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ABSTRACT 

This study brings to light the effects of gender biasness and oppression of social construct in African 

American families depicted in Passing by Nella Larsen. African Americans try to use institution of 

marriage as a lever to uplift their social, moral and political status but American laws i.e. the Law of 

Legalization of Marriage, Naturalization (1855), Jim Crow Laws (Florida law) and other established 

political, economic, social and marriage institutions framed discriminatory rules and created hurdles in 

their way of progress and identity. These institutions frequently put into practice gender inequality and 

misusing social construct against African Americans that distracted their struggles for family bond and 

social integrity. Under the aggravation of these social and domestic inequalities, African American 

families are portrayed insecure, weak, pathetic, loosely built and victim of internal chaos and social 

criticism in the selected novel. The issues of wretched Black American families have been analyzed in 

this article in the light of Gender theory. The theory deals with the issues of gender representation, 

inequalities, feminism, queer studies, politics, race, and sexuality determining their contribution to the 

formation of social identities that resulted in disrupt and disorder in the society. Textual analysis 

method has been used in this study. The study concludes that gender biasness is engrained in the fabric 

of the society resulting into devastating outcomes of social construct for African American family 

institution and marriage remains no more institutionalized love affairs based on respect and mutual 

reciprocity for African American community. This situation ultimately has become the cause of 

poverty, suppression, split personalities, discrimination, sexual objectification, terrible hardships, 

stereotyping, and pandemonium for the whole community. 

 

Key words: social construct, internal chaos, discrimination, gender, inequality, family   

  

INTRODUCTION 

This study highlights gender discrimination portrayed in Passing promoting stereotyping, 

inequality, racial preference, otherness, targeting objectifications, personal prejudice and sexual 

discrepancies among African American families and other issues of social construct.  In this study, 

gender discrimination refers to a systematic unequal treatment of an individual male and female and 

determining their roles on biasness by the society. It is further be incorporated in this study as 

customary intolerance, marginalization, biasness and rejection of a person/ character based on sexual 

objectification. This study shows gender discrimination affecting the life of the characters reflecting 

the true picture of African American society exercising inequality and oppression portrayed in the 

novel. The researcher analyzes the effects of gender discrimination and systematic inequality 

depicted in the novel that negatively influence the life of the character that emulate American society 

causing internal bedlam and chaos.  These aspects have been studied by applying Gender Theory to 

the selected novel that depicts loosely built African American society in which characters do not 

work in accordance with their choices rather they act and think themselves in relationship to ‗Other‘ 

or ‗Object‘. 

Savitt views that men are given powerful roles and authoritative positions. Likewise Beauvoir 

says that women accept as it is the roles given to them by men. This novel shows evidence of this 

traditional gender biased roles of men and women. The theory states that men and women both confer 

to the traditional gender roles assigned by their society. It further illustrates that traditionally, 

historically and socially women are given weaker position in society. They cannot create their own 

self rather accept male images of them as their identity. These gender stereotypes are transmitted 
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generation after generation. Even in today‘s global world, femininity is not authentic. It is just a 

misguided choice for females. 

These issues are very aptly depicted in the novel Passing by Nella Larsen an African American 

woman novelist. She is a feminist writes about women and gender issues. Her novel, Passing, is a 

story of two friends, Irene and Clare, who are trapped by typical traditional society and suffers because 

of male oppression and conventional society. They try to emerge as independent women but their roles 

are denied and treated unlike other male character. Clare tries to frame her own identity and live a 

reliable life but she is made victim of typical cultural norms, patriarchal mistreatment and she further 

faces many societal bondages in her way of prosperity and progress. Similarly, Irene also excels in her 

life as an independent and confident woman but her journey is cut through by conventional society and 

gender biasness of her husband. All these issues have been studied by applying gender theory to the 

selected novel to answer the proposed questions. 

 

1.1 Problem Statement 

Gender is the most controversial issue all over the world. Nella Larsen has aptly discussed various 

themes including female, race, and gender issues in her novel Passing. The study scrutinizes her 

treatment of American society with regard to gender issues and focuses on the result that gender 

discrimination brings to the characters and families in the shape of internal chaos and bedlam in the 

novel. 

