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ABSTRACT 

CHERI PARIS EDWARDS 

BORDERS, SPACE, AND LIMINALITY IN DOROTHY WEST’S THE LIVING IS EASY  
AND RUDOLF FISHER’S THE WALLS OF JERICHO 

 
AUGUST, 2014 

  
 In The Living Is Easy and The Walls of Jericho, novelists Dorothy West and 

Rudolf Fisher offer ethnographical treatments of 1930s Boston and Harlem. Along 

with focusing on the interracial divide in these writings, the authors illuminate 

intra-racial divisions of class, color, and regionality. Latina writer Gloria Anzaldua 

has establishes theory addressing the effect of spatial, psychological and cultural 

borders in Borderlands: La Frontera. Anthropologist Arnold Van Gennep’s 

observations of tribal rites of passages are accepted patterns of human social 

behavior, and the middle stage of this process is the liminal passage. This study 

identifies and analyzes inter- and intra-racial borders, spaces, and liminal passages 

in these works, along with their effect on characters. Juxtaposed throughout the 

study are comparison and contrast of the writers’ backgrounds, life experiences, and 

the effect of region and gender on their works, as well as the authors’ literary 

careers and their own struggle to negotiate borders, spaces, and liminal passages.  
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CHAPTER I 
 

 INTRODUCTION 
  
 Through her essays and poems in Borderlands: La Frontera, feminist Gloria 

Anzaldua recounts her experience as a self-described “border woman” (Preface 

n.p.). Referencing borders in their literal meaning, Anzaldua submits these 

boundaries exist “wherever two or more cultures edge each other,” and where 

“different races occupy the same territory or where classes of culture collide,” 

adding that the lines are primarily drawn by those with power, their intent to 

separate them from those they believe are unlike their selves  (Preface n.p.), Drawn 

to designate boundaries between countries, cities or towns; the actual borderlines 

may be nonexistent or “undetermined” (Anzaldua 3). Moreover, these borderlines 

extend to the intangible marking entryways to culture, class, and other societal 

spaces. Negotiating these borders and the spaces within them is a difficult process 

psychologically and emotionally; and for those relegated to the outskirts or 

“borderlands” moving in and out of these societal spaces is an especially draining 

process demanding shifts through “multiple” identities while attempting to maintain 

a sense of personal “integrity” (Anzaldua, Preface n.p.).  

 The process of negotiating societal borders is familiar terrain for Blacks, but 

for them the task is a more complex one, since Black culture, and even race, are not 
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simple to define. In noting W. E. B. Dubois’ belief in the interminability of Black 

Americans, scholar Zane Miller submits the young philosopher believed Blacks were 

a “distinct race” who were influenced, but not shaped by region, and who share a 

“biologic legacy and its history of repression” (99). This shared Black experience has 

its roots in Africa, but it also diverges there. Taken from various regions and villages 

to begin the long Middle Passage, Blacks brought to America an assortment of social 

values and practices, a fact that challenges notions of a unified black culture. Once 

living on American soil, repression denied enslaved workers time for cultural 

rituals, insisting that they forget a homeland now thousands of miles away and soon 

the ways of that country dimmed into memories passed from one to another 

through music, folktales and stories.  

 In time Black culture grew even more heterogeneous, enslaved workers’ 

practices and beliefs shaped by locality and later by class systems modeled after 

their owners’ values. From necessity, Blacks learned daily to negotiate societal 

borders; but they also learned that as human property, the prospect of being traded 

or sold at any time loomed; and with each displacement, they were forced to 

negotiate new borders and spaces. Therefore, survival meant learning to adapt 

quickly to unfamiliar norms, expectations dictated by cultural demands of the 

plantation, the overseer, and those around them. Because these borders were drawn 

between Blacks and Whites to permit the institution of slavery, simply crossing the 

wrong societal or physical borderline could mean a fierce whipping, and, in some 
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cases, could be quite literally the difference between freedom and enslavement, 

making the ability to code shift between racial cultures vital to survive. 

 However, many of these borders were impassable; and the spaces inside 

were racialized. Anzaldua argues that safety within bordered spaces is reserved for 

those considered “legitimate inhabitants,” or those in power who are “whites and 

those who aligned themselves with whites” (3, 4). This was certainly true for the 

enslaved Blacks since for them most societal spaces were neither accessible nor 

were they safe. White skin gave others the power they wielded over them, and their 

own dark skin made them vulnerable. But while this line between Blacks and Whites 

made complexion an impassable border for the richly-hued Black, having skin color 

that was white, eyes that were blue, and silky straight hair did not grant admittance 

across racial borders either, since these boundaries were designated by blood, not 

physical characteristics.  

 The reliance on unscientific measurements of blood as the signifier of racial 

identity meant the most minuscule calculation of Black “blood” ascribed race and 

was considered a curse, a sign of limited intelligence and unbridled behavior 

(Mitchell 301). Negative considerations about the effects of having Black blood are 

the focus of Mark Twain’s tongue-in-cheek look at racial ambiguousness. In The 

Tragedy of Puddn’head Wilson, the enslaved Roxy switches her son Tom, who was 

sired by the plantation owner, with the legitimate White heir, and then lavishes him 

with love and attention. When the overindulged adult Tom, who is described as 

“1/32” Black, entangles himself in gambling debts, Roxy quickly blames his 
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debauchery on “the nigger” in him (Mitchell 301). The irony in the passage is that 

the light skin and keen features that Roxy and her son share were thought to signify 

more of the blood was White, a belief which had afforded her greater privileges, and 

allowed her to ‘pass’ her son Tom as White. The ability to ‘pass’ across interracial 

lines incognito offered freedom to the enslaved Black, and untold numbers took the 

opportunity to cross this border after Emancipation. Still many who might have 

passed refused, instead choosing to self-identify as Black. From these complicated 

considerations of race, boundaries were also drawn intra-racially, some offering 

inclusivity to only the light-skinned, keen-featured or those with ‘good’ or straight 

hair, while denying entry to Blacks whose skin was considered too dark, hair too 

kinky, or features too generous. Conversely, borders were also drawn to exclude 

those considered ‘too White’ from the Black race, meaning that the same features 

that allowed the crossing of one border might deny passageway over another. With 

the addition of region and class as criteria, the lines of these intra-racial borders 

began to perpetually shift, the spaces inside shaded in complexity rooted in 

miscegenation and the lack of one identifiable Black cultural identity. 

 Within these societal spaces, exceptionality gained importance for some 

Blacks. Although contemporarily the idea of the exceptional Negro is considered 

steeped in racism, for the enslaved Black, specialness singled them out from the rest, 

offering a possibility for greater freedom and privileges. Having a special 

relationship with the master could result in being assigned to less physically 

demanding work inside the house where they could execute domestic tasks without 
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the constant threat of the whip. Exceptionality was revisited when ideas of a 

‘talented tenth,’ or superior Black, garnered attention when used by liberal 

American Baptist Home Missionary Society Whites who founded Black colleges 

based on a mission to educate these elite Black students (James 16). But, the concept 

of the “exceptional Black” gained significant intra-racial traction when used by  

W. E. B. DuBois to describe those in the race that he believed had the greatest 

potential. DuBois theorized that these exceptional Blacks should be the first 

educated, so that they might lead and uplift the rest of community (DuBois, “The 

Talented Tenth”). Although the desire to be considered exceptional is an American 

ideal, the title carried greater weight for Blacks, and specialness is an identifiable 

goal of some within these bordered spaces.  

Anzaldua ultimately chooses to remain in the “shadowy outskirts” of the 

borderlands. However, the decision to live along the fringes of societal spaces is 

most often not one of choice for Blacks, but instead results from the inability to meet 

the demands of these constantly shifting interracial and intra-racial boundaries and 

spaces (Preface n.p.). In the 1960s translation of anthropologist Van Gennep’s Rites 

of Passages, ritual ceremonies are identified as having “three major phases” (Kimball 

Introduction vii). Although Van Gennep initial observations were of ritualistic rites 

of passages, his observations are considered viable theory for interpreting other 

periods when social status change or alters (10).  An individual’s journey through 

these passages can be illustrated as analogous to movement through rooms in a 

house, traveling “through passages and across thresholds” (Davies 3). Similarly, 
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movements that represent societal change are often accompanied by physical 

motion and are identified as having three phases (Van Gennep 11). The first of these 

phases is separation, an act that compares to departure from one room in a house 

(Davies 3). The second phase is the transition, also known as the liminal phase, a 

period when the individual has left one room and is enroute to another (Davies 3). 

In the third and final phase, the individual is reincorporated into a higher order of 

society, and, this phase is comparable to movement into a new room in the house 

(Davies 3). Although rites of passages represent societal movements experienced by 

all humans, the process is complicated by race, since the borders marking these 

passages then become characterized by shifting intra-and interracial expectations.  

 Of particular interest in this study is the middle phase of these societal 

passages, or the transition, also known as the margin or liminal phase (Turner 

“Liminal to Liminoid,” 57). This transitional passage has been studied extensively by 

social scientist Victor Turner, who submits this liminal phase as characterized by 

the uncertainty or “ambiguity” accompanying movement through these 

“temporarily undefined” passages (59). Since it is without form, the liminal period is 

also considered anti-structural, a position where the “past [is] negated, suspended 

or abrogated” and the “future has not yet begun” (Turner 60, 75). Collectively, 

Blacks experienced a liminal phase after being ripped from African villages and 

herded onto ships bound for America, with each phase following this Middle 

Passage producing a new level of suspension from the reality they had known. In the 

liminal phase, life is less definable. The ambiguous nature of liminal passages 
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creates new realities; and those traveling common liminal ground may form 

alliances, often forging relationships or unstructured communities (communitas) 

among unlikely persons (Turner, 78).  

 An identifiable quality of these liminal alliances is that connections between 

disparate individuals can culminate in shared instances when two or more 

experience “unity,” albeit only for a moment (Turner, 78). Turner submits that these 

moments identify these groups as communitas, and the instances take on 

heightened importance because whenever any two experience this sense of unity, 

“all people are felt to be one by those two, if only for a flash” (Turner 74, 78). Like 

liminal passages, communitas are also “anti-structural,” and are marked by a 

sensation of borderlessness so unforgettable that the experience becomes memory 

that compels the “communita itself” to replicate (Turner 78). However, the inability 

to recreate the “initially free and innovative relationships” of the original 

communitas, results in the creation of more structured and “norm governed” 

relationships (Turner 78). While traveling the liminal passage that is an air flight 

many have experienced communita evidenced with an unexpected dip or lurch of 

the plane and eyes that were locked on computers or magazines meet those of 

strangers in a moment of shared camaraderie and concern.  

Because rites of passages can occur whenever humans move from one social 

setting to another, they can be found not only in the occasional, such as a move from 

one neighborhood to another, but also in the routine, such as the daily boarding of a 

bus or a subway car. A few minutes spent outside of a middle-school where students 
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gather early mornings, is all it takes to note one or two hovering at the fringes of 

chattering groups hoping to cross the passageway into full belonging. This means 

the liminal experience can be formal and informal, singular and collective, necessary 

and unnecessary, as well as simultaneous and singularly focused. For Blacks the 

collective liminal experience of enslavement was followed by another when the 

Emancipation Proclamation was passed, bringing together communitas of Blacks 

and Whites united in their struggle to advance toward a common societal ideal.  

 Like the Middle Passage trip from Africa to America, the movement of Blacks 

from the South to North and the sweeping societal changes during the Harlem 

Renaissance identify it as another collective liminal passage. Throughout this 

important period, cultural and artistic creativity abounded. The experience of 1930s 

Blacks as they emerged into a new life in the industrializing North is chronicled in 

many Harlem Renaissance writings. In his well-respected commentary on the 

Harlem Renaissance movement, The New Negro, writer Alain Locke discusses the 

spatial shift of Blacks from the South, calling the time a “tide” of migration north (6).  

Along with the spurring hope for a better life, according to Locke the ‘New Negro’ 

was infused with a feeling that both “surged” and was “abrupt” compelling him to 

separate from the familiarity of the South to travel a liminal passage north (8). The 

resulting racial “metamorphosis” produced a collective unity in purpose or a 

communita (Locke 3, 11). Locke submits the period as a “spiritual coming of age,” 

and argues that it was a necessary transition for Blacks to experience “full initiation” 
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into American society or the incorporation into a higher societal norm which is the 

final rites of passage movement Van Gennep identifies (Locke 16). 

  Others scholars also identify this period as liminal. In a Callaloo journal 

article, Gunter H. Lenz contends the Harlem Renaissance to represent a Liminoid (or 

liminal-like) phenomenon, explaining: 

It was created in a time of social changes and cultural crises in the U.S., by a 

group of people, socially as well as spatially marginalized in society, a group 

of people whose rural oral folk culture and community was in the process of 

being destroyed and displaced by, or transformed into, a predominantly 

urban institutionalized literate culture; a group of people that, at first, was 

only beginning to explore the interpretative and transformative power of 

fiction and the forms and voices of a literature of its own (312).    

