Economies of Passing – Identity Lessons and Tragedy

Passing in American literature and film from selected decades of the 20th century turns out to be bound up in specific textual economies on the levels of plot and character. Often the price that individual characters are made to pay in the course of a plot denouement leads the reader or viewer to feel that the text inscribes itself in a tragic paradigm. However, more successful (or less traumatic) passing sequences can occasionally partake of the comic or satiric paradigm, as is the case with The Dharma Bums and Harold & Maude. These economies of plot and character join together to form a didactic message to the readers and viewers of these texts, often in the shape of specific identity lessons.
Race
Racial passing finds its paradigm example in Nella Larsen’s novel from 1929. Both female protagonists, Clare Kendry and Irene Redfield, are light-skinned enough to be able to pass for white in most contexts, however they both seem aware that if they are seen in the company of only blacks they will also appear black themselves. The process of passing also involves other risks: You might be discovered and arrested or at least thrown out of the fancy establishment you are trying to pass in. Or, even worse, if you have a child with a white husband, the child may turn out to be blacker than yourself and all will be revealed. Therefore the person passing is constantly under the pressure of scrutiny, and the stress of running such risks will take an emotional toll.
Clare, for instance, seems to be very distant even towards her daughter and most of her friends, and certainly towards her racist husband. This is not necessarily exclusively because she is an unscrupulous person, as this development seems to increase towards the end of the novel, and parallel with that she becomes portrayed more as a pathetic person, longing for negroes and negro company. It is clear that for Irene her cultural priorities are much more conventional: Husband, child, race in that order. Since her husband Brian seems to have a different hierarchy in his allegiances it is no wonder that the two of them quarrel over how to raise their children in a racially biased America. The theme of racial solidarity comes out strongly in all Larsen’s writings. In Passing Gertrude and Irene would not at first dream of spoiling Clare's life as a white person. Of course, later that changes for Irene, which leads, I believe to her being condemned by Larsen, who believed very strongly in racial allegiance before all else (see her short story “Sanctuary”, for instance).

Of the two female protagonists in Passing, Clare is the greatest risk-taker in the area of passing, and ultimately tries to live in a way that to Irene must seem a-moral. These life choices are eventually what lead her back to Harlem where she comes to pay the ultimate price for her choices. The longing that Clare begins to express for her lost roots and racial belonging suggests that she cannot maintain such a free life raised above society and its norms. It is ironic that it is the other strong female protagonist, Irene, who becomes the instrument of Clare’s down-fall (literally!), because she is really not so much a victim of her race as of her womanhood. Irene is very attracted to Clare, her freedom, her ability to move between the two worlds, and also her sexuality which is more like that of a man than that of a woman with very restricted limits of accepted behaviour. Larsen is suggesting a homosexual or at least homo-social bond as a possibility between Irene and Clare. By trying to take Irene's husband, Clare triggers jealousy of the old-fashioned kind and Irene cannot control her urges, even if she tries to justify her actions by saying that she did it for Clare's own sake. The problem is of course that you cannot have the best of both worlds as both Clare and Irene find out when Clare's predatory sexuality is directed towards Irene's own husband, and ultimately when Irene's jealousy is directed toward Clare, whom she ‘admires’ so much that she has to erase her from her life. Irene therefore also pays a high price for her strategy of passing or non-passing in the sense that in order to preserve the social order she really goes very far along a road that will leave her guilty and unhappy for life.
The economy of passing is indeed what destroys both women and their families. Whether the message (from Larsen) is that it is better to stay away from passing altogether, or whether she is really criticising American society for forcing people into these dilemmas is more of an open question. Clare after all did seem to lead a more happy life than most of the characters in the novel, and that is also what makes it so interesting and difficult to say with certainty what Larsen intended that the life and identity lesson for the reader of Clare's life was supposed to be. One might say that she shows the black person's dilemma this way: damned if you pass, damned if you don't. Larsen uses her characters’ opinions to illustrate the economy of passing, including the risks and the price you ultimately pay socially and not least emotionally for passing. Overall critics have seen passing as pictured very negatively throughout by Larsen. I think there is an element of the cautionary tale here, but I also detect a strong ambivalence and temptation in Larsen's rather ambiguous text. I think it is entirely possible that she wants us to at least dream of the liberating potential in passing. After all as far as I can see the fate of the non-passer, Irene, is worse than death (Clare's fate), since she has to live on in fear and guilt without knowing for certain that she has attained anything in terms of long-term security by killing Clare (Brian might still very easily leave her, for instance).

