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ABSTRACT 

 
This paper undertakes a comparative examination, delving into the portrayal of racial passing in Harriet Jacobs’ 

Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl and Philip Roth’s The Human Stain. The study delves into the utilization of racial passing as a 

mechanism for survival and resistance amongst enslaved individuals during the American antebellum era. The study thoroughly 

investigates the psychological ramifications of racial passing, the intricate interplay between race and gender, identity crises and 

trauma endured by characters as a consequence of crossing the colour line. Jacobs  ’seminal work offers a firsthand account of 

the experiences of an enslaved woman navigating the perils of passing to secure her freedom, while Roth's novel delves into the 

consequences of racial passing in a contemporary American context. Employing interdisciplinary methodology, the analysis 

draws from literary critique, psychological inquiry, and critical race theory to juxtapose these two works. This study not only 

enhances the understanding of agency within the context of racial oppression but also highlights the enduring relevance of 

passing as a theme, exploring the implications for race, individual agency, social dynamics and the construction of identity and 

acts of resistance within both literary narratives and broader societal contexts. 
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The institution of slavery in the United States 

has deep historical roots, dating back to the early 

colonial period. Initially, slavery in America was 

primarily based on indentured servitude, where 

individuals worked for a set period to pay off debt or 

gain passage to the New World. However, as the demand 

for labor grew, particularly in agricultural regions such 

as the Southern colonies, the system gradually 

transitioned into one of chattel slavery, where 

individuals began to be treated as property and were 

denied basic human rights. 

Racial passing, a phenomenon deeply rooted in 

American history, refers to the practice whereby 

individuals present themselves as belonging to a 

different racial group than their own. Primarily occurring 

in contexts characterized by rigid racial hierarchies and 

systemic discrimination, passing often involves 

individuals with mixed racial backgrounds or lighter skin 

tones assuming the identity of a racial group perceived to 

hold a higher social status or privilege, most commonly 

passing as White. Enslaved individuals, in particular, 

chose to pass as White to evade the horrors of bondage 

and secure their freedom, as well as to access the 

privileges and advantages denied to them as members of 

a marginalized racial group. Passing as White thus 

served as a strategic means of survival and resistance 

within the oppressive structures of racial hierarchy and 

discrimination prevalent in American society. As slavery 

expanded across the Southern United States in the 18th 

and 19th centuries, driven largely by the growth of the 

cotton and tobacco industries, the practice of passing 

took on new dimensions. However, this often meant 

severing ties with family and community, as well as 

living with the constant fear of discovery. Individuals 

engaged in passing frequently found themselves 

compelled to disengage from their established social 

networks and community affiliations to maintain the 

illusion of their adopted identity.  

The emergence of literary works focusing on 

slavery and the experiences of enslaved individuals 
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marks a significant juncture in the development of 

African American literature. Writers began to grapple 

with the harsh realities of slavery, offering poignant 

narratives that shed light on the brutalities of bondage 

and the resilience of the human spirit. Notable among 

these authors is Harriet Beecher Stowe, whose seminal 

work Uncle Tom's Cabin (1852) galvanized public 

opinion against slavery with its vivid portrayal of the 

suffering endured by enslaved individuals. Similarly, 

Frederick Douglass’ autobiographical narratives, 

including Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, 

an American Slave (1845), provided firsthand accounts 

of the dehumanizing effects of slavery while also 

advocating for abolitionist causes. Some authors, 

through their narratives, offer nuanced examinations of 

characters who navigate the complexities of racial 

passing. Among the notable figures in this genre is 

James Weldon Johnson’s The Autobiography of an Ex-

Colored Man (1912), a text that offers a compelling 

narrative centered on the protagonist's endeavor to 

conceal his African American heritage and assimilate 

into White society. Harriet Jacobs’ Incidents in the Life 

of a Slave Girl (1861) provides a poignant depiction of 

racial passing within the context of antebellum America, 

highlighting the challenges faced by enslaved 

individuals striving for freedom and self-determination. 