The identification and analysis of racialized borders, liminal passages, and 

communitas that unite unlikely individuals, along with the struggle for 

exceptionality as experienced by characters in the literary texts of Harlem 

Renaissance writers Dorothy West and Rudolf Fisher are the major focus of this 

thesis.  

 Dorothy West is described as an “authentic and qualified fictional 

ethnographer of her milieu,” and Rudolf Fisher’s The Walls of Jericho is considered a 

“fictional ethnography” of a community (Lenz 327, Sherrard-Johnson, Dorothy 

West’s Paradise 125).  Alain Locke submits that the ‘New Negro’ was no longer 

fixated on “racial problems,” and instead was motivated by a “positive sense of self” 
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(2). However, Locke’s assessment does not hold true for the characters in these 

authors’ novels whose daily lives are spent negotiating inter- and intra-racial 

borders, passages and spaces (2). While the study of the characters’ negotiation of 

interracial borders and spaces reflects the history of Blacks in America, perhaps 

more complex and less-studied are the intra-racial boundaries characters also must 

navigate. As noted earlier, these borders are defined by social, cultural, and regional 

considerations, along with specificities regarding physical characteristics. The 

importance of these physical characteristics evidences in both novels where shades 

of skin color, texture of hair, and facial features are rendered with great care. 

Fisher’s successful attorney Ralph Merrit’s complexion is cornerstone to the plot 

since he is light enough to ‘pass’ for White, a fact that allows him to rent a home 

straddling the boundary between White and Black Harlem. Similarly, in West’s The 

Living Is Easy, her crafty protagonist Cleo’s skin is light enough to allow her 

consideration for membership into an upper-class Black group fashioned after the 

authentic upper-crust Boston Black Brahmins. Uncertain racial and cultural 

identification plagues these characters, but the deepness of skin tone creates inner 

tension and societal struggles for other characters too.  

 Central to both writings are the complex social stratifications that nearly 

every Black character has to negotiate. The first two chapters of the study identify 

and analyze these racialized borders and spaces as experienced by a selection of 

characters from the novels, juxtaposing biographical information and analysis of the 

authors. Chapter Two focuses on Dorothy West and characters from The Living Is 
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Easy. West never wrote a formal autobiography, but readily admits to using 

authentic life experiences in her writings, a statement that is verified by Harlem 

Renaissance scholar and Dorothy West biographer, University of Wisconsin 

Professor Cherene Sherrard-Johnson. Johnson identifies four stories that repeat in 

“nearly every genre and form of writing she undertook” (39). Despite recognition as 

the youngest member of the elite group of Harlem Renaissance writers and attaining 

membership in Boston’s Black upper-class, West’s struggle to find belonging inside 

inter- and intra-racial borders is clear in her writing. Suspended in a racialized 

borderland, West lived life trapped in a liminal phase. Writing was her way to attest 

her reaction to the complicated terrain she is unable to conquer. Gender made 

West’s struggle more complex than Fisher’s, since she was unable to meet aesthetic 

standards and was confined by social decorum. 

 In Chapter Three, Fisher’s work is examined through identifying and 

analyzing borders and spaces characters navigate in his vibrant portrait of 1920s 

Harlem, The Walls of Jericho, along with comparing and contrasting the author’s 

backgrounds, lives and characters. The highly intellectual Fisher was born into a 

privileged background which helped him find success as a scholar and physician. 

Creative writing was Fisher’s ‘other’ career, and his writing reflects an interest in 

creating a fictional social fabric that illuminates an authentic collective reality. While 

West uses borders to mark exclusivity focused on keeping out those who are 

considered ‘too Black,’ Fisher uses borders in The Walls of Jericho to denote 

inclusivity for those who are ‘Black enough’ to be part of the Harlem community. In 
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the fourth chapter, the study analyzes more closely the characters “Search for 

Identity” through the lens of central characters Cleo and Ralph Merrit. The 

concluding chapter offers final thoughts about the authors and their works. Finally, 

this thesis extends discussion about these racialized borders, contending that 

shifting intra-racial considerations create an ongoing rites of passage process, 

characterized by a dynamic liminal experience where characters stagnate, move 

forward and/or rescind rarely completing the process of full incorporation.   
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CHAPTER II 

DOROTHY WEST – THE LIVING WASN’T EASY 

 Dorothy West was born June 2, 1907. When she passed away on August 16, 

1988, she was the last surviving author of the Harlem Renaissance. Only eighteen 

years old when her first story “The Typewriter” was published, West lived most of 

her life in Boston, spending time while there in Oak Bluffs, an exclusive retreat for 

Blacks in Martha’s Vineyard. West’s issues with skin color evidence in her writings 

and stem from her personal experience. As the only child of blue-eyed Isaac West 

and light-skinned Rachael Benson, West often referred to herself as the “dark child,” 

an indication of her lifelong inner struggle with her deep brown complexion and 

generous features (Sherrard-Johnson, Dorothy West’s Paradise 42). Similar to the 

experiences of characters West would later draw, navigating borders of class and 

color became a familiar task for West’s parents who migrated through different 

routes to the Boston area. Born into enslavement in Virginia, West’s father Isaac 

later moved with his mother to Springfield, Massachusetts, where he purchased an 

ice-cream truck and started his own business. Relocating his business shrewdness 

to the industrial area of Boston, he became an importer of fruits, a venture West 

often reported to have merited him the title, “Black Banana King” (Sherrard-

Johnson, Dorothy West’s Paradise 50). West idealized Isaac, describing herself often 

as her “father’s daughter” while extolling his skilled entrepreneurship. Isaac’s
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 position as a business owner gave her a sense of “entitlement” and 

“exceptionalism,” qualities that West found appealing and helpful in negotiating 

borders in socially stratified Boston (Sherrard-Johnson, Dorothy West’s Paradise 50, 

51). West’s mother Rachel was the granddaughter of slaves. One of nineteen 

children, Rachel was sent north on the “Jim Crow train” at the age of sixteen, never 

to see her mother again (Sherrard-Johnson, Dorothy West’s Paradise 48). But, 

although the family was considered as “one of substance,” West describes their 

standing as “genteel poor,” a fact that placed them firmly in the borderlands, at the 

outer edge of elite Black Boston Brahmins’ class borders (Sherrard-Johnson, 

Dorothy West’s Paradise 42).  

 The upper-class Black Brahmins that serve as a model for West in this novel 

offer an early example of class stratification within the Black community. Although 

intra-racial divisions began during enslavement, delineation by class grew more 

common during the nineteenth century as Blacks became more “group conscious” 

(Cromwell 37). By the time that West and her family moved to Boston, these 

divisions were clearly drawn; and the fictional striated society West depicts in The 

Living Is Easy is reflective of the authentic one. The Binney family that West’s 

protagonist Cleo befriends as part of her strategic effort to gain initiation into the 

exclusive enclave could be one of many of the elite Black families of the period who 

were actually part of this upper-crust group. Cleo admires the Binney father whose 

entrepreneurship enables him to move his children to an exclusive neighborhood 

and provide them with education and finishing that is comparable to Whites. 
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Cultivating a friendship with Thea Binney, Cleo is as taken with Thea’s appearance 

as West was with her mother Rachel’s, an aesthetic evidenced in both cases by Anglo 

features and light complexion. The other Binney sibling is Simeon, who is a 

champion of Black causes and editor of a black newspaper, much like the real life 

William Monroe Trotter, who headed the Boston Guardian and was considered an 

unflinching advocate and agitator of Black issues (Cromwell 61).  

 In Simeon Binney, West creates a portrait of a man striding several borders 

yet who is unable to find acceptance within any group, a situation that mirrors her 

own. Unlike his sister Thea, who is generally assumed to be White, the socially-

conscious Simeon is described as tan in complexion, with “great black eyes and 

black curls” (120, 121). A member of one of the oldest Black Boston families, Mr. 

Binney’s success as a businessman has enabled him to penetrate interracial borders 

allowing Simeon to spend most of his young life in a neighborhood that is “wholly 

Caucasian” (West 120). Simeon is caught between “two worlds,” one inside his door 

that is inhabited by those who are like him and another outside that is peopled with 

those who are not (West 121). Naïve to racial differences as a young child, Simeon’s 

introduction to his own blackness is abrupt and jarring, occurring during a playtime 

incident that culminates when neighborhood White children pronounce him a 

“colored boy” (West 122). The struggle of deeper-hued Blacks for belonging within 

family borders is one that West repeats throughout the story. The experience is 

familiar for West who often felt like an outsider when she was in public with Rachel 

or the lighter, blonde cousins that her mother often cared for (Sherrard-Johnson 
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Dorothy West’s Paradise 42). Biographer Sherrard-Johnson notes of West’s angst-

filled childhood, “Within her family, she was the odd one out, and strangers both 

White and black frequently misidentified her relationship with her mother” 

(Dorothy West’s Paradise 53). Similarly, Simeon’s tan skin sets him apart from the 

rest of his family although West’s portrayal suggests his physical resemblance was 

closer to the exotic look of the Latina rather than the richly-hued black. The 

neighborhood fathers intervene in the situation with Simeon, warning the boys not 

to mention color again, an action which forces the White children to include Simeon 

in their activities. But Simeon’s awareness that the boys’ friendship is forced sends 

him deeper into the shadows of the group where he watches the boys tease and play 

with one another, whereas with him they carefully negotiate each interchange (West 

124). Much like West whose brown skin would not allow her full passage across 

interracial borders, Simeon remains trapped in the liminal stage, neither here nor 

there, a place where he remains in all his interracial relationships.  

 Although West and her characters struggle to negotiate interracial borders, it 

is the intra-racial borders that most interest her, a preoccupation that began in her 

home. While West’s description of her mother as one of “the twelve beauties of 

Boston,” signifies her adoration of Rachel, the physical differences between the two 

of them seed an underlying story about the “unspoken, interracial” boundaries 

between brown and blacks (Sherrard-Johnson, Dorothy West’s Paradise 24, 40). 

Similar intra-racial boundaries are drawn and reinforced to Simeon by his father, 

when he tells his son that he is better than the “little black urchins” moving into the 
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outskirts of the neighborhood (West 126). But, longing to make his way through the 

liminal passage to inclusion, Simeon senses his “blood the same” as the newcomers, 

and almost gleefully fights with a neighboring Black boy (West 126). When his 

father chides him for not being “the perfect gentleman,” Simeon tells his father that 

the Black boy Scipio Johnson had been the first in his life to treat him like a man 

(West 127). He explains that it would not have mattered whether neighborhood 

Whites called him “nigger” instead of “colored” for fighting in the street since they 

fought one another all the time, just not him (West 127). Simeon’s quandary is 

unheeded though by a father whose upper-class social status lends him a sense that 

his family has almost superseded race, and he demands that Simeon stay away from 

the newcomers because they are “lazy, shiftless and poor” telling him proudly, “you 

are being raised like a White man’s son,” (West 128). For Simeon this intra-racial 

boundary drawn by his father marks a new racialized border, one that traps him in 

another liminal passage, much as living in the borderlands of Boston’s Black upper-

class trapped West.  

 Gender deepens the complexity of these intra-racial considerations. West’s 

absorption with Eurocentric beauty aesthetics began with her light-skinned mother 

whom she presents as possessing almost mythical beauty. But, although other 

family members agreed that Rachel Benson was attractive, they did not consider her 

nearly the beauty nor as light in skin tone as West claimed her to be (Sherrard-

Johnson, Dorothy West’s Paradise 46). Consequently, West’s inflated view of Rachel 

reveals an inner conflict that reflects “…how West saw her mother in relationship to 
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herself” and may have contributed to her brittle characterization of Cleo that seems 

at least partially modeled after her mother (Sherrard-Johnson Dorothy West’s 

Paradise 46). Seeking a way to surpass the borders of her brown skin, West often 

identified herself as mixed blood, bragging that she was the descendent of enslaved 

grandparents who were the children of their masters (Sherrard-Johnson, Dorothy 

West’s Paradise 48). Contrastingly, West’s pride in her White heritage was not 

shared by Rachel who never admitted to having “a drop of white blood,” and instead 

attributed her features to the blood of a Native tribe running through her veins 

(Sherrard-Johnson, Dorothy West’s Paradise 48). But, it is important to note that 

West’s preoccupation with skin color was not without basis. Extolling the mulatta 

woman as the racial symbol of beauty was the acceptable aesthetic for the New 

Negro movement, and skin color represented a physical border that the petite, 

brown-skinned West could not traverse (Sherrard-Johnson, Portraits of the New 

Negro Woman 3).  