One should not forget that literature has a function in raising the consciousness of oppressed people everywhere. The apparently simple mechanism of making a readership see that they are not alone as isolated individuals with isolated individual problems, but really a social group with legitimate concerns, can be extremely empowering. I think Larsen was trying to empower women like Irene, but I fear that she also largely failed to have the impact she might have had.
It fits the mould of the tragedy that you are forced by the novel to raise such questions concerning the valorisation of racial passing. The notion of tragedy is to work on the audience's mind after the play is over and preferably to cleanse the audience emotionally (catharsis). This requires reflection on their part, often in the form of answers to the sort of questions raised here. I think Passing is a flawed tragedy in that it is too ambiguous about who the tragic heroine really is, and what the identity lesson embedded in the story really is. On the other hand the aesthetic pleasure the text affords us by allowing us to debate the interpretation is considerable.
Class
Ultimately, the economy of passing is what rules Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby as well. While the passing performed by the title character is social or class- and status-related rather than racial, he is caught in a similar dilemma to Larsen’s protagonists. Gatsby tries to construct a life story that fits the mould of what he believes is the morality of the upper classes in the Roaring Twenties. He sorely underestimates the hypocrisy of the upper crust and the wannabe (nouveau riches) ‘friends’ he makes on the basis of his money and fame. 
The tragedy for Gatsby is that he confuses honour with status. He believes that if he earns enough money, it will not matter how he acquired his fortune, and he will be able to buy Daisy’s love back as a function of his status. The jealousy of Tom Buchanan and the moral weakness of Daisy who chooses the easy way out after killing Mrs. Wilson in the car accident combine to bring about Gatsby’s demise. Tom represents old money, as corrupt as the new money Gatsby has acquired through quasi-criminal activities overseen by Wolfshiem, the Jew. The only difference is that Tom is corrupt himself through and through, whereas Gatsby still has a naïve innocence about him, believing that people mean what they say to him. Thus old money corrupts absolutely, as shown by Tom’s cheating, his racism, and generally his hatred of difference in all its forms. Daisy has also let herself be corrupted by privilege, and decides to ‘buy’ her way out of the consequences of the crime she commits by running away from the accident scene and letting Gatsby take the blame. Daisy’s economy is clear: she prefers a loveless life of convenience with Tom, to an honourable life with an upstart such as Gatsby. Thus old money’s lies are sanctioned, whereas new money’s lies are condemned.
The narrator, Nick, is an observer of this tragedy of manners. He is loyal to Gatsby’s construction of himself as an honest man to the very end and beyond. Nick, however, is not ultimately above the economy of morality that the rest of the cast are bound up in. He must choose a strategy towards Jordan, the tainted female figure he is so fascinated by. She has a reputation for not playing by the rules in her profession, the ultimate gentleman’s game of golf, and her flawed behaviour in her plying of her trade reflects a deeper moral flaw in herself. Nick in the end leaves us with a clichéd solution, namely that we must go on against the current, even if we know we cannot succeed in remaining pure. This nihilist message ruins the tragedy of Gatsby’s life, and makes us question the life lesson which we may have thought for a long time was the old chestnut: “To thine own self be true”. The Great Gatsby is therefore also a flawed tragedy, but this time the flaw is deliberately planted there by the author. Fitzgerald refuses to let us get away with righteous indignation at the upper classes and the feeble betrayals of women. He wants us to realise that innocence will always die at the hand of corruption.
Nation
In the film version of Invasion of the Body Snatchers from 1956, I showed how issues of authorship and thereby identity messages are more complicated in film than in literature, because of the medium’s inherently collaborative nature. This accounts for the widely divergent readings of the film as either a caution against communism or a more liberal, existential warning against conformism. It seems fair to say that Mainwaring and Siegel (screenwriter and director, respectively) desired to send a message warning against conformity within America, letting the body snatchers stand for McCarthyist disciples desiring everyone to be uniformly middle-class, conservative, patriarchally disciplined citizens of suburbia. On the other hand the studio, and perhaps the original author of the books the film was based on were more conservative themselves and played on fears of everything alien, which was portrayed as robbing good Americans of the only happiness in their lives: a good clean pursuit of the American dream of fortune.
Invasion of the Body Snatchers could therefore be argued to warn against passing, but ambiguously so. In one interpretation it is a warning against the fifth column of communists trying to pass for American, but really out there to make us all too equal and identical (there is such a thing as too much equality and happiness!). In another, more nuanced, interpretation it is a warning against losing our humanity, including our ability to deal with adversity (a quasi-Nietzschean dictum: We need to be made stronger by adversity, and that will make us more compassionate and human(e)). The aliens therefore pass not so much for American as for human, but then there is nothing in the film that is not circumscribed by American small-town values, so one is left to wonder if there even is anything outside America, so that ultimately American and human are synonyms.
The economy of passing is clear: Passing is wrong and threatens life as we know it. Each human being has the obligation as an individual to stand up against the type of passing that makes us conform to an ideology. The tragic element is downplayed by this insistence on individuality. While love seems to be an option that can strengthen the male in his struggle, women are ultimately shown to be too weak to be vessels for this individual strength. Love will therefore have to be sacrificed, which is marginally tragical, but ultimately not the be all and end all for the male hero.