Nella Larsen's novels, Quicksand (1928) and Passing 

(1929), offer penetrating insights into the experiences of 

biracial women navigating racial identity in early 20th-

century America, further enriching the discourse on 

passing in literature. Philip Roth’s The Human Stain 

(2000) adds a contemporary perspective to the theme, 

exploring the consequences of racial passing in modern 

American society. Brit Bennett's The Vanishing Half 

(2020) contributes to this tradition by offering a nuanced 

portrayal of twin sisters who navigate divergent paths, 

underscoring the enduring relevance of passing as a 

theme in contemporary literature. 

 Harriet Jacobs (1813–1897) was an African 

American writer, abolitionist, and reformer known for 

her autobiographical narrative Incidents in the Life of a 

Slave Girl, one of the most significant slave narratives of 

the nineteenth century. Born into slavery in Edenton, 

North Carolina, Jacobs endured the horrors of 

enslavement from a young age, including physical and 

sexual abuse. Her determination to escape the clutches of 

slavery intensified after enduring repeated sexual 

advances from her enslaver, Dr. James Norcom. In 1835, 

Jacobs escaped, seeking refuge in the home of a 

sympathetic White family before eventually fleeing to 

the North. She published her autobiographical narrative 

in 1861 under the pseudonym Linda Brent. The text 

offers a vivid and harrowing account of Jacobs ’ 

experiences as an enslaved woman, focusing on the 

unique forms of oppression faced by enslaved women, 

including sexual exploitation and the threat of separation 

from their children. The narrative sheds light on the 

resilience and ingenuity of enslaved women in resisting 

oppression and seeking freedom, challenging prevailing 

stereotypes and misconceptions about African American 

women. In addition to Incidents in the Life of a Slave 

Girl, Jacobs wrote numerous letters, essays, and 

speeches advocating for the abolition of slavery and the 

rights of African Americans. She collaborated with 

prominent abolitionists such as Frederick Douglass and 

William Lloyd Garrison, using her platform to raise 

awareness about the horrors of slavery and the need for 

social reform. Her writings also addressed broader issues 

of gender inequality and women's rights, highlighting the 

intersecting forms of oppression faced by African 

American women. Despite facing obstacles and 

opposition throughout her life, Jacobs remained steadfast 

in her commitment to social justice and equality. Her 

writings continue to inspire generations of readers and 

scholars, offering valuable insights into the experiences 

of enslaved individuals and the ongoing struggle for 

freedom and justice in America.  

Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl by Harriet 

Jacobs is a seminal autobiographical narrative that 

intricately explores the theme of racial passing. Set in 

the antebellum South America, Jacobs’ narrative offers a 

poignant exploration of the complexities of identity, 

agency, and survival in the face of slavery and 

oppression. The protagonist, Linda Brent, grapples with 

the harsh realities of enslavement, including the 

pervasive threat of sexual exploitation. Amidst these 

challenges, Brent makes the daring decision to pass as 

White in order to escape the bonds of slavery and secure 

her freedom. This narrative provides a compelling 

portrayal of the psychological and emotional toll of 

passing, as Brent navigates the complexities of 

maintaining her false identity while grappling with 

questions of morality, selfhood, and belonging. Through 

Brent's experiences, Jacobs sheds light on the 

multifaceted nature of racial passing and its profound 

implications for individuals’ sense of self, their 

relationships with others, and their quest for liberation in 

a society defined by racial hierarchies and injustice.  

In Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, the act 

of racial passing emerges as a crucial survival strategy 

for Linda Brent, enabling her to navigate the oppressive 

realities of slavery and pursue a semblance of freedom 

and autonomy. Brent strategically adopts the guise of a 

free woman to escape the physical and psychological 

horrors of bondage, emphasizing her agency in seeking 

refuge from the dehumanizing institution of slavery. 

This survival imperative is underscored in Jacobs  ’

narrative through instances where she meticulously 

conceals her true identity and fabricates alternative 

personas to evade detection by slaveholders and 

overseers. For example, Jacobs recounts her decision to 

assume the identity of a free woman as a choice 

motivated by the desire to shield herself and her children 

from the brutality of slavery.  