 Similar to West’s infatuation with her mother’s looks, Cleo is taken with the 

beauty of Simeon Binney’s sister Thea. Well-bred and refined, Thea becomes  Cleo’s 

“model of perfection,” a colored woman who has not only crossed the interracial 

border, but who has moved through the liminal state as well, her ambiguous 

features gaining her acceptance into the same group that excludes her brother 

(West 92, 125). Unlike Simeon, Thea feels little kinship with Blacks she believes are 

under her station in life. The borders designating Thea’s blackness are exclusionary, 

her chestnut hair and fair skin setting her apart from other Blacks by marking her as 
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having mixed blood (West 125). Thea’s marriage to physician Cole Hartnett, who is 

from an even older Boston family than her own, offers her the status she craves, but 

Thea is unaware that Cole has crossed legal and moral boundaries to finance their 

lifestyle. And when her father uses her inheritance to pay gambling debts and Cole is 

revealed as an abortionist, Thea’s standing in the upper-class enclave is lost. When 

Cleo takes on financial matters that require attention following Mr. Binney’s death, 

West introduces Lenore, who is known as The Duchess, a mysterious figure who 

heads a gambling house. Cleo is taken aback to meet the “dignified” woman with 

“patrician” features, “ash-blond hair” and “imperial blue eyes” and she supplants 

Thea as the beauty ideal (West 101, 110).  

 Lenore is another portrayal that is based on authenticity. Identified by 

Adelaide Cromwell in her study of early social group stratification, proprietors or 

“shadies” of illegal businesses like Lenore, were well recognized in black 

communities and some were even part of the Black upper-class, especially in the 

Midwest City of Chicago where gambling was more readily considered acceptable 

societal behavior (11). Attaining position in Boston’s Black upper-class was more 

restrictive though, and the heads of these gambling houses did not receive the same 

respect. Also confined by gender, Lenore’s white skin and keen Anglo features are 

not enough to gain her admittance across Boston upper-crust borders. In Lenore, 

West presents the character who most clearly exemplifies the trope of the tragic 

mulatta. Although she chooses not to pass for White, the ambiguousness of her 

features mean she is often not accepted by Blacks either, resulting in “feelings of 
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alienation” that plague her throughout her life (Sherrard-Johnson, Portraits of the 

New Negro Woman 11). Lenore lives in the borderlands, her gambling house located 

in the part of town where the “dregs” of society make their homes, but frequented 

by upper-class Blacks as a place where they freely coalesce around games, drinking 

and socializing (West 100).  

 Lenore attains a sense of power though engaging the husbands of those 

denying her entrance into the upper-class social group in the game of roulette and 

using their debts to force their wives around her table. These colored women of 

“genteel breeding” do not consider themselves a minority (West 105). Assuming the 

snobbishness of the White upper-class whose values they emulate, they scorn the 

Irish, Jews, and Italians, who are barred from “belonging” in White upper-class 

society because of their accents and “old country memories” (West 105). Satirically 

exposing the group’s hypocrisy West writes the women disdain the Jew, but are 

“secretly pleased when they could pass for one” (West 105). Likewise, they have 

contempt for the Latins, but are proud when told they “look European,” and darkish 

skin is only acceptable if “counterbalanced” by a straight nose and hair that might 

indicate an Indian heritage (West 105). To find acceptance within this group of 

women, consideration as “anything but colored” is a necessary criterion (West 105). 

But although she possesses the physical attributes for admittance, Lenore lacks the 

pedigree; and Cleo, who now covets the elegant woman’s friendship, promises to 

convince Simeon Binney to marry her in exchange for the deeds she has returned to 

his family property. In this passage, West illuminates the need for women to meet 
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physical standards for acceptance into these societal groups. On the other hand, it 

becomes clear that male physicality is not held to the same measure since Lenore 

readily accepts Cleo’s offer of Simeon whose family name can still guarantee her 

admittance, despite his complexion. 

 In interviews West admitted to fictionalizing so much of her family’s life that 

she had difficulty remembering what was real and what she had made up. Early in 

the novel, Cleo is run over by Bart while riding a bike, a scene submitted by West in 

a variety of versions in several of her writings and one that mimics the first meeting 

of her parents. Cleo’s “sobbed accusations” and Bart’s effusive apologies foreshadow 

the deference he gives to her throughout the narrative (West 31). Like Cleo’s 

marriage to Bart in the novel, the union between Rachel Benson and the older, 

successful Isaac West was advantageous for Rachel who was seeking a better life 

than that of her parents. Determined not to “worry” her mother by having a houseful 

of babies, Rachel had no plans to be “enslaved to motherhood” and Dorothy was her 

only child (Sherrard-Johnson, Dorothy West’s Paradise 48). But although persons 

interviewed noted Rachel as domineering in her marriage to Isaac, they also noted 

that she loved Isaac and thought him “attractive” (Sherrard-Johnson, Dorothy West’s 

Paradise 53).  

However, Cleo rules her husband Bart with a tyrannical hand, and her 

treatment of him is vindictive and cruel. From their first meeting the ambitious Cleo 

sees her future husband as little more than a financial resource with the business 

position to augment her movement into upper-society. But, Cleo does not know 
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Bart’s foothold in that world is tenuous. Bart, like Mr. Binney, represents new 

money; and his young business is dependent on a fragile network and the viability 

of the banana crop, factors that also mark his entrepreneurship as a liminal passage. 

Accordingly, Bart’s camaraderie with White workers, Chris and Miss Muldoon, offers 

an example of the disparate representations that are characteristic of communitas, 

with this unlikely group’s connection a shared hope for long-term business success. 

This communita also follows the pattern identified by Turner as it strives to recreate 

itself into a more formalized structure, a process that is yet impossible in a society 

still marked by borders of race. 

 When Bart rescues young Cleo from Mrs. Booram’s lecherous nephew and 

marries her, he enters a liminal passage that is ongoing as he attempts to 

incorporate into Cleo’s world (West 35). Although Cleo is still a teen when they 

marry, she is already wily; and allowing herself to fall in love with Bart is not part of 

her plan. Social scientist Victor Turner notes that when two experience “unity” all 

are “felt to be one by those two” even if these moments of union only last for  “flash” 

(78). Although Turner points out that repeated sexual union is unable to “keep the 

intuition alive,” Cleo does not intend to allow Bart to experience even a momentary 

union that might create the sense of community that Turner describes between the 

two of them. But the lovelorn Bart patiently sleeps by the young Cleo night after 

night and thrusts his energy into “buying and selling” during the day (West 35). 

However, Bart begins to battle to have sex with Cleo when she turns twenty, but 

even when he wins the fight he does not win the war. On the rare occasion that Cleo 
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allows him to cross the borders of entry to her body, she is the antithesis of a warm, 

caring lover, refusing to allow herself to become “one” with him (West 35). Although 

Cleo’s frigidity is an assumed stance, she is determined not to give into desire, but 

on a “…night when her body’s hunger broke down her controlled resistance” she 

relents; and the result is the brown-skinned daughter Judy (West 35).  

 With Judy’s arrival, Cleo’s domineering increases; and her envy of any 

attention Bart receives grows. She interferes in Bart’s relationships by asserting 

boundary lines for his behavior. With no respite at home and little relief at work, 

Bart must constantly negotiate borders; the result is that he spends most of his life 

in overlapping liminal passages. However, it is Cleo’s obsession with control that 

traps Bart in the most pervasive liminal borderland because she refuses to permit 

him to be part of any group, not even allowing him to belong to himself. She 

derisively calls Bart “Mr. Nigger,” at least partially to make him feel worthless and 

like an outsider in his own home (West 227). That the worldly Bart who is no 

pushover tolerates Cleo’s abusive treatment and even volunteers to skip the social 

event financed by his money for her upper-class friends infers that her light-skin 

and gray eyes are so compelling that he is willing to withstand any treatment to 

have her.  

    Clearly a model for Bart, Isaac West was considered “shrewd and intelligent,” 

characteristics that helped him gain success as the sole Black businessman in the 

Boston Market (Sherrard-Johnson, Dorothy West’s Paradise 50). Without the 

stability of long-term financial support, Isaac was vulnerable to “fluctuations of the 
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market” and like other independent businessmen, was underbid for contracts by 

chain stores which eventually resulted in the store’s demise (Sherrard-Johnson, 

Dorothy West’s Paradise 51). West’s repeated portrayals of her parents’ relationship 

reflect the dissonance West had about her family life. Viewing herself as wedged 

between her parents, West most often sided with her father that she shared her skin 

color with, even though she lacked his business shrewdness and confined by gender 

could not follow in his footsteps (Sherrard-Johnson, Dorothy West’s Paradise, 50).  

On the other side was Rachel, but West’s deep brown complexion and generous 

features meant she was unable to capitalize on the beauty that she believed her 

lighter-skinned mother possessed, a fact that West deeply resented. On one occasion 

West reported to an interviewer that she had angrily accused Rachel of not passing 

on her beauty, or “my father’s blue eyes” (Sherrard-Johhnson, Dorothy West’s 

Paradise, 51). Although West negotiated borders and spaces throughout her life, the 

struggle to feel rooted in a primary family structure is a reappearing theme in the 

novel. Like Simeon Binney, upon discovering herself as a racialized being, she 

learned she would be unable to cross interracial boundaries. However, West also 

could not pass the beauty standards of the upper-class Boston Blacks or those of the 

Harlem Renaissance group she was later affiliated with, a fact that firmly ensconced 

her in the borderlands or a liminal space. Using her creativity and imagination gave 

her a way to work through this “social limbo” she found herself in, helping her to 

address an ongoing sense of ambivalence and longing for belonging (Turner, 

“Liminal to Liminoid” 57).   
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 Cleo’s daughter Judy is drawn as physically similar to West. Mimicking the 

divide between herself and Rachel, West contrasts the “sparkling” gray eyes, keen 

features, and fair skin of Cleo against Judy whose eyes are “soft and “dark” and nose 

is “generous,” all traits that West herself inherited from her father Isaac (West 39). 

In the first scene of the book, Judy is with Cleo and thought to be someone else’s 

child, just as West was misidentified when she was with Rachel.  Judy’s angst does 

not result from her dislike of her skin color or features, but is a reaction to the 

treatment she receives from other Blacks. Similarly, West was believed to carry 

“color as a chip on her shoulder” directed not at the Black-White divide that Rachel 

had taught her to “subvert with aplomb” but at the “fractures between black and 

brown and yellow” (Sherrard-Johnson, Dorothy West’s Paradise 51, 52).  Cleo only 

sees her daughter’s deficits and uses her fingers and clothespins to pinch Judy’s 

nose into a European model of compliance, an act that establishes her cruel 

disregard for the child’s feelings. This scene also evidences Judy’s longing to be like a 

mother she can never please because of her physical appearance. Trapped by the 

borders of her brown skin, Judy is unable to find love and acceptance from Cleo.  

 However, Cleo’s interest is not in creating a loving home for her daughter, 

but is focused on crossing societal borders. The one area of semi-tenderness West 

allows Cleo is a desire to reunite with her sisters. Separated from her family when 

she is sent north as a teen, Cleo fixates on reestablishing an idealized relationship 

with the sisters she left behind. Intent on this reunion, she callously disregards her 

sisters’ feelingc; and she destroys their relationships with lovers and husbands, as 
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she lures them to the home she tricked Bart into acquiring. Torn from their lives, the 

sisters are pawns in Cleo’s misguided attempts to reestablish her family. When Cleo 

takes ill at the thought of their departure, the sisters succumb to concern for her; 

and what they had believed would be a brief stay becomes permanent. And, like 

Judy and Bart, the sisters discover life with Cleo to be one long liminal passage, a 

tense and uncomfortable situation compounded by their struggle to negotiate 

Boston’s borders and the inter- and intra-racial liminal spaces they encounter 

outside her doors.  

 Cleo’s attempt to orchestrate a family Christmas celebration illustrates the 

“complex matriarchy” of her home that is characterized by borders and liminal 

spaces (Sherrard-Johnson, “Plague of Their Own Locusts” 620).  Each sister is 

affected differently by the ambiguousness they experience while living with Cleo as 

they strive to meet constantly shifting expectations that strand them in a liminal 

passage unable to incorporate fully into the societal space of the home (Sherrard-

Johnson, “This Plague of Their Own Locusts” 611). Sister Charity had been happily 

married before visiting Cleo; and lonely for her husband, she takes solace in food, 

the bulk of her body becoming “vast” and making any kind of movement difficult for 

her (West 211). Likewise, sensitive Lily’s anxieties are stoked by Cleo’s inconsistent 

expectations, and she is always treading on a new border Cleo has established, by 

singing Christmas carols or talking too much. Cleo is as cruel to Lily as she is to Bart, 

and callously tells her, “You were born a fool” (West 216). Instead of retaliating, the 

meek Lily agrees, feeling grateful to have a sister like Cleo to care for her (West 
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217). Afraid to return to the dark-skinned husband that Cleo convinces her is a 

threat, Lily’s fragile emotional state heightens to phobia while living in the liminal 

passage that is the home of her unaccepting sister, leaving her almost unable to 

function in the world outside.  