Belief
In Kerouac’s The Dharma Bums the protagonist, Ray Smith, is experimenting with a belief system that on the surface of things is Buddhist. His Buddhism is tested against Japhy Ryder’s alternative, Zen-type, Buddhism and the two characters learn identity lessons from one another. However, ultimately it is clear that Smith is at heart just trying to pass for Buddhist, whereas his deeper beliefs are ingrained in a Catholic paradigm of sin, guilt and repentance. He continuously meets holy simple folk who abide by the basic tenets of Christian charity and purity of faith, and the frightening confrontation with the void of Buddhism, typified by Nirvana – the cessation of all things, is ultimately too much to handle for Kerouac’s alter ego protagonist.

Much of the novel is held in a celebratory mode, as the quest for illumination and finally salvation keeps the characters on the move. The potential tragedy in the novel is fixed to two characters, namely Rosie, the girl who commits suicide while Smith was supposed to have been watching her, and Japhy who at the end sails off from American shores never to reappear within the novel’s telling. However, Rosie’s death and the guilt it produces in Smith is repressed, and Smith never faces up to his responsibility for her fate. Japhy is also sacrificed by the protagonist who decides that he must have his own moments of satori or illumination on his own mountaintop. These lead him to strongly modify his Buddhist project and relapse, both literally down into the world of temptations and sin, and in terms of faith back into a less rigorous Christian faith where forgiveness is available for the fallible.

The Dharma Bums is therefore an unfulfilled tragedy, whose potential is rushed away from by the protagonist bum, who continues to walk the lower realms of the earth, never reaching the peaks of faith and self-realisation Japhy attains. The economy of passing in this novel seems half-unrealised by the author, who never confronts the issue of belief-passing head-on. Still, Smith is shown to be a flawed hero, and maybe one many readers can readily identify with.