Jacobs  ’passing is not merely a means of 

evading the physical constraints of slavery but also a 
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desperate attempt to reclaim agency over her own life. 

The theme of identity crisis permeates Harriet Jacobs' 

narrative as she grapples with the complexities of her 

racial identity, societal expectations, and personal 

agency. One poignant example of Jacobs' identity crisis 

is highlighted when she reflects on her decision to flee 

from her oppressive master, Mr. Flint. She compares 

herself and her fellow enslaved individuals to 

commodities to be exploited, highlighting the 

dehumanizing effects of slavery and revealing the 

psychological toll of bondage and the enduring quest for 

self-determination. In Chapter 10, she writes, “It seems 

less degrading to give one ’s self, than to submit to 

compulsion.” (Jacobs, 61). This statement captures the 

moral and ethical dilemmas she faced while considering 

the act of passing. 

Furthermore, Harriet Jacobs, in the novel, 

intricately weaves together the intersecting forces of race 

and gender to shape individual experiences of identity, 

agency, and resistance. One compelling example of the 

intersectionality of race and gender can be found in 

Jacobs  ’reflections on the sexual exploitation and 

objectification of enslaved women within the institution 

of slavery. She underscores the intersecting forces of 

race and gender in shaping the experiences of enslaved 

women, as they confront the double jeopardy of racial 

and sexual oppression. The narrative also explores how 

societal expectations of femininity intersect with the 

harsh realities of slavery, complicating enslaved 

women's experiences of identity and agency.  

Jacobs also portrays resistance as a multifaceted 

response to the dehumanizing institution of slavery, 

encompassing acts of defiance, resilience, and 

subversion in the face of oppression. Through her 

narrative, Jacobs illustrates how enslaved individuals 

like herself assert agency despite the formidable barriers 

they face. One powerful example of resistance can be 

found in Jacobs  ’decision to engage in a romantic 

relationship with a White man, thereby defying the racial 

hierarchies and social norms that govern her existence as 

a slave woman. Jacobs  ’narrative highlights the ways in 

which enslaved individuals resist the dehumanizing 

effects of slavery through acts of psychological and 

emotional defiance. In Chapter 10, Jacobs recounts her 

resolve to assert control over her own body and 

autonomy, stating, “I had resolved that I would be 

virtuous, though I was a slave” (Jacobs, 62). This 

statement underscores her determination to maintain her 

dignity and self-respect in the face of systemic 

oppression, highlighting the resilience of the human 

spirit in the pursuit of freedom. 

In Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, Harriet 

Jacobs vividly portrays the profound of slavery on the 

mental and emotional well-being of enslaved 

individuals, illustrating the enduring trauma and anguish 

inflicted by the dehumanizing institution. Through her 

narrative, Jacobs provides poignant examples of the 

psychological devastation experienced by herself and 

others as they grapple with the relentless brutality and 

oppression of slavery. One striking example of the 

psychological toll of slavery can be found in Jacobs  ’

reflections on the trauma of sexual exploitation and 

abuse endured by enslaved women. In the preface to her 

work, Jacobs recounts her harrowing experiences with 

her master, Dr. Flint, stating, “READER, BE ASSURED 

THIS narrative is no fiction. I am aware that some of my 

adventures may seem incredible; but they are, 

nevertheless, strictly true. I have not exaggerated the 

wrongs inflicted by Slavery; on the contrary, my 

descriptions fall far short of the facts.” (Jacobs, 3). Here, 

Jacobs emphasizes the authenticity and veracity of her 

narrative, underscoring the pervasive nature of sexual 

violence and exploitation. This passage highlights the 

psychological trauma inflicted upon enslaved women as 

they endure the relentless onslaught of physical and 

emotional abuse at the hands of their oppressors. Jacobs  ’

narrative also illuminates the enduring psychological 

impact of the separation and loss experienced by 

enslaved individuals as they are torn apart from their 

families and loved ones. She reveals the insidious effects 

of psychological manipulation employed by slaveholders 

to maintain control over their enslaved property. In 

Chapter 4, Jacobs reflects on the tactics used by Dr. Flint 

to undermine her sense of agency and autonomy, stating, 

“When he told me that I was made for his use, made to 

obey his command in every thing; that I was nothing but 

a slave, whose will must and should surrender to his, 

never before had my puny arm felt half so strong.” 