Sister Serena’s suffering results in a condition that is opposite of Charity’s, as 

her once robust and agile physique becomes gaunt and stiff. When Cleo attacks 

Serena for cooking Bart onions that “stink,” her grief over the loss of her life with 

her lover Robert and their father erupts; and she lashes out at Cleo (West, 223). 

Momentarily startled by her sister’s snappy response, and the “scant flesh” 

surrounding Serena’s bones when she takes her arm, Cleo quickly recovers and 

advises her sister to take “hold of herself” (West 225). She tells Serena that her 

“yellow-haired nigger” husband Robert has probably forgotten her and gone on with 

his life, “passing for white” as though he “was never colored” (West 225). By 

reminding her sister of the impenetrable southern borders of race defined by blood 

and complexion, Cleo reinforces the viability of remaining in her home.  

Emphasizing the borders between her family and the soon-to-be-arriving guests, 

Cleo invites them to lean over the balcony and fawn over the important arrivals like 

“second class niggers leaning over the fence to see first-class folks” (West, 228).  

Cleo’s remark might well reflect West’s own feelings, a reminder that admission into 

this group had to be earned; and for women it required a combination of pedigree, 

money and beauty to gain entry into upper-class Black Boston society. 
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CHAPTER III 

RUDOLF FISHER – HARLEM IN BLACK AND WHITE 

 Born on May 9, 1897, in Washington D.C., Rudolf Fisher was the son of a 

homemaker and a minister. Raised in Providence, Rhode Island with an older 

brother and sister, Fisher displayed strong academic capabilities at a young age. 

Unlike West, Fisher did not evidence a struggle for personal identity. Instead, he 

soared academically, a process that was aided by his gender, intellect, and solid 

middle-class upbringing. Garnering “high honors in scholarship,” Fisher was also a 

member of the debate team in high school (McCluskey, “Introduction” 3). It was 

during Fisher’s high school years that his interest was “established” in the disparate 

areas of literature and science (McCluskey, “Introduction” 3). After graduating, 

Fisher enrolled at prestigious Brown University where he excelled in biology and 

English, winning keys from Phi Beta Kappa, Delta Sigma Rho and Sigma Xi 

(McCluskey, “Introduction” 3). Exhibiting the quick wit evidenced in his writings, 

Fisher quipped about receiving these honors, “There must have been an 

overabundance that year” (McCluskey, “Introduction 3). Fisher’s academic 

achievements merited the respect of classmates and faculty, and he was chosen as 

the commencement day speaker (3).  In the Introduction of his edited collection of 

Fisher’s work entitled, The City of Refuge, John McCluskey Jr. writes that the notable 

speech Fisher gave that day addressed “…the birth pangs of modernity, with science 
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and rationalism bursting the confines of superstition and religious domination” 

(McCluskey, “Introduction” 4). Five years later in 1924, Fisher earned his medical 

degree graduating summa cum laude from Howard University (McCluskey, 

“Introduction” 4). After a year-long appointment as a Research Fellow at Columbia 

University ended, Fisher established a private X-ray practice (McCluskey, 

“Introduction” 4). Although Fisher wrote about exclusively about Harlem, he lived in 

Long Island, his interest in the Harlem stirred by late night visits to the area’s 

“cabarets, speakeasies, nightclubs and theaters” (McCluskey, “Introduction” 6).  

 Fisher’s literary work includes a large body of short fiction and two novels 

that editor John McCluskey Jr. divides into three “movements” he designates as: 

“The Quest,” “The New Land” and “The Unpublished Stories” (10). Like many of 

West’s literary offerings, Fisher’s writings explore “intra-group dilemmas,” but 

McCluskey, notes that Fisher’s interest extends beyond physical appearance with 

“class conflict frequently more important than color” (13).  Though Fisher’s 

detachment from the area makes his writings seem “clinical” in some respects, in 

The Walls of Jericho his efforts to define the stratification of the area are believed to 

effectively represent, “…a physical, social, cultural, and linguistic topography of 

Harlem in the late 1920s and early 1930s” (Lenz 327). Additionally, Fisher conflates 

racial biological theory with the experience of the New Negro. The result is a story 

that, like West’s The Living Is Easy, may not be the greatest literary offering, but has 

value because it offers a “incisive meditation on race and racial models that exceeds 

its own historical milieu” (Mirmotahari 575).  
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 West’s gender meant she contended with the intersecting borders of sexism 

and racism; and, as a result, her works were often written off as frivolity by the 

publishing industry and other Harlem Renaissance authors. But, Fisher’s satirical 

writings that were often set in Harlem did not escape unscathed. W. E. B. Dubois 

harshly criticized some of Fisher’s works, admonishing him for not writing about 

“better class Negroes” rather than “poor, ineffective make-believes” (DuBois 374). 

However, DuBois conceded in a 1928 interview that The Walls of Jericho “is a strong, 

long, interesting step up from the works of Claude McKay and Carl Van Vechten" 

(Ligotti 203). Fisher’s intellectual capabilities suggests that he chose his subject 

matter purposefully, and contemporary critic Wallace Thurman condemned DuBois 

for suggesting that Black writers should not be able to write whatever attracted 

them including “the half world above 125th Street” (McCluskey, “Introduction” 22). 

But, whatever the reason Fisher seemed unmoved by criticism from his peers and 

became one of the few writers of the Renaissance who used Harlem as their 

backdrop as McCluskey elucidates:  

It is one of Rudolph Fisher’s achievements that he delivered Harlem’s 

breadth and vitality so consistently and extensively. Of all the Renaissance 

fiction writers, it is to him we must turn time and time again to get the flavor, 

the music, and the poetry of the 1920’s “black capital of the world” (9).  

 The stratification of Harlem society takes center stage early in The Walls of 

Jericho, which begins with a conversation between the working-class “rats,” a telling 

naming of the lower-income Blacks living there (Fisher 17). Marking the borders of 
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Harlem as distinct from his own life, Fisher describes the area as a place where 

“aristocracy” fades into “bargain stores, babble, and kids, dinginess, odors and thick 

speech” and denotes residents of the community as “untamed creatures that live 

and die for the moment” (3). Fisher’s ease in aligning himself so securely with 

upper-class culture contrasts to West’s ongoing ambiguity about her place in society 

and demonstrates his more ensconced sense of self. Their divergent views at least 

partially were a result of the difference in how their physical appearance was 

viewed inside and outside the Black community. Like West, Fisher’s complexion was 

richly brown; but by most descriptions the tall, slender Fisher was considered 

“handsome,” and rather than his skin tone seen as a handicap, his features were 

noted as imbuing him with a “dark grace…” (McCluskey, “Introduction” 7).  

 Still, the importance of skin color to Fisher is evidenced in his opening 

description of the working-class rats whose flawed repartee provides an ongoing 

commentary on Harlem. It is also notable that social class overrules skin color, and 

piano mover Jinx is “thin and elongated” with freckled “slick deep yellow skin” while 

his co-worker Bubber is his opposite, “short, round and bulging” with a deep 

complexion “bordering on the invisible” (Fisher 6). But even though Fisher is as 

attentive to physicality as West, their motivations are different. While West 

admittedly includes scenes from her parent’s real life in The Living Is Easy and there 

is strong indication that the story mirrors some of her own feelings, there is no 

suggestion that Fisher struggled similarly during his upbringing or in the life he led 

as a married physician. Like West, Fisher examines socially striated areas through 
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scenes in community spaces, in domestic and intimate relationships and within the 

spatiality of the area itself. Both authors’ reside in an interracial borderland, and it is 

from that vantage point that they share their views in these works that present a 

panorama of race, color, and class. Scholars note that Fisher’s attentiveness to hue 

was a reflection of the contemporary ongoing discussion about Darwinism, along 

with addressing the social question posited by Marcus Garvey about whether Blacks 

should return to Africa (Mirmotahari 575).  

 Worker rats Bubber and Jinx mark their own societal boundaries, creating a 

space with its own language, where they view themselves as rats, jigs and shines, 

Whites as “fays,” and the “dickty shines” as those Blacks trying to cross borders into 

White culture and society (Fisher 7). The men believe efforts to cross boundaries of 

race are futile. Recounting Black lawyer Ralph Merrit’s plan to move into a house 

that straddles the border of the White neighborhood, Bubber pronounces Merrit’s 

efforts to cross interracial borders useless and tells Jinx, “Fays don’t see no 

difference ‘tween dickty shines and any other kind o’ shines” (Fisher, 8). The men 

resent that Merrit even attempts to cross these boundaries, believing they will 

ultimately be pulled into the ensuing battle because “one jig in danger is ev’ry jig in 

danger” and “dickties can’t fight” (Fisher 8). In this moment, the two are in 

agreement, united in their belief that the “dickties” pursuits of equality are both 

ridiculous and dangerous. This communita does not last long though, as they are 

soon again deriding each other, Jinx calling Bubber an “ape” and Bubber responding 

by calling Jinx a “freckle-faced giraffe” (Fisher 12, 15). These two share a perpetual 
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liminal space where they jockey for position like teenagers trying to cross the rites 

of passage into manhood. 

 Deepening the class divide, Fisher gives these working-class rats the onerous 

job of piano mover, a position that required brute strength and dexterity. The men’s 

comparisons of one another to animals establishes how they view themselves on the 

hierarchical social strata along with evidencing the heightened tension typifying the 

relationships in this socially lower-class space. The continuous squabbles among the 

working class men symbolizes their ongoing unease and help signify the spatial 

passage where they all exist as ambiguous and liminal. The borders separating this 

working class group from middle- and upper-class Blacks “underscore” the “fissures 

within black society,” and Fisher advances these boundaries as both Harlem’s 

“strength and Achilles’ heel” (Mirmotahari 577). On one hand, the striations 

represent the heterogeneity of the Harlem community while on the other evidence 

the complexity added to the characters’ lives because of their need to negotiate 

these borders and spaces.  

 Worker Joshua Jones is known as “Shine” because of his start as a capable 

shoeshine boy, but the title also attests to Fisher’s strategic use of folkloric naming 

in the story and of his wry sense of humor. Shine is the ultimate working-class “rat” 

whose tremendous size grants him superhuman strength while his experience as a 

“orphan” has given him “a pebble of a heart” (Fisher 19). Fisher introduces Shine 

nursing a “’scription gin” and thinking about the past that had relegated him to the 

borderlands (19). Shine represents the consciousness of the working-class rats, and 
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his struggle to allow his emotional walls to tumble down like the scriptural Walls of 

Jericho is at the heart of this novel. Contrary to the borders marking exclusivity in 

West’s portrayal of Boston’s Black social structure, Fisher’s borders mark an insular 

Black community where boundaries designate Black inclusivity. When a White 

patron asks, “How do you get to the subway from here, Shine, my boy?” Shine 

briskly responds, “How’d you know my name was Shine?” The patron replies that 

he, “Guessed it,” to which Shine responds, “Guess how to get to the subway, then,” 

his dismissive reply reaffirming that Harlem is a space where Blacks make the rules 

(Fisher 22).  

 The use of several characters to describe Linda is a tactic that adds to the 

ambiguousness of her features. Designated the beauty, Linda is one of the two living 

female characters of importance in the novel. When Bubber sees her walking past he 

proclaims that Linda is a “honey with high yaller laigs!” a woman whose looks typify 

the New Negro female considered aesthetically pleasing (Fisher 54). Shine’s 

attraction to Linda is immediate, and when musing over her beauty, he describes 

her coloring as “honey with red cherries in it” noting her skin was “clear like thin 

wax with light behind it” (Fisher 234). Linda also embodies the tragic mulatta 

archetype although there is no indication she is biracial. Manifesting the confusion 

and unease characteristic of the archetype, Linda is disturbed when her employer 

Agatha Cramp announces that she finds Linda “quite pretty,” a trait that is “unlike 

other colored people” (Fisher 62). When Miss Cramp tells her, “You’re so light,” 

Linda responds, “I’m not so light,” adding that there are many more Negroes “lighter 
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than me” (Fisher 63). Linda’s self-assessment points out the complexity of intra-

racial considerations regarding skin color while indicting Miss Cramp for her 

narrow view of Blacks. Because Linda does not look like Blacks she has known, Miss 

Cramp is unable to accept Linda as a regular Negro, and decides she must be 

“exceptional” to possess physical traits so close to Whites (Fisher 62). As in West’s 

novel, the theme of exceptionality refrains throughout Fisher’s narrative.  