 

1.2 Objective of the Study 

1.  To determine the role of Gender Discrimination affecting the life of characters exposing 

inequality and stereotypical treatment in Passing. 

2. To know the extent up to which Nella Larsen depicted gender discrimination in Passing that 

reflects internal chaos in American society. 

 

1.3 Research Questions  

3. How does Gender Discrimination affect the life of characters exposing inequality and 

stereotypical treatment in Passing? 

4. How far has Nella Larsen depicted gender discrimination in Passing that reflects internal chaos 

in American society? 

 

1.4 Scope of the Study  

This study is significant because it covers an important and the most controversial issues of 

gender discrimination in American society in the literary piece of Nella Larsen. It observes the 

American society and exercise of gender discrimination depicted in the novel by implying the gender 

theory. This study also presents the true approaches of the author towards the assessment of the 

society. The study analyses the aspect of mutual contradiction between human emotions and societal 

restrictions by critically analysing the plot of the novel with particular focus on the acts of the 

characters. The study is beneficial for the students of literature in better understanding the novel and 

particularly highlights the issues of gender discrimination in American Society. The study helps 

getting rid of stereotyping and discrimination by suggesting recommendations and provides further 

insight to future researchers on the above mentioned issue. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

Gender discrimination is the issue of daily life. Every Society exhorts its residents and also 

impresses power on genders to direct their mods and control their actions. Directly or indirectly, a 

society affects the life of males and particularly females. A feminist analysis of literature allows the 

reader to understand the role of the female figure within the society in which she is being described, 

along with the social changes around her. Zia Ahmed (2009) stresses how literature proves crucial in 

representing social changes in a society. The representation of women through literature constitutes a 

significant contribution towards understanding the position of women in that society (Ahmed, 2009, 

p.90). In this regard, the Pakistani writings in general, and specifically in English, carry an important 

position. Pakistani Anglophone fiction is an emerging field still in its nascent stage; however, it carries 

much significance as it is becoming available to the English speaking world. This exposure to the 

international global market and Western readers has opened new avenues for African American 

fiction. 

"In a culture and land where sons were traditionally cherished, an only son was the most 

precious commodity of all worldly goods for any father. Hence, to lose your only son was like losing 

life itself – the worst calamity one‘s worst enemy could face. (58) " 

Upholding respect or family honor is an overprotective act (cultural traditions) where the 

influential male in a community is obliged to preserve his family members (especially the women) 

from any form of threat involving religious belief, inheritance, descendants and traditions. This act is 

practiced in some sections (traditional patriarchal community) of the African American, 

Mediterranean, as well as the Middle Eastern societies (Ali, Kalra and Sayyid, 2008). In Butalia‘s The 

Other Side of Silence: Voices from the Partition of India (2000), the Hindus is recorded as holding on 

to this ‗honored‘ practice. As Wilson (1978) claims that respect is a ―reflection of the male pride‖ of 

the family (be it husband‘s, father‘s or brother‘s), the only way to restore the respect is by severely 

punishing the transgressor (the women). In passing the same issues are addressed. 

As indoctrinated by the patriarchal traditional practice, Irene and Clare experience internal 

conflict, from someone who is beautiful, independent, sociable woman to holy Women, who has been 

tied down by the ―barbaric traditions‖ of the feudal class by their husbands.  

 

METHOD AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

The collected data for this study is analyzed with help of gender theory. The overall idea of the theory 

has been applied in general and the concept of Beauvoir is taken into consideration for the analysis of 

data in particular. The theory is originated in 1949 and states that one is not born; one is made female 

and male. Women do not consider them equal to male. They look down upon through the eyes of 

society and male. This issue is also projected in the selected novel.  Irene the protagonist of the novel 

does not consider herself equal to her husband and same is the case with her friend Clare. Women 

think of themselves in relationship with ‗other‘ and ‗object‘. Men frame their subjectivity in 

relationship with women whereas women create their identity according to image set by males. This is 

also practiced in the novel. Keeping in view these themes, the descriptive and analytical design of the 

study is adopted. The nature of the study is qualitative because is mainly deals with human behaviors, 

observations and other social issues. Qualitative content analysis technique is used to analyzed the 

data. Textual method has been applied to interpret the data to answer the proposed questions with the 

help of direct approach. 
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DATA ANALYSIS 

In the first quarter of 20
th

 century, some women also started desiring their own status in the society. 

