. The authors show the prejudice that white racists have against black people but at the same time the writers illustrate the destructiveness of the black community’s idealization of whiteness. 

The stories of African American writer Nella Larsen describe her personal experience, thoughts and beliefs and depict inner conflicts of African American people during the post Civil War era. Her novels “Quicksand” and “Passing” reveal the desire of Black women to discard their Black identity and pass for white in order to find psychological and economic comfort and achieve recognition in the society. The titles of both novels hint at the subjects of crossing the color line or disappearance. The dynamics of white racism and the demands of assimilation determine the lives of the major female characters in both stories. 

Larsen’s novel “Passing” describes how the skin color affects social status of African Americans. Thus, the light-skinned black people who were light enough to pass over the line into white society were able to achieve greater success in their career and viewed themselves as aristocrats or elite. The main character of “Passing” Clare is legally black but has light skin and looks like a white woman. Clare manages to marry a wealthy white man John Bellew and escape poverty. Her husband hates Negroes and believes that his wife is white. At the tea party he describes the meaning of “negro” to three African Americans that listen to John silently and keep in secret their racial identity. “I don’t dislike them, I hate them…They give me the creeps. The black scrimy devils…And I read in the papers about them. Always robbing and killing people. And, “he added darkly, “worse.” (Larsen 43). Bellew’s negative attitude towards African Americans explains their fear of sufferings from humiliation by white members of the society and the desire of Black people to hide their origin. 
Clare cannot completely deny her African American roots and reunites with Irene Redfield who becomes Clare’s connection to the black world. Clare tells Irene about her aunts’ belief that God cursed the sons and daughters of Ham for all time and only hard work and supervision of white people can improve the situation (Larsen 54).  Clare confides to Irene that her major motif to shed her Black identity is her need to become an individual and to be treated like a human being. Clare wants “to be a person and not a charity or a problem, or even a daughter of the indiscreet Ham.” (Larsen 66) 
At the same time Irene claims Clare as her link to whiteness. Irene is not ashamed to be African American but afraid of all possible difficulties that may appear in her life as a result of her racial identity: “Irene Redfield wished, for the first time in her life, that she had not been born a Negro. For the first time she suffered and rebelled because she was unable to disregard the burden of race. It was, she cried silently, enough to suffer as a woman, an individual, on one's own account, without having to suffer for the race as well. It was a brutality, and undeserved. Surely, no other people were so cursed as Ham's dark children.” (Larsen 115). Clare’s death and Irene’s fainting at the end of the novel symbolically describe the power of race and class in America during the post Civil War period. African Americans have two choices in order to obtain higher social status: either to adopt a white identity and accept white values or disappear. 
Larsen illustrates the issue of  skin colour and class in her novel “Quicksand” through the main character Helga Crane who is an illegitimate half-African-American and half-white woman. Helga Crane discovers her separation from the world when she comes to the house of her uncle and his new wife does not let her enter the house: “And please remember that my husband is not your uncle. No indeed! Why, that, that would make me your aunt!” (Larsen 156) Uncle Peter, also, rejects his relation to Helga later in his letter. The novel describes the tragedy of African Americans in the early 1900s that consists in their inability to identify themselves with the black race because the darker colour of skin means lower social status and less economic advantages. 
The novel of Zora Neale Hurston addresses the issues of civil rights and woman rights. The author describes how difficult it is for women, especially for those who have African-American origin, to achieve the same rights as men. At the same time Hurston shows that sometimes African Americans consider themselves inferior and do not believe that all people have equal rights.  Thus, the black woman Ms.Turner shows lack of respect to the people of her own race calling them niggers. The writings of major African American authors of that period strengthen the ideas of the Civil Rights Movement and democracy; however, Zora Neale Hurston raises the question of self-perception. The author believes that Black people should struggle to achieve total freedom and equal rights but at the same time Hurston depicts through her characters that it is very important for African Americans to understand that their race is not inferior and cursed by God and remain confident that they deserve the same privileges as white people. 


The idealization of whiteness is, also, one of the major themes of the story “The Bluest Eye” by Tony Morrison. The author illustrates how the white standards of beauty damage the life of Black girls and women. The main character of the story Pecola who comes from a poor African American family is dreaming about blue eyes. The girl believes that to be white means to be beautiful. Pecola connects beauty with emotional comfort and love and thinks that the main reason for her sufferings is her black skin. Frieda and her sister Claudia are, also, poor black girls and their beliefs are similar to those that Pecola has. Claudia and Frieda consider that whiteness is good and beautiful; however, they still love themselves. On the contrary, Pecola feels that her black features make her ugly. The girl wants to be a part of a perfect, loving, white world. Pecola likes Mary Jane candies because “each pale yellow wrapper had a picture on it. A picture of little Mary Jane… Smiling white face. Blond hair in gentle disarray, blue eyes looking at her out of a world of clean comfort. The eyes are petulant, mischievous. To Pecola they are simply pretty…To eat the candy is somehow to eat the eyes, eat Mary Jane. Love Mary Jane. Be Mary Jane.”(Morrison 45)