 Although Linda is less driven by ambition than West’s Cleo, she does hope to 

cross the border into the middle-class and learns to type to “rescue herself from a 

common place trait” (Mirmotahari 579).  In contrast to the calculating Cleo, Linda is 

guileless and is viewed as an easy mark who is “ripe in the body and green in the 

head” by the corrupt business owner Patmore when he sees her at the fundraiser 

(Fisher 84). When Patmore, whose gray-eyes are a sign of his mixed blood, tries to 

force himself on Linda, he incurs the wrath of the physically imposing Shine. Fisher 

assigns no skin color to Shine but leads readers to assume his race is evident. When 

Linda sees him she notices an “honest” looking grin, and a chin that had “assumed 

more than a usual challenge” (Fisher 91). Fisher uses Linda’s attentiveness to 

Shine’s character rather than his physical traits to mark her as a person of integrity. 

However, once the two become involved, Linda’s class desires surface. When Shine 

innocently calls Linda “baby” she recoils, pronouncing the talk “common” (152). 

Like Bart who is unable to resist the mixed-race Cleo, Linda raises strong “passions” 

in the normally detached Shine, a jealousy that “…is burdened by the internal stains 

arising from class differences and skin color” (Mirmotahari 579). Fueled by his 
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desire for Linda, Shine’s interest in crossing borders into a higher class ignites. In his 

characterization of Linda, Fisher questions intra-racial boundaries, on one hand 

affirming the New Negro archetype while on the other critiquing narrow intra-racial 

definitions. 

 Fisher’s most fully realized White character is Miss Cramp, who, like Shine, is 

used to reflect the collective consciousness of an entire group. However, Fisher’s 

brittle portrayal infuses the character with so much bigotry that Miss Cramp 

becomes almost caricature, saved in part by satire. Miss Cramp exemplifies the 

White racists who believe themselves tolerant and accepting, evidenced in the 

earnest estimation she makes of herself as “devoting her life to the service of 

mankind,” only moments before realizing while talking to Linda that “Negroes might 

be mankind too” (Fisher 61). Linda’s physical ambiguousness challenges the 

borders of race that Miss Cramp has internalized and finding out that Linda belongs 

to an Episcopalian church disputes the social borders too (Fisher 64). Fisher’s 

strategic use of naming is again apparent in Miss Cramp, whose name defines a 

woman cramped by her own narrow borders of belief and who cramps others into 

spaces drawn by borders that reflect her racist views. But Fisher sends Miss Cramp 

into a liminal passage when her determination to sponsor a Negro cause leads her to 

attend a fundraiser in the dancehall, a social rite of passage that he infuses with 

satire and commentary about the absurdity of racism and the pretentiousness of the 

New Negro. 
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 By situating Miss Cramp at the ball, Fisher is able to invert more fully the 

racial balance of power, while using her to comment on “race and structure and 

organisation of racist knowledge” (Mirmotahari 587). Surrounded by Blacks and 

some of “her own” who have lowered themselves to intermingling with Negroes 

Miss Cramp sits “quite overwhelmed by the strangeness of her situation” (Fisher 

103, 104). Fisher also uses Miss Cramp to amplify the ambiguousness of the New 

Negro since her shock and outrage at the number of “fair-skinned visitors” is 

misplaced because they are not “visitors at all but natives” (104). But, the 

heterogeneity of Blacks attending this one event also is meaningful since it 

“identifies blackness as experiential” rather than cultural (Mirmotahari 581). 

However, Fisher also illuminates that the shared experience resulting from the 

“proximity of racial terror” unites Blacks across class and physicality and remains 

“the only historical condition around which blackness can cohere, and the one 

common denominator in the lives of all Black Americans” (Mirmotahari 581).  

 The General Improvement Association’s Casino Ball, an event that Fisher 

describes as one where “everybody’s present and nobody minds” becomes a living, 

breathing entity in Fisher’s extensive reflection (Fisher 71). The diverse 

representation of dance attendees illustrates the complex stratification of the Black 

community along with the influx of Whites into the Harlem social scene (Fisher 71). 

However, Fisher’s illumination of intra-racial borders also gives an “elasticity to 

blackness” through depicting a “black particularity that is internally divided: by 

class, sexuality, gender, age, ethnicity, economics, and political consciousness” 
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(Mimotahari 586, Gilroy 32). Describing skin tones from “black to white through all 

the shadows and shades,” Fisher presents the physical heterogeneousness of the 

Black race, while rejecting Darwinism by disproving the notion that Blacks share an 

identifiable culture (74).  Scholar Emad Mirmotahari expands this thought writing: 

….identification across insular and provincialising subjectivities—shade of 

skin colour, region, national belonging, class, education level, etc.—is 

possible only as a response to particular historical processes that have 

visited horrors upon black populations. These processes have consequently 

made a uniform and unifying way of “being black” impossible, just as it 

makes Africa irretrievable (Mirmotahari 586).  

 The Ball, like Lenore’s gambling house, represents a place where Blacks of all 

classes come together around the experience of blackness as communitas. But, the 

borders separating blacks are so stratified, that much like the paradox identified by 

Turner, these communitas become locked into a memory that is so compelling that 

it constantly seeks to replicate itself; and it is this desire for unity that repeatedly 

draws Blacks to these events. Consequently, in his presentation of this panorama of 

Black physicality and class, Fisher both illuminates Black unity and stresses the 

borders that separate Blacks as symbolized in the seating at the ball, which is as 

striated as the inter- and intra-racial boundaries dividing those attending.  

 As emblematic of their stature, lower-class rats Patmore and Shine are 

relegated to the bottom level of the building which is also where the dance floor is 

located (Fisher 75). Human conduct functions lower at this level. Here, life is a 
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jungle ruled by animal instinct. When the men spy Linda, her beauty stirs their 

libido; and they seize upon her like animals of prey (Fisher 84, 85). Hierarchical 

borders give business owner Patmore the position of top rat while Shine represents 

the underling worker, presented as a brute force yet to discover his own humanity. 

Bolstered by his top rat standing, the cocky Patmore believes his business acumen 

and gray eyes mark his exceptional status, and he is certain his position will make 

Linda an easy conquest.  On the other hand, Shine’s attraction to Linda disturbs him; 

and he hangs against the wall, chiding himself for having human feelings. Still Shine 

does not lack brute nerve, and he asks Linda to dance; but when she smiles in 

return, he sees it as a sign of her “superiority” to him, given to remind him of his 

ordinariness (Fisher 92). In banishing “ordinary blacks” to the lower area, Fisher 

again evidences the inter- and intra-racial hierarchy of skin color revealing in a 

“predominance of darker skins below” and of “just as undeniably, of fairer skins 

above” (Fisher 74). 

 The title of upper-class takes on literal meaning too, with those at the higher 

level of society seated in the upper sections. Looking down at the working-class rats, 

these upper-class blacks sit alongside the ‘fays,’ a title that derives from the West 

African word “ofay,” and a name given to Whites who consider themselves 

supporters of the New Negroes and their causes. The Black Penningtons and their 

White guests, the Dunns represent these groups. Fisher uses them to point out the 

hypocrisy of these interracial relationships, noting how each “parenthetically” 

mentions their friendship when they believe it may help them (100). Fisher also 
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denounces the frivolity of the Black upper-class groups which is evidenced in 

meaningless hierarchical positions, such as the title held by Pennington, who was 

one of the “dozen vice-presidents of the General Improvement Group” (98). 

Pennington is “proud, loud and pompous” with an ostentatious wife to match 

(Fisher 98). Like Mr. Binney, Pennington prides himself for having crossed 

interracial boundaries, arguing that “prejudice” stems from “mutual ignorance and 

silence” while contending that “social admixture” is the cure (Fisher 98). A satirical 

tongue placed firmly in cheek, Fisher questions the intentions of this upper-class 

group. He notes that the Honorable Buckram Byle is invited to give the “notion of 

dignity” to the affair; and when he looks out over the crowd, he assumes a deeply 

meditative stance (99). But, Fisher notes it is jealousy that his young pretty wife has 

managed to “elude his watchful eye” that is really on Byle’s mind (99). Byle’s wife 

has slipped away to dance with Tony Nayle, a White guest of the Dunns’ who is 

enraptured by the woman’s exotic beauty. She, on the other hand, is intrigued to 

have found the first “fay partner she’d ever known” able to “dance as though he was 

paying any attention to the music at all” (Fisher 100).  Both are tantalized by the 

idea of crossing interracial sexual borders.  

 Events like the ball are also notable because each can be thought of as 

separate rite of passage where attendees strive to meet the nightly qualifications of 

their desired group affiliation through their style of dress, mode of behavior, and 

dance techniques. Social scientist Victor Turner identifies events such as these as 

ongoing social dramas that occur, “within groups of persons who share values and 
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interests and who have a real or alleged common history” (Turner, “Social Dramas 

and Stories About Them” 149). As the sun sets even the lowest-class Blacks 

transform themselves into new beings and freed by alcohol and music can leave 

behind the worries of the day at these social settings. Swathed in gypsy garb Linda is 

no longer the “dry and quiet” employee of Miss Cramp but is “vivacious” and “light-

hearted” while “out on a lark, being herself” (Fisher 75). While West’s character Mr. 

Binney was resentful of Black infiltration into the mostly White neighborhood 

where he lived, it was the White infiltration into Black Harlem that troubled Fisher. 

In a 1927 article entitled, “The Complexion of Negro Nightclubs,” Fisher shares his 

anxiety about the influx of Whites into these nightspots, noting that although he 

understands the “new arrangement” is “based on profits” he worries if White 

interest in the clubs is a “fad” that will run its course and leave the businesses 

faltering (McCluskey, “Introduction” 8). However, Fisher’s interest was likely not 

just altruistic since the all-Black environments of these nightspots offered him 

respite from the inter- and intra-racial liminal passages that likely characterized his 

daily life. 

 But as Fisher illuminates the diverse representation of those attending the 

celebration, he just as clearly exposes the borders dividing them. So while the White 

Dunns’ proclaim everything in Harlem is “marvelous!” their enthusiastic responses 

cannot hide their paternalism. However, what the group does share is that they are 

locked together in a space that can be considered liminal. All are negotiating the 

borders separating them from one another, and inside the walls of this building they 
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all are suspended between here and there. But on the dance floor, inhibitions 

relaxed by free-flowing liquor, bodies of all shades connect creating moments of 

unity. Under the spell of the music, the dancers become movement, as Fisher 

describes; 

So dense was the crowd of dancers, so close each couple to the next, that an 

observer from above might easily have lost the sense that these were people. 

They seemed rather some turbulent congress of bright colored, inanimate 

things, propelled by a force over which they had no control (102).  

Forming intimate partnerships on the dance floors, couples are “like the leaves and 

petals of flowers strewn thick on a stream; describing little individual figures and 

turns” (Fisher 102). When the music fades they separate to drift near those like 

themselves where they circle “capriciously in groups here and there” (Fisher 102). 

But when the music swells, dance again unites them, as they are “all borne steadily 

onward toward a common undertrend” (Fisher 102). Through dance, the party-

goers become a communita, a union of like and unlike individuals finding harmonic 

moments in this liminal space. 
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CHAPTER IV 

LIMINAL PASSAGES AND THE SEARCH FOR IDENTITY 

 As identified in earlier chapters of this thesis, throughout West’s and Fisher’s 

novels characters struggle to navigate societal borders. The process is a challenging 

one that requires the characters to meet shifting behavioral requirements while 

attempting to maintain a sense of self. While characters seek incorporation into 

these societal spaces, they get no further than the borderlands, moving in and out of 

liminal passages without ever experiencing the class, cultural and/or physical 

connection they long for. The result is an ongoing search for identity, a search 

perhaps best exemplified in West’s Cleo and Fisher’s Ralph Merrit. Unlike many of 

the mixed-race characters featured in other Harlem Renaissance fiction writings, 

these characters neither contemplate nor attempt to pass as White. While their skin 

color does gain them greater accessibility to interracial spaces, their borderline 

existence once inside these areas confines them to the liminal experience. Along 

with coping with the constraints of these interracial areas, these characters are 

interested in situating themselves into the spaces defined by Black societal borders. 