They were inspired by the standard of White racist society and started infecting their own status, 

family and community. They wanted to form their individual authority. These liberal women preferred 

passing for White society as an easy way to fulfill their dreams (Healey, 1994). Larsen, in Passing 

throw light on the issue of forgetting the traditional status of women and crossing the racial line and 

passing for Whites.  

In this pathetic situation, they passed for White society to get certificate of acceptance from the society 

and to get access to the denied benefits. This act of passing did not prove encouraging for them. It 

brought many problems in their family lives. Those who passed, they had to face severe external 

racism and gender biasness in White community. Nella Larsen, in Passing illustrates these themes and 

depicts their effects on the family life of African Americans. In the novel, both the protagonists of 

Larsen pass for Whites in pursuit of new rights and privileges but in vain. They are made victim of 

internal and external racism in the society. Larsen draws sketches of Black society as a weak and 

pathetic often marginalizing the members of Black community. Black folks have been depicted 

unbalanced and unsound often criticizing their Black images. They hate Blackness and try to get rid of 

it. Husbands ignored their wives saying that they are women and their place is at home. They were 

never allowed to play the active and positive role in the society. Those who pass for Whites, they 

discover that there is no regard for them. They are exploited and left unprotected. They find that there 

is no respect for their Black images and the entire society aborts them. In the novel, African 

Americans are not allowed to attend Drayton Hotel, a public place where Negroes are not allowed. 

Irene comes here and discovers that Blacks‘ entry is prohibited here. She becomes worried about her 

status and position. She feels embarrassment as ―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 polite and tactful way in which the 

Drayton would properly do it, that disturb her‖ (Larsen, 1928). Here Irene is made victim of both 

external and internal racism because of her gender. She is told that a woman cannot attain the public 

place like hotels.  First, by White community that does not allow African Americans at the Drayton 

Hotel. They deliberately prohibit African Americans from the hotel by considering them inferior and 

low status people. Secondly, she becomes the victim of internal racism within her own community. 

She is worried about her ejection from the hotel. Being a female, she also feels sham. She herself 

dislikes her image and presence in the biased society. The status of Black people comes in her mind 

and she feels humiliation against it. Beauvoir in her theory of gender discrimination states that this 

discrimination is caused by the extra grades given to men and whites. She is of the opinion that 

females are kept deprived of their rights and their self-esteem is hurt in the society. As a result, they 

consider themselves inferior and internally hate each other. Same feelings are prevailed over Irene that 

she dislikes her race. At Drayton Hotel, she finds all that she expects and wishes. However, she smiles 

paying thanks to the waiter and feels regret following the Whites‘ way of greeting. She starts thinking 

many questions in her mind which have no answers. She notices external racism that White and men 

start practicing against Blacks females and internal racism being exposed by the members of Black 

community. 

Further, Clare meets Irene, relates her life story after passing for the absolute society and 

expresses repulsive remarks about her life and time spent in White society. She says to Irene that she 

has been thinking about Black community all the time. Her wishes and love for her and her 

community never ends. She says that ―I‘ve thought of you often and often, while you- I‘ll wager 
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you‘ve never given me a though‖ (23). This shows that she has been suffering in White dominant 

society and bigotry attitude of her husband for many years. This also reflects the effects of external 

racism on her life in White community. The community does not have regard and completely forgets 

them. She further explains her situation to Irene that her life was tough and hard in White society. She 

almost weeps before Irene and says, ―it was a hard life for a girl of sixteen‖ (33). Her storytelling 

indicates that she has been suffering many problems in her family and life with a racist husband for 

many years. Through this, we can imagine the sufferings of Clare that she is suppressed and tortured 

by her husband and now lamenting over her act. Clare meets Irene and asks her opinion about passing. 

She replies her in a very serious tone amalgamated with shock. Clare hates her questioning and shows 

disgust over her attitude that ―so disdainful was her voice and manner that Clare‘s face flushed and her 

eyes glinted‖ (36). Her attitude shows that she has suffered a lot in White society and through her 

husband. They dislike their society and hate those who have passed for Whites. Irene rejects her 

questions. Irene expresses her love for Black community and condemns that idea of passing for White. 