(Jacobs, 20). This statement underscores the 

psychological coercion employed by Dr. Flint to 

subjugate Jacobs and erode her sense of self-worth and 

dignity and illustrates the insidious ways in which 

slavery inflicts psychological trauma on its victims, 

perpetuating a cycle of dehumanization and subjugation. 

The legacy and impact of Harriet Jacobs  ’

Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl reverberate 

profoundly within literary, social justice, and historical 

spheres. Serving as a poignant testament to human 

resilience amidst extreme adversity, Jacobs  ’narrative 

contributes significantly to the abolitionist movement by 

offering a firsthand portrayal of the inhumane conditions 

endured by enslaved individuals, particularly women. 

Her narrative continues to resonate with contemporary 

readers, prompting critical reflections on the enduring 

legacies of slavery and systemic injustice. Moreover, 

Jacobs  ’work leaves an indelible mark on literature, 

inspiring subsequent generations of writers and scholars 

to explore themes of race, gender, and identity. Through 

her courageous act of bearing witness to the horrors of 

slavery, Jacobs contributes to a deeper understanding of 

American history and the ongoing struggle for social 

equity and justice. 

Philip Roth (1933–2018) stands as a towering 

figure in American literature, renowned for his incisive 

explorations of identity, sexuality, Jewish-American life, 

and the complexities of the American experience. Born 
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in Newark, New Jersey, Roth pursued his academic 

endeavors at Bucknell University before furthering his 

studies at the University of Chicago and Columbia 

University. Throughout his illustrious career, Roth 

produced an extensive body of work spanning numerous 

novels, short stories, and essays. His most renowned 

works include Goodbye, Columbus (1959), a collection 

of short stories awarded the National Book Award, and 

Portnoy's Complaint (1969), a novel that courted 

controversy with its candid portrayal of sexuality and 

Jewish identity. Roth's literary contribution traverses a 

wide spectrum of themes and subjects. His recurrent 

motifs include the complexities of familial relationships, 

the quest for personal identity, and the tensions between 

individual desires and societal expectations. In his later 

works, such as the trilogy comprising American Pastoral 

(1997), I Married a Communist (1998), and The Human 

Stain (2000), Roth delves into broader issues of 

American history, politics, and culture, offering 

profound meditations on the intricacies of the American 

experience. Throughout his career, Roth garnered 

numerous accolades and awards, including the Pulitzer 

Prize for Fiction for American Pastoral in 1998. His 

literary legacy is a testament to his unparalleled wit, 

keen insight, and fearless exploration of the human 

condition in all its complexities. 

The Human Stain, published in 2000, emerges 

as a significant literary work renowned for its incisive 

exploration of identity, race, and deception within the 

context of contemporary American society. Set against 

the backdrop of academia and social upheaval, Roth's 

novel unfolds the story of Coleman Silk, a respected 

professor who conceals his African American heritage 

and passes as White. Within this narrative framework, 

Roth navigates many thematic concerns, including the 

complexities of racial identity, the consequences of 

living a life built on deception, and the tensions that arise 

when personal secrets intersect with public scrutiny. 

Furthermore, The Human Stain offers profound insights 

into broader issues of American history and culture, 

interrogating notions of authenticity, morality, and the 

elusive nature of truth. With its nuanced 

characterizations, intricate plotlines, and thought-

provoking themes, Roth's novel continues to resonate as 

a compelling exploration of the complexities of the 

human experience and the enduring legacy of race in 

American society. At the narrative's core lies the 

enigmatic figure of Coleman Silk, a distinguished 

professor who meticulously conceals his African 

American heritage to pass as White, navigating the 

complexities of academia and society with calculated 

precision.  