Both characters’ goal is to complete the rites of passage process, but it does not 

happen for either although their ambiguous features do gain them easier access into 

these upper echelons of black society.  
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 For Cleo, the path across Black upper-class borders is through her 

businessman husband Bart. Without the elite education, breeding and pedigree of 

many in Boston’s Black upper-class, Cleo also relies on her light skin, green/gray 

eyes and keen features to help her reach her goal. Cleo is introduced in the novel as 

she is admonishing her 5-year old daughter Judy to walk faster as they make their 

way through the streets of Boston (West 3). This scene is important because it 

symbolizes the spatial movement that accompanies the social change Cleo seeks, as 

she sets out to move her family across physical borders by relocating them into the 

neighborhood of Riverway where upstanding colored people live, and away from 

the “little knotty-head niggers” in her own neighborhood (West 5). An inherently 

unlikable character, the ambitious Cleo is not only determined to become a member 

of Boston’s upper-class Black society, but she also aspires to become the “it” girl, a 

title she believes will prove that she is the most exceptional (Sherrard-Johnson, 

“This Plague of Their Own Locusts” 609).  

Cleo’s journey to cross into the societal group of Boston’s Black upper-class is 

the culmination of a plan that seeded in her childhood. Through flashbacks West 

exposes young Cleo’s cruelty to her three younger sisters whom she surmises are 

not smart as she (21). In these early family scenes, Cleo is often physically separate 

from her family, hovering along the sidelines where she observes them through 

derisive, calculating eyes. Cleo’s disconnect from her family is indicative of an early 

belief that she is exceptional, and evidences her inability to move across  borders to 

incorporate into her family unit, meaning that in her home she at least periodically 
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resides in a liminal passage. When she is sent to Springfield to live with the spinster 

Miss Peterson, Cleo is introduced to a new borderland existence; this time with the 

boundaries of race the separating faction. Already accustomed to spending time in a 

liminal passage, Cleo adapts easily to life in this new borderland, and is soon 

assessing her situation, seeking ways to turn it in her favor. When Cleo moves to 

Boston after Miss Peterson’s death, there is another emotional disconnection, this 

time with her guardian Miss Boorum, who cannot see past Cleo’s well-practiced 

exterior. Viewing her as complacent in her new position, she describes Cleo’s 

behavior as “exemplary” in letters she pens to Cleo’s mother (West 28) However, 

West points out the flaw in Miss Boorum’s assessment, noting that Cleo was 

“..neither good or bad” but instead was living in a state of “suspension,” which is also 

an apt description of the liminal passage (28). Throughout this early period of her 

life, Cleo’s many spatial movements are indicative of changes in social status such as 

those characteristic of rites of passages. Of equal importance is that the extended 

periods of time that Cleo spends in the liminal passage help her acclimate to life in 

an ambiguous state.  

 Similar spatial movements mark West’s mother Rachel’s life. Like Judy, the 

mistreated daughter of Cleo, West viewed herself as confined by the borders of her 

brown skin, resulting in a deep inner discord that reveals itself in her stories and 

novels. There is little doubt that West modeled some aspects of the character Cleo 

on her mother. West describes Cleo as light-complexioned with eyes that radiate 

green or gray depending on her mood, which were at least partially physical 
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characteristics shared by West’s mother Rachel. And, though most did not consider 

Rachel as beautiful as West accounted, it is true that Rachel’s light skin meant many 

found her looks appealing. In fact, Boston University Professor Adelaide Cromwell, 

who was familiar with the Boston social circle, reported that light skin could be 

thought of as “synonymous with attractiveness in the North” (Sherrard-Johnson, 

Dorothy West’s Paradise 47). West did inherit her desire for exceptionality from her 

mother. As the daughter of a mother who had been born in slavery, forced to marry 

early in life and have a “batch of babies,” Rachel was ingrained with a “pride in 

deportment” and “fostered a defiant stance predicated on exceptionalism among 

both blacks and whites who did not meet her standards” (Sherrard-Johnson, 

Dorothy West’s Paradise 48, 42). But, although West directs much of her 

unhappiness at her mother, it was her father’s frequent absences that left the two of 

them together. However, West remained staunchly supportive of Isaac and did not 

seem to hold him responsible for leaving her with the mother that she looked 

nothing like. Instead she blamed Rachel when “strangers and family both white and 

black misidentified” their relationship (Sherrard-Johnson Dorothy West’s Paradise 

53).  

 When Cleo marries Bart, the union is not one of emotional closeness. Instead 

the disconnect that began with her family characterizes Cleo’s relationship with her 

husband and daughter Judy. It is apparent that Cleo believes her lighter skin makes 

her ‘better’ than her daughter and husband; since she does not hide her disapproval 

of their deep skin tones and generous features. Similar color prejudice cannot be 
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attributed to West’s mother Rachel who is also exonerated in interviews with those 

who knew her from being an indifferent parent or an unloving wife, and instead was 

noted as a woman with a “big heart, an open door, and an inclusive understanding of 

family ties” (Sherrard-Johnson Dorothy West’s Paradise 54 ). It was West who was 

obsessed with skin color, her thoughts infused with the notion that lighter skin was 

‘better’ and more aesthetically pleasing. This preoccupation only deepened when 

she became a member of the Harlem Renaissance Movement, a group noted for its 

fascination “with everything mulatta” (Sherrard-Johnson, Portraits of the New Negro 

Women 10). Lacking the physical attributes to be considered a beauty, West’s focus 

turned to making certain that others thought her exceptional, a consideration she 

believed evidenced by her social standing with the Black Brahmins. But, this 

connection was tenuous too. The West family summers in Martha’s Vineyards’ Black 

Oak Bluffs were spent on the poorer side of the beach, and West called her family 

“genteel poor” a title that still took on Boston snobbery while admitting that her 

family was not prestigious enough for full inclusion into the upper-class group 

(Sherrard-Johnson, Dorothy Wests’s Paradise 42).  

 West’s inability to gain full incorporation into this elite social group resulted 

in another disconnect, similar to the one she experienced in her family. Again, she 

was relegated to the borderlands, this time because her family was not well-bred or 

wealthy enough to guarantee her full admittance; and she was once again 

confronted with her inability to meet an idealized beauty standard that required an 

exoticism that she did not possess. Consequently, when twenty-five year old West 
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accuses Rachel, “You wouldn’t even give me your beauty and you wouldn’t give me 

my father’s blue eyes,” it is a painful revelation of an inner turmoil that results from 

extended time spent in a liminal passage (West 51). Despite being allowed across 

boundaries, West remains trapped in a social borderland. Consequently while the 

character of Cleo appears to be modeled after her mother Rachel, it is West’s inner 

dissonance that mirrors in the conflicted image she creates in Cleo, a woman who 

also becomes trapped in liminality, even though she possesses the physical 

characteristics that West longs to have. 

 Because her physicality allows her access inside both inter- and intra-racial 

spaces, Cleo expects her goal to achieve social standing will be just as easily 

attainable. Adapted to life in the borderlands of White societal spaces, Cleo accepts 

this space between Blacks and Whites as a liminal passage where she will reside 

indeterminably and focuses on crossing the intra-racial borders into Boston’s 

upper-class Black societal group. But, the move across this intra-racial space to full 

incorporation proves more complicated than Cleo anticipates, and she is 

disconcerted to find that the life of those already inside the group is different from 

what she expects. Cleo pursues friendship with Thea Binney because she is certain 

that the relationship will help gain her admittance into the elite social group. Cleo 

admires Thea’s physical features that are so ambiguous that White children in the 

neighborhood accept her as one of their own. Once again, skin color takes on 

heightened relevance, which is understandable since it is the element of greatest 

importance between Blacks and Whites, it becomes important among Blacks too, 
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and especially significant to this group that models itself on upper-class Whites 

(Cromwell 13). Beneath the surface though, Thea is much like Cleo — selfish, with a 

personality that is shallow and unpleasant. When a drink at Cleo’s social gathering 

loosens her tongue, Thea orders her husband to be quiet before publicly venting her 

frustrations that his success means they now live in a neighborhood where she is 

unable to easily socialize with her old friends (West 194). Like Bart, Cole demurs to 

Thea, and promises to keep his “mouth shut” (West 194).  Cleo’s belief that Thea is 

the “it” girl whose role she covets diminishes when Mr. Binney dies and it is 

revealed that he has compromised his children’s inheritance to pay gambling debts.   

 Mr. Binney’s death and the revelation of his true financial situation shatter 

Cleo’s image of him. Cleo had believed Mr. Binney an impenetrable force whose 

exceptionality was demonstrated by his personal success, and adoption of American 

values. Likewise, Mr. Binney  considered his ability to cross borders of class and 

color granted him an inclusivity that he believed established him as exceptional, his 

membership in the elite Black societal group evidence that he was better than 

“lower-class Negroes” (West 126). But the influx of Blacks migrating North in search 

of a better life and settling at the fringes of the White neighborhood where he lived 

had sent Mr. Binney spiraling back into a liminal passage. Having spent his life 

working to attain exclusivity, Mr. Binney is outraged by the infiltration of these 

Blacks, believing the arrival of these newcomers connected him to a lower realm of 

society that he had worked hard to surpass.  
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 However, Cleo’s view from the borderland is a limited one and she is 

unaware that Mr. Binney’s upper-class position is tenuous; his membership in the 

“insular” community dependent on “fragile” financial roots (West 358). When Mr. 

Binney loses everything, and is again ensconced in a liminal passage that he thought 

he had escaped, he cannot survive the disappointment and Cleo finds herself 

without a role model. Like other aspects of this novel that are drawn from reality, 

Mr. Binney might have been the head of any one of a number of Boston’s real-life 

upwardly mobile Black families whose ambitions were motivated by a desire to 

provide breeding and educational opportunities for their children. Like Mr. Binney, 

the patriarchs of these families were often uneducated entrepreneurs, valets, 

chauffeurs and butlers driven to assure that their daughters married well and their 

sons became doctors or lawyers (Sherrard-Johnson, “This Plague of Their Own 

Locusts” 613). But, while many of their sons did graduate from elite institutions, 

their success only deepened the divide between Blacks and the authentic Brahmins, 

as even new doctors were counseled by their White counterparts to treat only Black 

patients, a practice that more firmly drew racial borderlines while freeing White 

doctors from having to treat Black charity cases (Sherrard-Johnson “This Plague of 

Their Own Locusts” 613).  Although Cole Hartnett is a doctor, his success as a 

physician is tied to the illegal abortions he performs, a fact that when discovered 

sends him and his wife Thea back into a liminal passage. 

 Cleo’s belief that the beauty she thinks evidenced in light skin and European 

features guarantee admittance into the Black upper-class is dashed when she meets 
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Lenore. At the conference, she has called to demand the return of the property Mr. 

Binney ceded as gambling payments, Cleo is disconcerted when she meets the 

dignified ash-blonde, blue-eyed woman (West 101). After collecting herself, Cleo 

orders the woman back over the racial border, telling her, “Get out of my race and 

stay out” (West 103). However, when Lenore reveals her mixed parentage, Cleo’s 

infatuation with the woman’s Nordic features makes her uncharacteristically 

sympathetic of Lenore’s situation (West 104). In the exchange between the women, 

Cleo’s own yearning for acceptance reveals, as she silently ponders Lenore’s need to 

belong to a Black group when she could just cross “the color line” and find 

acceptance with Whites (West 112). But, Lenore self-identifies as Black, and like 

Cleo, desires admittance into the elite upper-class Black group. Unable to move 

through the liminal passage without the proper pedigree, she seeks to gain 

credibility through marriage that she hopes will allow her to incorporate fully into 

the elite group. Sherrard-Johnson notes the trio of Cleo, Thea, and Lenore represents 

failed “it girls” since “each is missing a vital part of the “it-girl” profile, yet they all 

aspire to “it” (“This Plague of Their Own Locusts” 617). Sherrard-Johnson explains:  

 …their calculations for happiness fail miserably because they are built on a 

 shifting foundation fractured by class elitism, intraracial discrimination 

 and black valorization of white social hierarchies (“This Plague of Their Own 

 Locusts” 617). 

 Like West whose unfulfilled longing for connection in her family led her to 

recreate the period in interviews and writings, Cleo’s longing for family connection 
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reveals in an idealized childhood, a time so richly reimagined that she seeks to 

recreate it by tricking her sisters into moving into her home. However, Cleo’s 

attempt to create a space of family harmony and belonging fails when she uses 

tactics of manipulation and dishonesty to bring her sisters to Boston. Determined to 

control every aspect of her household, Cleo’s rules for belonging constantly shift, 

creating an ongoing liminal passage that is uncomfortable for all who live there. 