She remarks that those who have passed, they are in pursuit of satisfaction and material benefits. Clare 

loses her status in the eyes of Irene because of her act of passing for dominant culture by ignoring her 

Black norms. She calls to Irene and requests her to arrange a meeting with Black people so that, she 

may interact with them. Irene dislikes her demand and puts the receiver back with anger, and 

exclaims, ―Damn‖ you. This signifies Irene‘s scorn for her childhood friend. She always passes 

sarcastic remarks about her action and wants to get rid of her. This is an example of internal racism 

caused by White supremacy and privileges attached to them. Clare faces many problems in White 

society as she gets married to a white racist husband who does not allow her to be her own self.  Her 

act of passing proves fatal for her. She wishes to find status and comfort usually given to White 

women. She expects better future. But this remains merely a dream. She is treated racially without 

even being identified as a Black woman. She lives in unpretentious situation in White society. She 

remains under a psychological pressure of being ejected from White society. This signifies her shame 

of being a Negro and internal racism against Black community. She suffers from inferiority complex 

in her family. At the birth of her daughter, she fears that if she is born Black her secret of concealing 

identity will be disclosed. She expresses her fright that ―I nearly died of terror the whole nine months 

before Margery was born for fear that she might be dark. Thank goodness, she turned out all right‖ 

(49). She understands that it is harmful for her giving birth to a Black child. She internally dislikes her 

race and does not afford giving birth to a Black child. Gertrude asks her about the birth of a boy that 

whether she has a plan or not. She replies, ―I will never risk it again. Never! The strain is simply too--

too hellish‖ (49). She fears her husband will show anger at this. Being a woman she has no right to 

decide her life and future of her children. This is biasness and gender discrimination practiced against 

her. This is an ample proof of external racism demonstrated from Clare‘s remarks about White 

community. She knows pending danger for her life. She knows that her racist husband will punish her 

against concealing her identity. This indicates that Whites are so harsh and cruel to Black folks. Clare 

has experienced this racist attitude while living with Bellew. She does not afford to give any weak 

point that discloses her identity to her husband. She always remains in an uneasy and insecure 

position. Irene, Clare and Gertrude talk about children and their discussion turns toward internal 

racism within their community. They all express sordid remarks about Black community. Gertrude, 

another Black woman gets married to a White man and expresses that ―nobody wants a dark child‖ 

(50). This troubles Irene very much and she becomes extremely obsessed with Gertrude and Clare for 

degrading Black community. While on the other hand, Irene loves Blackness. Gertrude in her 

perplexity again asks her ―oh! And your husband, is he—is he—er—dark, too?‖ (50). these remarks 



International Journal of Arts and Commerce                     ISSN 1929-7106                   www.ijac.org.uk 

 

 

42 

show that they do not have trust in Blackness and they do not want to associate themselves with Black 

culture. This reflects their hatred against Black community. 

Black folks are deprived of benefits. They think that they cannot get anything in Black 

community therefore; take risk of passing for White society.  They are treated discriminately because 

of their Black features and their internal chaos is created by White supremacy and power. Clare faces 

many difficulties because of her racist husband. He criticizes Black race and often greets her ―Hello, 

Nig‖ with reference to her Black complexion. These are his repulsive remarks which signify external 

racism against Black community.  Towards the end of the novel, he rebukes her severely and all the 

spectators become worried and suspect that the secret of Clare‘s identity has been disclosed to him. 

Irene guesses that he does not know all about Clare. But she becomes extremely worried that ―how 

rude, how positively insulting for him to address her in that way in the presence of guests!‖ (54). 

Clare‘s husband is a racist White who does not have care for her self-esteem and always tortures her in 

front of others. This shows his sordid attitude towards Blacks while discriminating Clare against her 

color and race. 