Passing operates as a means of survival for 

Coleman Silk, enabling him to navigate a racially 

stratified society and access opportunities otherwise 

denied. Silk's decision to pass as White emerges from a 

desire to escape the constraints of racial prejudice and 

discrimination, allowing him to pursue a career in 

academia and attain social status and respectability. By 

concealing his African American heritage, Silk is able to 

transcend the limitations imposed by systemic racism 

and establish himself as a respected member of the 

community. His passing is thus driven by pragmatic 

considerations of survival as he seeks to secure a better 

future for himself in a society marked by racial 

inequality. Through Silk's story, Philip Roth sheds light 

on the complex motivations behind passing and how 

individuals navigate systemic oppression in pursuit of 

personal advancement. 

Passing also functions as a form of resistance 

against oppressive social norms and racial hierarchies. 

Silk's decision to pass as White represents a subversive 

act of defiance against the racial categorizations imposed 

by society, challenging essentialist notions of race and 

ethnicity. By rejecting the racial identity assigned to him 

and assuming a new identity, Silk disrupts the status quo 

and asserts agency over his narrative. In doing so, he 

undermines the legitimacy of racial classifications and 

exposes the arbitrary nature of racial identity, 

destabilizing the power dynamics that perpetuate 

systemic racism. Through Silk's act of passing, Roth 

highlights the transformative potential of resistance, 

demonstrating how individuals can subvert dominant 

narratives and assert their own identities in the face of 

oppressive social structures. 

In The Human Stain, the phenomenon of 

passing initiates a profound identity crisis and trauma for 

Coleman Silk, revealing the intricate layers of 

psychological distress and dissonance inherent in the act 

of passing. As Silk grapples with the consequences of 

his deception, Roth provides insight into the depths of 

his internal struggle through poignant moments of 

introspection and self-reckoning. Silk's candid 

confessions of regretting to pass underscore the profound 

sense of displacement and dislocation engendered by 

Silk's decision to conceal his racial identity, laying bare 

the existential crisis at the heart of his narrative.  

Furthermore, Silk's interactions with others 

serve as poignant indicators of his internal turmoil, 

particularly when confronted with accusations of racism. 

Silk's passing is depicted as a burden that weighs heavily 

on his conscience, fueling feelings of guilt, shame, and 

existential anguish. His vehement denial of any 

association with his African American heritage exposes 

the depths of self-deception, laying bare the 

psychological impact of his passing. However, as Silk's 

secret is gradually exposed and he confronts the 

devastating consequences of his deception. Roth 

skillfully captures Silk's profound sense of disorientation 

and existential crisis through vivid narrative 

descriptions, evoking the emotional complexity of his 

internal struggle. Ultimately, Silk's experience of passing 

serves as a catalyst for profound introspection and self-

discovery, challenging him to confront the complexities 

of identity and belonging. 
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Silk's passing is subtly underscored through his 

linguistic and behavioral choices, reinforcing his 

constructed identity. Throughout the novel, Silk employs 

racially coded language and adopts mannerisms 

consistent with his perceived White identity, 

meticulously crafting a facade that shields his true racial 

background from scrutiny. This is exemplified in his 

interactions with colleagues and students, where Silk 

strategically navigates conversations to maintain the 

illusion of whiteness while concealing his African 

American heritage. 

Also, Roth utilizes the motif of secrecy and 

revelation to underscore the fraught nature of Silk's 

passing, infusing the narrative with tension and 

suspense. The gradual unfolding of Silk's racial identity 

culminates in a climactic revelation that reverberates 

throughout the academic community, exposing the 

fissures of racial prejudice and societal hypocrisy. This 

pivotal moment initiates introspection and reckoning, 

prompting Silk and those around him to confront the 

implications of his passing and the enduring legacy of 

race in American society. 

Roth intricately explores how Coleman Silk's 

passing intersects with his gender identity, adding layers 

of complexity to his experiences of oppression. As a 

male passing as White, Silk navigates societal 

expectations and power dynamics differently than 

female characters who pass.  Silk's gender identity 

shapes his experiences of passing and influences how he 

is perceived and treated by others. As a man, Silk 

benefits from certain privileges and assumptions about 

his capabilities and authority, which may afford him 

greater opportunities for success and social mobility. 