When rare moments of unity like those identified by Turner as communitas occur, 

Cleo disturbs them, an action that locks her more deeply in liminality. When The 

Living Is Easy was published, West’s depiction of the weak sisters who are 

dependent on Cleo was protested vehemently by her family and did not resemble 

the authentic relationship between the Benson siblings who “pitched in together in a 

communal way in order to maintain a lifestyle which had the façade of the real Black 

Brahmins” (Sherrard-Johnson, Dorothy West’s Paradise (54). In West’s story 

however, it is Cleo who runs the roost; and after breaking a shared moment of 

warmth between Serena and Bart, Cleo reasserts her dominance by derisively 

calling Bart “Mr. Nigger” (West 224, 234).  Cleo’s use of this nickname also reaffirms 

the borders between them and “speaks to the tendency within the black bourgeoisie 

to self-segregate according to color, class and education” (Sherrard-Johnson “This 

Plague of Their Own Locusts” 613). Cleo also constantly berates Bart for 

demonstrating affection toward Judy. But Bart visits his daughter in the early 

mornings to press a coin into her hand believing she is his “lucky piece” (West 268).  
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However, his simmering desire for Cleo will not allow his hopes to dim that she will 

one day warm and allow him into her frozen space. 

 Like West, who identified with her father Isaac, Judy aligns herself with Bart, 

the father with whom she shares physical characteristics. And, like Bart who 

continued to desire the unlovable Cleo, West’s father Isaac seemed smitten with 

West’s mother Rachel, a reality that may have placed him at the center of a struggle 

between West and her mother. It is from West’s attempt to contend with her inner 

dissonance about not inheriting her mother’s complexion and keen features that the 

deeply critical matriarchal image of Cleo arises. Through her characterization of 

Cleo, West experiences life with the light skin and physical features that she so badly 

wanted to inherit from Rachel. Consequently, the character Cleo is shaped by West’s 

distorted view from the borderlands of a space that she can never fully inhabit, 

because she lacks the physical criteria for full acceptance. West’s cousin Helene 

Johnson reports that, “Dorothy’s version” of the family history “caused such a 

catastrophic uproar that in the family most members stopped speaking to Dorothy” 

(Sherrard-Johnson, Dorothy West’s Paradise 54). Infused with West’s frustration, 

anger, and pain about her inability to gain the acceptance she seeks, Cleo is a 

“controlling, selfish matriarch obsessed with status and materialism” who becomes 

almost a caricature, a woman whose physical features allow her to achieve success 

despite having no redeeming qualities (Sherrard-Johnson, Dorothy West’s Paradise 

54). Notably, West repeats this archetype in differing measures throughout the 

story, with each light-skinned character portrayed as unhappy, brittle, or lacking 
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character in contrast with deeper-hued characters who are thoughtful, caring, and 

intelligent.  

 In The Living Is Easy, West depicts the heterogeneity of Black physicality, 

rendering characters as “vari-hued from the darkest in complexion to the very 

blonde” (53). She illuminates upper-crust Blacks in Boston, a city “known for having 

the chilliest clique of the black aristocracy” the Black Brahmins, a group that 

consisted of a small number of ambitious Black families who were inhibited from 

crossing White societal boundaries (Sherrard-Johnson, “This Plague of Their Own 

Locusts” 613). But, maintaining an identity within these spaces was difficult since 

most lacked the financial stability of the longer established White businesses they 

sought to emulate. The road to incorporation was particularly difficult for women, 

since it was complicated by the need to meet aesthetic criteria that necessitated 

having Eurocentric or exotic features and light complexion. Value systems of these 

Black higher society groups sought to replicate those in upper-class White society. 

Mores were also shaped by region which meant that Boston’s emphasis on 

education, pedigree, and comportment were important. Cleo’s movements from the 

South to the North, then to Boston, and into a new neighborhood as she attempts to 

cross the borders of upper-class society evidence the spatial movement that can be 

characteristic of rites of passages. Forced to contend with changing expectations, 

Cleo grows adept at navigating boundaries and spending time in liminal passages. 

But, like other characters in the novel, Cleo longs for identity that she believes she 

will find through membership in Boston’s upper class. However, Cleo finds herself 
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back in the liminal passage that she had aggressively sought to escape. Scholar 

Cherene Sherrard-West points out Cleo’s quandary:   

As she approaches the class status she desires, the rules, and the geography, 

continually shift and reconstitute themselves out of her reach; the house 

formerly advertised as a Brookline address reverts to Roxbury as soon as a 

black family inhabits it (“This Plague of Their Own Locusts” 615).  

Ultimately, Cleo suffers a similar fate as Mr. Binney when her efforts to live an 

upper-class lifestyle collapses; and like his, the failure is at least partially due to her 

own lavish spending. When Bart’s business collapses and the money runs out so 

does Cleo’s upper-class standing, leaving her again outside societal borders and 

without an identity. Abandoned by Bart, and unable to provide for her sisters, Cleo 

is back with Judy in a space that is neither here nor there — a liminal passage. In 

this final scene West again infuses fiction with the factual, reflecting her true-life 

time in a liminal passage spent with her mother Rachel, and an inner struggle 

between the ambitiousness of Cleo and the thoughtful, kind Judy within herself.   

Rudolf Fisher’s The Walls of Jericho is an effective companion piece to West’s 

because both novels are infused with satire, offer ethnographic viewpoints of areas 

with swelling numbers of Blacks migrating from the South, and illuminate the 

racialized borders and spaces they contend with.  However, there are significant 

differences between the two novels; and most notable are those that result from the 

different backgrounds of the authors and because of gender. While West fixates on 

her personal struggle, Fisher’s view is a more collective one. West’s focus is 
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primarily the upper-crust of Black Boston, whereas Fisher’s examination offers a 

broader look at Black classism. Both offer mixed-race characters with important 

roles, and Fisher’s Ralph Merrit shares many parallels with West’s Cleo, but there 

are also many notable contrasts. Unfettered by gender, like Fisher, Merrit is wealthy 

and successful and identified early in the novel as a ‘dicktie’ by the working-class 

rats, the name given to those Blacks who lived an upper-class lifestyle (35). Fisher’s 

use of satire is different from West’s, and his bitingly witty narrative often circles 

inward to add critique to itself while focusing on the spectrum of social classes in 

Harlem. Fisher also exposes and uses naming in important ways throughout the 

novel and in noting the upper-class group as ‘dickties’ he inflates the pomposity of 

upper-class Blacks just as the repetition of the title of ‘rats’ deflates those of the 

working class.  

Regional differences define the intra-racial borders of these spaces and also 

mark contrasts between the two stories. While the Black upper-class Boston group 

modeled themselves on a higher society with a focus on breeding, education, and 

wealth, many Blacks in Harlem were working class. These working-class rats accept 

that they are fated to reside in a liminal passage, see no point in challenging 

interracial borders, and deride those who do. Locked in their lower-class lifestyle, 

they play out a new rites of passage scenario daily, and the laws of jungle prevail. 

Fisher reinforces the hierarchy between classes by presenting lower-class Blacks as 

aggressively adversarial toward the dickties and ignorant of their dependency on 

those like Merrit who fight for their betterment.  Like Fisher, these upper-class 
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Blacks usually did not live in the area but instead frequented the clubs and 

speakeasies at night or attended special cultural events held in the neighborhood. 

This group proved themselves exceptional though their involvement in political and 

social interests that often centered on the fight against racism. For them, success 

was defined by impressing others with their dedication to the Black struggle and 

their knowledge that the battle was a collective one. Consequently, unlike West’s 

character Cleo, Fisher’s Ralph Merrit does not complacently accept the delineations 

existing between Blacks and Whites and, in fact, asserts a direct challenge to 

interracial borders when he decides to purchase a home located on Court Street that 

sits on the physical boundary line between White dwellings and Black Harlem. But, 

like West’s story, Fisher’s depiction of the lower class as less than human evidences 

Black self-stratification using measurements of “patriarchy, colorism, and elitism” 

(Sherrard-Johnson, “This Plague of Their Own Locusts” 621). 

Fisher’s lack of tension about his family relationship, interest in societal 

issues and positive self-image, also reflect in the focus and characterization of Ralph 

Merrit. While West evidences her frustration about gender boundaries, and beauty 

standards over which she had no control in her characterization of Cleo, Fisher uses 

Ralph Merrit to engage in an ongoing discourse about racial constructs. Merrit is 

described as “Nordic” with “rosy cheeks” and a “cherubic grin,” and his mixed-race 

only can be identified in the kinkiness of his “sandy hair,”  but his Eurocentric looks 

do not represent a beauty aesthetic (Fisher 38). Instead, by casting Merrit as the 

most pro-black character in the novel, Fisher uses his ambiguous physicality as a 
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tool to argue that racial identity is not synonymous with physical appearance (38). 

However, like Cleo, Merrit’s ambiguousness fuels a drive to claim a consistent self-

identity. Despite achieving career success that allows him to cross borders into the 

upper class, Fisher notes a “grimness” about Merrit, which he accounts to Merrit’s 

hatred of Whites that stems from his biracial roots (38). Contrary to West, who 

envies light skin and the exoticism possessed by the mixed-race, Fisher seems to 

surmise their lives are burdened by their ambiguous features, a view evidenced in 

Merrit who considers himself as a “mongrel” and swells with anger that his light 

skin and blue eyes mark him as mixed-breed to the world (Fisher 38). While West’s 

Lenore was saddened that her Black mother had been constrained into a 

relationship with her White father, Merrit furiously considers his White father to 

have transgressed the Black mother who he holds as a “symbol of sexual 

martyrdom” (Fisher 38).  Still Merrit is aware of the privilege that his light 

complexion and keen features afford him by gaining him easier access into inter- 

and intra-racial spaces. 

 Like West, Fisher calls attention to the most subtle differences in complexion, 

noting another member of the upper-class social group as “fair” although “less so 

than Merrit” (40). During a meeting, Merrit and the man recount similar experiences 

of being mistaken as Whites, a mistake they correct by insisting that they are 

“Negro” (West 40). In this interaction, Fisher ridicules the naiveté of Whites’ lack of 

understanding of the heterogeneity of Black physicality while reasserting the 

complexity of racial social constructs (Fisher 40). Similar tension exists between 
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members of the upper-class dicktie group as with the working-class rats, although 

the squabbles within this upper-class group are verbal and without the constant 

threat of physical violence.  Like the working-class rats, many members of the 

upper-class group are also content to leave interracial boundaries alone and focus 

on intra-racial issues. But Merrit is an agitator and when he exposes his plan to 

move into the house situated on the border of the White neighborhood, group 

members are driven to the “edges of their chairs” (Fisher 35). Like West, who 

considered herself an outsider because of her brown skin, Merrit feels his mixed 

race destines him to a life spent in an ambiguous passage. Attempting to channel his 

frustration about his heritage into power, Merrit uses his physical ambiguity to 

stride interracial borders to “merit” revenge for the race (Mirmotahari 579). Once 

again, Fisher’s use of naming is meaningful as noted by scholar Emad Mirmotahari 

who writes, “Merrit’s name itself suggests that merit is a greater determinant of 

blackness than skin colour, and his White features do not dispossess him of a sense 

of affinity with other blacks” (579). Fisher reinforces this portrait throughout the 

novel as Merrit repeatedly uses his ability to stride racial borders as an opportunity 

to assert his Blackness, an action that he hopes may augment a move from 

ambiguity to permanent incorporation.  

Fisher offers a revealing discourse about intra- and interracial borders when 

Merrit meets the racist Miss Cramp after she finds herself unexpectedly entrenched 

in a liminal passage. Unaccustomed to life in the borderlands and overwhelmed by a 

world she never knew existed, Miss Cramp is glad to find a compatriot in Merrit. The 
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irony is apparent when Miss Cramp is so overwhelmed by viewing the intermingling 

among different skin tones that she fails to notice Merrit’s kinky hair texture. 

Instead, relieved to find a confidant, she shares her discomfort which stems from 

her racist views. But, Fisher also uses this passage to expose Merrit’s bitterness and 

deep racial prejudice, describing him as a “disordered spirit” who “gleefully” accepts 

the opportunity to “vent itself on Miss Cramp’s ignorance” (107). Like the young 

Cleo who believed herself smarter than her sisters, Merrit sees himself as 

intellectually superior to the unsuspecting Miss Cramp and views her with the same 

derisiveness as Cleo did her family. Merrit listens expectedly to Miss Cramp who 

unknowingly recites just the views he expects to hear, that Blacks are “primitive” 

and less biologically capable people (Fisher 108). However, by keeping his identity 

secret Merrit joins Miss Cramp in a liminal passage. Accordingly, the pseudo 

camaraderie between the two produces moments of false communitas for Miss 

Cramp who believes she is experiencing unity with one who shares her beliefs 

(Fisher 107).  In this passage, Merrit also mirrors Fisher’s deep distrust and 

suspicion about White social visitors to Harlem, a stance strengthened by Merrit’s 

bi-racial heritage making him “doubly sensitive to the white fascination with black 

sexuality” (106). In Merrit, Fisher is able to advance his views about biology and 

race and air his grievances about the infiltration of Whites into Black social areas. 