 

6.3.1 Conflicts in African American Families  

Bellew, Clare‘s husband, looks influenced by white‘s reflection and hatred. He says to Clare 

that he cannot afford his wife to be dark. His remarks further terrorize Clare. He says ―I draw the line 

at that. No niggers in my family. Never have been and never will be‖ (Larsen, 56). This is external 

racism that Bellew exercises opposing her Blackness. He belongs to the dominant side and does not 

tolerate the image of Black people around him. Due to his sordid remarks, Clare numbers her days 

with him and believes that one day she will be kicked out by Bellew. Once Irene asks Bellew about 

Negros that whether he dislikes them or not. He replies ―I don‘t dislike them, I hate them‖ (57). This is 

the example of discrimination and gender biasness against her, and external racism practiced against 

Blacks in the society. Prejudice Whites do not tolerate their presence in the society. Larsen very 

skillfully describes this fact in Passing. At another occasion, Bellew is enquired if he knows any 

Negro. He gives disgusting remarks that annoy the women sitting in front of him. He feels happy for 

being unknown to any Negro and declares, ―thank the Lord, no! And never expect to!...[…] I read in 

the papers about them. Always robbing and killing people. And, he added darkly, worse‖ (57). He 

presents negative picture of Black people. He does not use good words for them. He thinks that they 

are in the shape of evil spirits on the earth. He speaks what he has been taught by the society and the 

law. He never shows soft corner for them and this really frightens Clare. Bellew also tries to present 

them in a negative way. It casts terrible effects on the mind of Irene, Gertrude and Clare. Irene judges 

this racist attitude of a White man and determines not to disclose Clare‘s secret to him. She tries to 

protect her race from disgrace and humility. Irene shares her feelings with Brian. She criticizes Clare 

for concealing her identity and getting married to a White man. She feels sorry about the exercise of 

external racism by Bellew against race. She blames Clare and considers her culprit for all these 

troubles.  She is of the opinion that ―I‘m really not such an idiot that I don‘t realize that if a man calls 

me a nigger, it‘s his fault the first time, but mine if he has the opportunity to do it again‖ (79). Irene 

tries to uplift her race and feels regret for Bellow‘s words. She raises a voice against this external 

racism of bigoted White. She also condemns Clare and thinks that all has happened just because of 

her. She wants Black folk to focus on their own community. She dislikes Clare for initiating the act of 

passing for Whites. She is of the opinion that their Black civilization has many great traditions and 

stresses that one must feel proud of one‘s race. Clare wishes to join Irene at dance party to watch 
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Negro dance. She is enthusiastic about it and thinks that she will be able to relax for a moment from 

the tension and anxiety given by her husband and his race. She expresses that in spite of wealth and 

property she is not happy. She relates her sorrows and the story of her confinement imposed by her 

husband and declares that ―damn Jack! He keeps me out of everything. Everything I want. I could kill 

him! I expect I shall, some day‖ (107). She feels torturous in White society. She is tired of her husband 

and wants to kill him because of his cruelty and injustice. This shows that she is tired of the racist 

attitude of Bellew and wants to get rid of him immediately. At dance party, she shows her disgusting 

attitude towards White race. She prefers Black dancers over Whites.  She has understood the whole 

system of White society the way it runs and works against her race. She sees in the party that ―some 

colored men were superior to some White men‖ (114). Her love for Black community indicates that 

she has not been treated well in White society. She now hates White people and thinks that they are 

prejudiced and proud often harsh towards Blacks. That‘s why she dislikes White dancers. But 

unfortunately she does not find encouraging opportunity in Black community as well. She tries to 

rejoin the Black community. Irene thinks that it is shameful for her to allow Clare to rejoin Black 

community. She considers her culprit and treacherous toward her race. She also suspects illicit 

relations between Clare and her husband. She hates and wants to get rid of her. She dislikes her 

frequent ―visits to the playroom and kitchen‖ (121).  

Clare does not find encouraging response from Irene. Now she is attracted towards Brian and 

becomes frank with him. This males dominance also proves fatal for her. Irene suspects illicit relation 

between Brian and Clare. This is Irene‘s racial thinking towards her. Irene says, ―you‘re only to tease 

me‖ (124). Irene‘s contempt for Clare increases day by day and she wants to keep her away from her 

family. This is an open example of internal racism against Clare because of her husband and Brian. 

Irene hates her friend because she considers her cheat and responsible for all the upheavals in her 

family and community. 