Gender
In the 1999 film Boys Don’t Cry and the events and several other texts surrounding the death of Brandon Teena, the issues of gender-negotiation find their paradigm examples. Brandon, the transgendered persona, is depicted as a victim in Kimberley Pierce’s film, yet a victim who for a brief moment finds joy and validation through paradoxically sharing a masculine identity with his later murderers. This paradox makes the film rife with tragic potential: Issues of betrayal, ideals of behaviour, contrasted with extreme violence and dumbness of sensibility all mingle in a heady brew that works straight on the viewers’ emotions.
Brandon’s performance of ‘boy’ is underlined repeatedly in the movie’s earlier parts, where we see him becoming a boy, performing in front of the mirror, and in interaction with male friends and girls that he falls in love with. However, the latter part of the film – after Brandon has been depantsed and raped, but not yet killed – shows his figure much more feminised, performing a different sexual identity much more conventionally circumscribed by clichéd lesbian behaviour. Pierce’s film therefore sends a confused message about the economy of passing: On the one hand we revel in the celebration of Brandon’s early happiness gained through performance, on the other hand we are meant to connect at a deeper emotional level with his broken persona as a feminised victim after the rape. The traditional means of the tragedy are present here more clearly or conventionally than in the previously discussed texts, as the story here follows a conventional passion play, almost modelled on the torment and death of a saint or even a Christ-like figure. The problem is the extra baggage we buy into by emoting with and purifying ourselves through the raped and maimed Brandon: a baggage that ultimately argues that passing will lead to death more often than not and that this fate cannot be averted no matter what. In Brandon we therefore have a more conventional martyr-figure than any of the more flawed tragic heroes we have discussed.
Age
The most joyful text of all the paradigm examples discussed here is the 1971 film Harold & Maude. Directed by Hal Ashby, based on story and screenplay by Colin Higgins, the film depicts a love affair between an almost 80-year-old woman and a much, much, much younger man. The issue of passing is here bound up with one of age and belief. The construction of discourses in the film suggests that age is a convention that must be detached from biological age and realigned to become an issue of the mind and heart instead. The credo of the film is clearly that you are only as old as you choose to be, and it is only the discursive prison of surrounding society that will keep you from realising love across the generations. Therefore, if you subscribe to a belief system that will keep you curious and unprejudiced, as Maude does, you will never grow old. One could therefore argue that in the eyes of the surrounding powers that be Maude is passing for young.

The reverse side of this argument is that, parallel to Maude’s passing for young, Harold tries to pass for old and mature, by adopting some of society’s expectations of him. He is however desperately unhappy doing so, and as a result acts out in rebellious and immature fashions, chiefly by staging fake suicides for the “benefit” of his mother and his would-be girlfriends. What he learns from Maude is ultimately to become a full human being who does not need to perform someone he is not. The price he has to pay for this lesson is however quite high, since his apprenticeship with Maude in the school of countercultural non-conformism (disdain for property, authority and ideologies such as Catholicism, militarism and Freudianism) is cut short by her suicide on the eve of her eightieth birthday.
It is thus in the distinction between Harold’s potential suicide for all the wrong reasons (anger, protest, attention-grabbing selfishness) and Maude’s suicide or auto-euthanasia for the right reasons (fulfilment, the desire not to become a burden, and the right of self-determination and choice) that the film’s identity lesson lies. The couple is fated to be torn apart by the facts of life and death. They are together long enough to show Harold and through him the audience that nothing society and conventions can throw at them will keep them from being happy, but biology cannot be defeated. However, Maude imparts all the essential knowledge Harold needs to become a better person before she moves on, so the tragedy is redeemed on a personal level and the equation remains in balance.

The modes of comedy and satire are deployed liberally throughout the film, especially in the sending up of all the prevalent power discourses of the late 1960s, all designed to preserve status quo and keep the creative and therefore revolutionary forces in check: Psychoanalysis, which tells sane people that their anti-authoritarian responses are immature and pathological, is compared with institutionalised Christianity and the rhetoric of the military-industrial complex, both shown to be entirely death-fixated discourses. The remedy against those discourses and Capitalism’s fetish of property-ownership turn out to be curiosity and creativity in all its forms – embodied by the figure of the freedom fighter, artist, and KZ-camp survivor, Maude. Her eventual suicide becomes all the more poignant when contemplated on the background of all the personal adversity she has overcome with her credo to L-I-V-E, live.

The audience therefore receives a new version of a martyr, but one who can only be celebrated with joy, not guilt or sadness, as Harold also realises in the closing scene of the film where he once and for all kills death in the shape of his hearse-like Jaguar sports car which he runs over a cliff, thereby severing his ties with materialism and death-fixated discourses in one fell swoop, only to walk away from the scene happily plucking his banjo and singing the song Maude taught him about seizing the day and living in the newness of the now:
Well, if you want to sing out, sing out 
And if you want to be free, be free 
'Cause there's a million things to be 
You know that there are
This snippet of lyrics shows in effect the credo of all efforts to pass, but most texts about passing do not manage to convey a guilt-free account of passing as a viable realisation of self to the extent that Harold & Maude does.
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