Roth depicts Silk's passing as a complex negotiation of 

identity and power, where gender intersects with race to 

shape his experiences of privilege and oppression. 

Conversely, female characters who engage in passing 

confront a different set of challenges and expectations. 

In the novel, Faunia Farley's passing as White is 

informed by her experiences as a woman, complicating 

her interactions with others and shaping her perceptions 

of identity. As a woman, Faunia faces heightened 

scrutiny and judgment regarding her appearance, 

behavior, and social status. 

Moreover, Roth's exploration of passing 

extends beyond the individual level to encompass 

broader societal dynamics and power structures. Silk's 

passing exposes the arbitrary nature of racial 

categorizations and the ways in which societal norms 

dictate and constrain individual identity.  

Both Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl and 

The Human Stain present compelling narratives that can 

be compared on various levels, offering rich insights into 

the complexities of human experience and identity. At 

the thematic level, both works explore fundamental 

aspects of human existence, including race, identity, and 

agency within distinct historical and social contexts. 

Both these narratives delve into the psychological and 

emotional dimensions of the characters' experiences, 

shedding light on the intricacies of human consciousness 

and resilience in the face of adversity. 

In both these texts, racial passing occurs in 

vastly different historical contexts. The Human Stain is 

set in the twentieth century, where racial tensions are 

deeply ingrained but take on different forms compared to 

the overt racism of the antebellum South depicted in 

Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl. The historical 

backdrop shapes the motivations and consequences of 

passing differently in each narrative. Both novels delve 

into the motivations behind passing as White. In The 

Human Stain, Coleman Silk's passing stems from a 

desire to escape the limitations imposed by racial 

categorization and societal expectations. Conversely, 

Linda Brent’s passing is driven by the urgent need for 

survival and the pursuit of freedom from the horrors of 

slavery. The differing motivations reflect the varied 

social and personal contexts of the characters. Coleman 

Silk and Harriet Jacobs both grapple with profound 

identity crises as they navigate the complexities of 

passing. Silk’s passing leads to a deep internal conflict 

as he struggles with the erasure of his racial and cultural 

identity. Similarly, Brent experiences a profound sense 

of dislocation and internal turmoil as she assumes a false 

identity to escape the brutalities of slavery. The 

narratives poignantly illustrate the psychological toll of 

passing on the characters  ’sense of self. Both novels 

explore the intersectionality of race and gender in the 

passing narratives. While Coleman's passing primarily 

focuses on racial identity, Harriet's passing in is shaped 

by both racial and gendered oppression. The 

intersectional analysis reveals the nuanced ways in 

which race and gender intersect to shape the characters' 

experiences of passing and its consequences. Through 

their narratives, both authors offer insightful social 

commentary on the enduring legacy of racial passing. 

The Human Stain critiques the arbitrary and oppressive 

nature of racial categories in American society, while 

Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl exposes the 

dehumanizing effects of slavery on individual identity 

and agency. The novels provide powerful commentary 

on the intersections of race, identity, and power in 

American history and culture. 

In conclusion, the comparative study of The 

Human Stain and Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl on 

the theme of passing illuminates the multifaceted nature 

of racial identity, agency, and survival in different 

historical and social contexts. Through an analysis of the 

characters  ’motivations, identity crises, intersections of 

race and gender, and social commentary, the study 

reveals the complexities and nuances inherent in the act 

of passing. While Coleman Silk's passing in The Human 

Stain and Harriet Jacobs  ’passing in Incidents in the Life 

of a Slave Girl occur within distinct historical epochs 

and social structures, both narratives underscore the 

enduring legacy of racial oppression and the profound 

impact of passing on individual identity and agency. By 
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juxtaposing these two seminal works, the comparative 

study provides valuable insights into how race, gender, 

and power intersect to shape experiences of passing and 

their broader implications for American society. 

Ultimately, the study contributes to a deeper 

understanding of the complexities of racial identity and 

the enduring quest for freedom and self-determination in 

the face of systemic oppression.  
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