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Lost Identities: Biracialism in Southern Literature

For most Americans, hearing the words “Southern literature” conjures images of slavery, discrimination, and negative racial relations. This is a very natural and justifiable reaction; because of the huge part slavery played in its history, race has become an extremely important factor in the South and the literature which focuses on it. Presently, society in the South (as well as in the United States as a whole) has grown to accept other races and realize that race plays no part in one’s intelligence or abilities. However, this is a very recent accomplishment; in the past, one’s race served as the blueprint for how one’s life would be lived. This was especially true for African Americans, for whom race determined “conditions of residence, employment, schooling and burial, of sex and marriage, of separate conduct and speech” (Landes 1253). Even after the termination of slavery, every aspect of African American life was dictated by whites in the South, and anyone classified as “black” was treated as a low-class citizen. However, the term “black” was not always easy to define; despite the common disdain that whites held against blacks, interracial relations continued to occur, blurring the racial lines. As Southern Literature has proven, being biracial was arguably more difficult and devastating than simply being African American. Authors such as Kate Chopin and William Faulkner use biracial characters to portray the hardships biracial individuals experienced by being caught between the lines of “black” and “white”.

Desiree, the leading lady in Chopin’s short story “Desiree’s Baby”, is a woman who was brought up thinking that she was absolutely white in every way. Although she was dropped at her family’s doorstep as an infant, and her parentage is therefore unknown, she is graciously accepted into the family and doted upon. She lives a charmed and wealthy life, eventually marrying a rich land owner who “looked into her eyes and did not care” that her ancestry is unknown (Chopin, “Desiree’s Baby”). However, her life is completely thrown off-track when her husband discovers that she and her newborn child have “black blood” in them. Sadly, this was the typical reaction to such a discovery in the time of slavery. According to F. James Davis’s article, “Who is Black? One Nation’s Definition”, having even a single black ancestor could completely sully one’s status as a white citizen. In Chopin’s story, Desiree has the appearance of a completely white woman; she argues that her skin is whiter than her husband’s, and she is said to have golden hues in her hair. Because she is discovered to have black lineage, however, she is excluded from white society. This was true of other biracial individuals in the South, who were “blocked from assimilation” with whites despite their Caucasian appearances (Davis, “Who is Black?”). At the end of the story, Desiree is shunned by her husband and forced to travel back to her parents’ estate. As a biracial woman, she suffers the loss of the husband whom she loved and who once loved her above all else. Her dreams of living a normal life as a devoted wife and mother are stripped from her forever. The saddest part of reading this story is experiencing the poignant feeling of having everything, only to lose it all based on the claim of an undesirable racial lineage. Although Desiree is a fictional character, many real human beings suffered the same fate that she did. Many of them probably wished they had simply been raised as “black”; it might have been better to grow up with no privileges than to possess them and have them brutally taken away.

Light in August’s Joe Christmas also experiences the hardships of being biracial in the American South. Although the novel is set a considerable length of time after the civil war and the end of slavery, African Americans in the novel are still treated very poorly and given few rights. Joe Christmas deals with unknown parentage and a lack of identity in a prejudiced world; he is labeled “black” as a child in an orphanage, but is treated as a white man (assumed to be a foreigner) in his travels as an adult. Although people believe him to be “white”, Joe encounters hardships from the very beginning of his life. He is taken out of his own family as a baby and proclaimed “dead” by his grandfather simply because his father is black. He is then treated terribly at the orphanage when he is discovered to not be purely white. Basically, for the first part of his life, Joe Christmas is treated as though he belongs with the African American “race”. However, his identity is further confused by being adopted and brought up by white parents. Throughout the novel, it is clear that Joe has no sense of belonging; as he wanders, he finds that he does not fit in with either race.  He expresses discomfort while surrounded by African Americans because he knows little about them and cannot identify with them; he is quiet and distant with white people, as if he is hiding the “secret” of his lineage. Joe’s biracial heritage prevents him from getting close to other people, which causes him to become a very hardened and angry individual. He lives a guilty and lonely life, constantly running away from his past and the truth about who he is. One would think that Joe would become desperate to finally fit in with a group of peers; however, when Miss Burden  finally acknowledges him as a black man (and even offers to open the doorway to a prestigious black college and a law firm run by a black lawyer), he becomes enraged and ends up taking her life. Joe Christmas serves as a peek into the fear and paranoia which many biracial people experienced after the war. Like Joe, many individuals who “passed” as white wanted so desperately to be classified as such that they became afraid of others discovering their black lineage. If they were found to have any black heritage at all, they would be treated as completely black; according to Davis, the “hypo-descent” rule forced all people of mixed race to assume the status of the subordinate group (Davis, “Who is Black?”). This explains much of Joe Christmas’s behavior, as the fear of having to assimilate to the less desirable culture ultimately consumes him.

Characters in Southern Literature, such as Desiree and Joe Christmas, show us how difficult and undesirable the life of a mixed-race person really was. It was nearly impossible to define one’s identity when one’s relatives came from both the privileged world of whites and the discriminated world of blacks. Being biracial could also be a terrifying experience; a woman could believe she was white her entire life only to end up being treated as black because of a single ancestor. Because miscegenation occurred despite the laws preventing it, everyone had reason to worry about whether or not their ancestry was “pure”. I believe that, through the use of fear, paranoia, and extreme confusion, Southern writers are trying to assert the opinion that almost anything is better than being biracial (even being wholly accepted into the subordinate race). At least one could enjoy a sense of security and companionship as a part of the African American community; as a person of mixed race, one was constantly misunderstood and never fully accepted by any group. While being classified as biracial in today’s South would not make anyone bat an eyelash, it must have been a nightmare in the past. Biracialism caused much pain and suffering for countless individuals in the Old South, and one could only hope to be born “pure” to a single race.
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