Even though Pecola, Frieda and Claudia have the same African American origin, their opinion about themselves is different because their parents use different approaches in raising children. When Frieda and Claudia see the girl in their school that has light skin and straight hair they question themselves whether whiteness is the standard of beauty and serves as the indicator of social class: “…If she was cute--and if anything could be believed, she was--then we were not. And what did that mean? We were lesser. Nicer, brighter, but still lesser.” (Morrison 67). At the same time Claudia and Frieda feel comfortable with their color of skin because it did not change the feelings of their parents towards them. The girls know that no matter what happens their parents will always love them. Pecola’s family is different; her parents have difficult lives. Her father Cholly Breedlove drinks and her mother Pauline is not interested in her daughter’s life. Pauline hates the blackness of her own body and tries to develop the same attitude in Pecola. It influences Pecola’s belief that the blue eyes will replace cruelty in her life and bring love and happiness. 
Morrison shows the contrast between passive suffering of Pecola and willingness of Frieda and Claudia to take actions in order to defend their racial identity. “We had defended ourselves since memory against everything and everybody, considered all speech a code to be broken by us, and all gestures subject to careful analysis; we had become headstrong, devious, and arrogant. Nobody paid us any attention, so we paid very good attention to ourselves. Our limitations were not known to us—not then.” (Morrison 131). Claudia and Frieda actively respond to any kind of oppression they see. For example, they try to defend Pecola when she is pregnant and the community rejects her.
Pecola’s unrealistic desire to have blue eyes depicts that she does not know what it means to feel love from somebody. Pauline is distant from her and prefers the little white girl that she works for instead of her own daughter. Moreover, Pauline does not believe Pecola when the girl tells her that her father raped her. The most horrible scene in the story is when Cholly comes home drunk and rapes his daughter. However, from the author’s point of view Cholly’s action is the result of love and anger: “Wicked people love wickedly, violent people love violently, weak people love weakly, stupid people love stupidly, but the love of a free man is never safe. There is no gift for the beloved. The lover alone possesses his gift of love. The loved one is shorn, neutralized, frozen in the glare of the lover’s inward eye.” (Morrison, 89)

 Difficult childhood and unpleasant memories about first sexual experience are the sources of Cholly’s violence and anger to women. The author hints at the idea that Pecola’s parents have difficult life because of the cruelty of the white men towards them in the past. 
At the end of the story Pecola starts to believe that her wish to have blue eyes turns into reality. The girl goes mad assuming that she has the bluest eyes. The last chapter of the novel shows the destructive power of the community that sets standards of beauty and ugliness dividing people into black and white without being able to see the true beauty of Pecola as a human being.
Another representative of African American literature Jean Toomer, also, depicts the race-obsessed society in his story “Esther”. Jean Toomer has ambivalent attitudes towards class position and privileges. The main character of his story suffers from emotional alienation and sexual repressions. Esther goes through obstacles that originate from racial discrimination and her individual fear to admit her racial identity. The images of dusk in the story highlight the problem of identity. Esther lives in her self-created world of obsession and fantasy. The author describes how Esther starts to dream during the sun set in the evening. Her dreams symbolically represent her desire to hide from the world and, thus, overcome the norms of the society where the colour of skin serves as a determining factor in most circumstances. 
Similar to Pecola from the story “The Bluest Eye” where the girl dreams about having blue eyes, Esther’s fantasies start in the evening and the images of dusk is not only the world where the main character can find herself but, also, the mask behind which the community fails to recognize the beautiful human soul. Moreover, Pecola wishes blue eyes because the girl does not want to see cruelty around her and her unrealistic desire to have blue eyes is similar to the wish of becoming blind; at the same time Esther, also, wants to see things differently and surrounds her personality by dusk. Toomer’s story shows the tendency of the author to separate two different concepts such as race and class. The idea that Toomer tries to deliver is that race does not have to determine class that an individual must belongs to. 
The novels of Hurston, Toomer, Larsen and Morrison describe the period of transformation of racial consciousness. Psychological conflicts of their characters reveal the situation which is the natural result of the Civil War. The white American characters of the stories need additional time to reconsider their values, change their attitudes towards African Americans and accept them as equal members of the community. In addition, black American characters require more time to change their distorted perception about their race, realize their equal status and obtain new understanding that they are unique as every individual is within the society.
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