Merrit is Fisher’s version of the tragic mulatto, a man whose inner discord derives 

from a gnawing need to claim a cultural identity.  
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Women have a negligible role in Fisher’s story, and their absence silently 

attests the gender inequity that plagued West throughout her life. Other than Miss 

Cramp, Linda is the only living female with a substantial role in the novel and with 

her gypsy-like features also reiterates the focus on the exotic, which presented a 

standard that West could never meet. Fisher does attempt to balance his focus on 

Linda’s physicality by giving her ambition and integrity; but that she fits the 

prototype, ambiguous female almost counteracts his efforts. Notably the one person 

not enraptured by Linda’s charms is Merrit. For him, the borders of class remain 

firm, and his interest in Linda is only to help foster her ambitions for a better life. 

The woman most influential in Merrit’s life is his Black mother who is no longer 

alive. For Merrit, his mother is the symbol of sexual sacrifice and it is the honor that 

he believes was ripped from her by his White father and the White race that he 

seeks to avenge (Fisher 38). Her presence hangs over his life, and he sees her in the 

Black women that he allows close to him. Merrit’s devotion to his mother helps 

forge a relationship between him and the physically imposing Shine near the end of 

the novel that crosses borders of class and color. Instead of carrying out the attack 

he has planned, Shine softens when he sees Merrit sitting in the burnt-out shell of 

his living room clutching a “frayed singed” edge of a frame that had held a picture of 

his mother, realizing at that moment that they both are residing in a liminal passage 

that is not of their making (Fisher 249).  

 The final scene finds Merrit in a similar situation as Cleo at the close of 

West’s novel. Fisher again employs irony when Merrit discovers Patmore, the very 
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type of Black man that Merrit considers himself an advocate for, is the one 

responsible for burning his home to the ground. However, unlike Cleo, Merrit is 

wealthy, a fact that allows him to retreat to a summer home. He takes Linda who 

now works for him along, as well as the new alliance he has formed with Shine. Like 

a proud sponsor, he watches Linda cast aside reservations about Shine’s class and 

skin color and proclaim herself as his girl. But, like Cleo, Merrit is left on his own, his 

sense of ambiguousness made clear through the memories of the past events that 

replay in his mind. As he mentally recounts the events that have taken place, 

unexpectedly Merrit finds hope in the realization that Patmore has challenged 

borders in a way he had thought a ‘jig’ was incapable of doing. For Merrit this 

represents a structured recreation of a communita, a moment where he feels unity 

with the ‘jigs’ despite their class difference. Fisher represents this unified moment in 

his final scene, as Merrit looks onto the road that crests into the brightness of the 

sunrise and for a moment, his eye and the truck that Linda and Shine ride in rest 

together there at the peak. Although Merrit still resides in a liminal passage, unlike 

Cleo he views the future as bright, since for him there is promise in the thought that 

intra-racial borders may fall making cultural cohesiveness a possibility.  
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CHAPTER V 

CONCLUDING THOUGHTS – THE DYNAMICS OF LIMINALITY 

 Arnold Van Genneps’ widely referenced Rites of Passages derives at least 

partially from his study of initiation rites in African communities. Extended over 

time to encompass human social behavior more broadly, the stages Van Gennep 

identified are most often considered progressive in movement, starting with 

separation, moving through the middle or liminal passage, and ending with 

incorporation. Van Gennep observations were of more formalized rituals of groups 

living in a regionally similar place with lives embedded into a similar societal 

foundation, and who shared a value system that resulted in a sense of cultural unity. 

In Dorothy West’s The Living Is Easy and Rudolf Fisher’s The Walls of Jericho, the 

authors illuminate how the racialization of societal borders and the lack of one 

unified culture complicate the process of navigating these passages for Blacks. 

Notable in both novels are efforts by these authors to elucidate the many social 

borders and racialized spaces that characters navigate, along with evidencing the 

anxiety they experience as a result of the ongoing process.  

 West’s story of the ambitious Cleo’s effort to cross the borders of upper-class 

society reveals the inner workings of Boston’s elite Black groups whose values and 

criteria for belonging were designed to emulate a White culture that barred 



 

64 
 

them from participation. These Blacks follow the rules laid out by those in the 

upper-class White groups they seek to replicate, their daughters marry well and 

their sons often graduate college with degrees as doctors or lawyers. But, even with 

degrees from the most elite institutions, these new Black scholars ability to achieve 

success does not match that of White counterparts. Moreover, without the financial 

roots and monetary support that rich Whites could access, many of these Black 

families’ foray into a wealthy lifestyle was not long-lived. Those whose businesses 

collapsed or failed to maintain financial solvency found themselves back in a liminal 

passage, hoping to gain the opportunity to cross upper-class borders again. West’s 

story also reveals the complexity that gender adds for women, who were restrained 

by career inequality, lack of breeding or pedigree, colorism, and their inability to 

meet other accepted beauty aesthetics. Even though Lenore possesses light skin and 

keen features without the pedigree, she remains in the liminal passage. Cleo and 

Thea do cross into the borderland of societal acceptance however, neither is able to 

retain her position and soon find themselves back in a liminal passage.  

 In his novel, Fisher draws a portrait of a community stratified by class, 

education and opportunity. Skin color is also important in this Harlem-based story, 

insuring some greater opportunities to cross inter- and intra-racial borders. 

Working class rats Jinx and Bubber have resigned themselves to living a great deal 

of their lives in a liminal passage, a space characterized by the anxiety that 

accompanies the need to contend with daily upheavals and the consistent task of 

jockeying for position within a group of men who share their fate. Linda’s exoticism 
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affords her greater chances than some other women with a similar start and she 

ambitiously hopes to gain the skills that will help her move from the liminal passage 

past the borderlands and into permanent middle-class status. However, Linda’s 

newly-admitted love for Shine may compromise her plans since his physicality, past 

and temperament will make it difficult for him to cross middle-class borders and 

remain entrenched there. And, gender complicates women’s choices in this 

community too, so while Linda’s ambiguous looks lend her greater opportunities to 

cross inter- and intra-racial borders, meeting these aesthetic standards are not 

enough to guarantee her stay. When she rides off quite literally into the sunset with 

Shine, it is a journey shrouded in ambiguousness toward a future that is uncertain. 

In Ralph Merrit, Fisher offers a character who has achieved career success gaining 

him exceptionality and a place in the Black upper-class, but whose bitterness about 

his mixed-race heritage that lends him an ambiguous identity relegates him to a 

borderland existence. The ball represents the speakeasies, bars, and social events 

that draw these disparate individuals together, to places where the shared 

experience of Blackness sometimes produce flashes of unity. It is the desire to 

recreate these moments of belonging or communitas that draws Blacks (and 

Whites) from all walks of life back to Harlem’s nightlife again and again.  

 Particularly revealing in the authors’ ethnographic portraits that focus on 

these societal borders are the similarities and contrasts in the writings. West’s, The 

Living Is Easy, is a novel drawn from her own struggles and filled with recreated 

scenes from her own life. On the other hand, Fisher’s interest, at least in the novel, 
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reflects a more collective view. However, both writers’ views predicate on 

experience drawn from time they have spent viewing life from a racialized 

borderland and from inside the liminal passage. An effect of the racialized borders 

that these writers contended with can be identified in the narrowing of their literary 

opportunities. West’s aspirations that The Living Is Easy would introduce her to an 

interracial audience and help her find the commercial success of White popular 

fiction writers through serialization in The Ladies Home Journal were dashed when 

the project was cancelled due to the editors’ fear that that the novel’s publication 

would provoke negative reactions from White readers (“Sherrard-Johnson, Dorothy 

West’s Paradise 124, 125).   

  Despite not finding the widespread commercial success she longed for, 

biographer Sherrard-Johnson declares that West remained a “vibrant presence in 

Oak Bluffs” where she worked as an editor and “continued to write for the entirety 

of her life” (Dorothy West’s Paradise 185).  Notably it was Jackie Onassis who urged 

West to publish The Wedding and the book ignited interest in her work when it was 

issued three years before she died at 91 years old. In The Wedding West revisits 

issues of class and color. Similarly, although Fisher wrote prolifically between 

maintaining a private medical practice, his work did not gain a wide interracial 

readership either, which meant he was unable to meet the commercial success of 

White contemporaries. However, the disparity of their backgrounds frames their 

perspectives; and throughout the novels, each author seeks answers to personal 

questions. West probes the aesthetic considerations that characterize intra-racial 
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borders of Black culture, asking, “What is considered beauty and why?” whereas 

Fisher presents a stratified black society that challenges notions of a singular Black 

societal group by asking, “What is black culture?”  

 But, while Fisher’s portraits of the heterogeneity of Blacks points out how 

Blacks are different, he also comments on what draws them together; and the 

importance of this sense of unity is evidenced in his frequent trips to Harlem 

gathering areas and his desire that the social nightlife there remain primarily a 

Black communal gathering. Unfettered by gender and class, Fisher proudly exhorts a 

Black agenda of inclusivity in his novel which was written more than eighty-five 

years ago and twenty years before Dorothy West’s novel. The changing complexion 

of Black society, regionalism, and the effect of West’s gender and background 

reveals in West’s focus on exclusivity as evidenced by the themes of exceptionality 

threading through her novel (Sherrard-Johnson, Dorothy West’s Paradise 11). 

However, both writers carefully address boundaries, societal borders, and the 

anxiety associated with navigating them, making these novels particularly 

fascinating in that they foreshadow an ongoing process for Black Americans whose 

struggle with negotiating inter- and intra-racial borders has only grown more 

arduous over time. 

 Contemporarily, interracial borders between Blacks and Whites remain 

intact, while intra-racial borders are growing even more striated as Blacks migrate 

to all parts of the country, and become more deeply entrenched in American societal 

values. Informally, Blacks experience the tension of negotiating a liminal space each 
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time they separate from their homes to move into or through social areas where 

they are not the dominant members. However, the anxiety can be as pervading 

when they struggle to meet the shifting intra-racial qualifications that can also 

confine them to a liminal passage in all-Black social spaces. One area is bordered by 

the social construct of race, while the other’s borders are drawn using intra-racial 

considerations of class, culture, region, and physical appearance.  

  While the process is difficult for both women and men, West’s life experience 

attests the effect gender had in the narrowing of opportunities for her to cross inter- 

and intra-racial borders. In 1899, in a poignant essay entitled, “On Being Young—A 

Woman--and Colored,” an early Harlem Renaissance member, Marita Bonner, shares 

the tension, anxiety, and helplessness of being female and living in a liminal space 

that is defined by racialized borders. Much like DuBois’ writing about the twoness 

he discovered when as an adolescent he realizes himself a Negro, and suddenly 

views his ‘otherness’ by seeing himself through the eyes of his White schoolmates, 

Bonner writes of a “prodigals” return to life “among your own” (3).  For Bonner life 

with those ‘like herself’ offers no sense of belonging; instead she struggles to 

manage the dissonance resulting from a life lived in an ambiguous place, “without 

getting steely and brittle and losing the softness that makes you a woman” (6). The 

struggle for unity can be found in the ghetto she writes about, and there too the 

moments reveal in social events, where communitas try to recreate themselves in 

“Parties plentiful” (Bonner 4). Intra-racial borders exist there too, and Bonner notes 

the “innumerable parties” and card games are “earmarks of a group within a group” 
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who are cut off from “ingress or egress to other groups” and therefore practice the 

“smug self-satisfaction of an inner measurement” (4). Like West, Bonner uses her 

writing to chronicle her observations from the borderlands as she strives to 

understand that which is beyond her understanding.  

 For Blacks it is the experience of being ripped from African soils and living 

through the violation of enslavement in America that continues to draw them 

together across class, region, and gender — the desire for unity fueled by a very 

human compulsion for belonging. However, the desire for oneness is fraught with 

tension resulting from the dichotomous pull Blacks also feel toward exceptionality, a 

need firmly rooted in American patriarchy and domination and in the social 

construct of race. Designated as three-fifths of a person, an “out group,” or “other," 

for Blacks to be considered even human it was necessary for them to prove 

themselves ‘better than’ or not as ‘Black as’ other Blacks (Staszak 1). It is this 

uniquely American societal construct bordered by lines of race and othering that 

continues to present Blacks with complex inter- and intra-racial boundaries and 

spaces to negotiate. The long Middle Passage across the ocean to America resulted 

in the deaths of hundreds of thousands. After enslavement, when news of the Great 

Emancipation rang across the country, Blacks hoped that with freedom they would 

find the belonging and opportunity they yearned for. But, like the characters in 

these novels, the Black experience remains largely a liminal one, with great periods 

of time spent negotiating racialized borders, in and out of informal and formal 

transitional passages. For Blacks the process of navigating these social passages is 
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one that is both dynamic and ongoing where incorporation is no guarantee and, if 

accomplished, may not be enduring.   
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