She is now tired of her and completely detests her. She also hates everything attached with 

Clare. She detests Brian because of his illicit relations with Clare. She even does not care if Bellew 

discovers her identity. She wants to get rid of her at any cost. Even she is ready to inform Bellew all 

about her background. This is internal racism against Clare. Irene hates her own life and race because 

of Clare. Beauvoir is of the opinion that gender theory opposes the system of marginalization on the 

bases of gender. She is of the opinion that females are kept females and specific roles are assigned to 

them. Therefore, they cannot forget this image and remain behind in the society. Irene thinks that 

Clare has generated all the problems in her family. She also hates the system of Negro families. She 

also disapproves the way her son asks question from her husband that ―Dad, why is it that they only 

lynch colored people?‖(161). The American prejudiced society negatively influence mind of children 

and almost all the Negros are affected by this reflection. The children of Black community used to 

question about their tragic history of suppression by Whites. She forbids and advises him not to ask 

those questions which expose racism and harm new generation. She tries to keep her children away 

from racial discussion but in school ―somebody called Junior a dirty nigger‖ (163). Whites always 

behave racially towards Blacks. Even children of Whites used to detest Black boys in the schools. It 

shows that Whites always expose racism against Blacks in almost all the institutions. The whole 

setting is affected by this perception that Blacks are inferior. She wants to be colorblind of her race but 

Brian opposes this idea. He is of the opinion that racism works in our daily life therefore, they must 

not forbid their children to talk about race and racism. 

 This gender discrimination never ends and towards the end of the novel, Bellew comes and 

passes severe remarks against his wife‘s identity. He cares nothing and asks Clare ―so you‘re a nigger, 
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a damned dirty nigger! His voice was a snarl and a moan, an expression of rage and pain‖ (175). He 

exposes blatant external racism against his wife in front of other people. His accent is so hard and 

dominating. This indicates that Whites do not care their self-esteem while ridiculing them.  Blacks are 

unable to stop him and only manage to say ― be careful. You‘re the only White man here‖ (175). This 

shows that Blacks females are suppressed under the dominance of Whites and the traditional mind set 

of their own males.. All the members of Black society remain silent when Bellew rebukes Clare and 

ridicule their race. Clare dies and her struggle of making her life sublime ends with the end of the 

novel. She starts her journey because of racism that brings fatal end to her life. This concludes that 

gender biasness, discrimination racism is an ordinary thing always presents in daily routines of life. It 

is engrained in the fabric of American society. It can influence an ordinary as well as highly notable 

subject of the society. 

 

CONCLUSION 

In the light of the above-mentioned arguments, we can say that brutal treatment, too much 

workload and attack on self-esteem give rise to the feelings of revolt and disgust in the mind of 

individuals male or females. Blocked emotions, feelings, and communication are harmful and cause 

mental disorder in the mind of sufferer and it happens in the case of Irene and Clare in the selected 

novels. Acceptance and recognition in a society always give self-esteem, motivate prosperous living, 

and encourage activities. It is difficult to survive and maintain honorable position in a society without 

individual identity and self-respect. In Passing, Clare passed for White women by crossing the racial 

line to find opportunities and happy life. The American law, society and males gave status to Whites 

and snatched due rights of African American women. In order to get access to those denied rights 

Clare passed but her act of passing proved mortal. Her racist husband always hurt her feelings 

ridiculing her race and calling her ‗Nig‘ with reference to her Black color. He never gave her free 

chance to practice her free will and decide her future. Thus, it obvious that loss of one‘s personal 

identity makes it difficult to move in any society and creates problems for one‘s domestic and private 

life and Blacks had to go through all these sufferings. 

Terrible family circumstances put negative effects on the psychology of Black children. They 

develop different complexes and miss direction of life by sticking up in family squabbles.  It has been 

witnessed that both Irene and Clare were not satisfied in their lives. Irene‘s husband Brian also showed 

dissatisfactory attitude towards life. Irene and Brian quarreled over minor matters in front of their 

children. They also discussed racial issues in their presence. Hence, it is proved that parents quarrel 

and rejection seriously affected the psychology of children in Black families hampered in their 

positive role in the society. On the other hand, Brain also threatened Irene to shift to Brazil. In this 

regard, negative role of the law framed by American Constitution could also be counted. The study 

concludes that American laws, society and males negatively influenced African Americans lives 

specifically the lives of females due to which their families were weak and suffered from disrupt and 

were no more institutionalized love affair for them and helpful to play their role in social construct for 

the betterment of females and the society. 
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