


The advent of the New Negro Renaissance brought a generation of black women 

intellectuals, artists and musicians to the forefront of American culture. Paula Giddings suggests 

that this progression coincided with social transformations that allowed black women to have 

more agency in the 1920s1. At the turn of the century, black women were getting married later, 

having fewer children, and in general, demanding more autonomy within the private sphere2. 

This movement coincided with the first migration, which brought a disproportionate amount of 

women than men into urban cities3. Urban landscapes presented young women with the 

opportunity to engage in commercial activities away from their family’s watchful eye4. Their 

newfound independence was met with disapproval; as young black women were expected to 

model prosocial behavior dictated by the cosmopolitan elite. The politics of respectability 

required that black women prove they were worthy of social equality5. While novelists like Zora 

Neale Hurston, Nella Larsen and Angelina Weld Grimké appeared to lead the Renaissance 

through their commitment to both respectability and cultural advancement, their literature reveals 

that the ideal of New Negro womanhood debilitated their own sense of self6. Blues performers 

like Bessie Smith and Ma Rainey used their space in the entertainment industry to contend with 
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from “the peasant” to the “professional man” will convene in Harlem to pursue complete social 

equality14. Although they were not validated in Locke’s philosophy, black women were expected 

to fulfill a crucial role in this process. Racial equality required that black women were to become 

respectable companions to the New Negro man. Women living in urban cities were so bound by 

expectations 





more obvious plots about heterosexual marriage29. Considering Cheryl A. Wall’s essay, “Passing 

for What? Aspects of Identity in Nella Larsen’s Novels”, it becomes clear that black women 

writers were skilled at confronting their agitation surrounding New Negro Womanhood under the 

guise of approved subject matter. Sexuality was often reclaimed in black women’s literature 

throughout the 1920s, as their desire was equated with their political responsibility30. Novelists 

like Larsen communicated through their characters that the expectations of women to model 

respectful desire suppressed their own sense of self.  

 Diverging from Woolner’s assessment of Passing, Cheryl A. Wall argues that Larsen’s 

most important contribution was her portrayal of the psychological dilemmas that plagued 

middle-class black women during this time period31. Larsen’s characters often took the form of 

the “tragic mulatto”, through which she reimagined the convention to uncover her internal 

struggles32. This is most evident through the mask that she projected onto her characters, which 

allowed them to present as socially acceptable in black middle-class settings. On the contrary, 

her characters often felt suffocated by the militancy of her peers in approaching the race 

problem33. Larsen’s characters become jaded as the arrive in Harlem, where they realize that they 

felt isolated in communities where they thought they might encounter like-minded friends. The 

role of Harlem in her novels is significant, as it was recognized at cultural center of the New 

Nero Movement. While Harlem appears to be a place where Larsen’s characters will feel 

emboldened, they begin to resent other Harlemites for being “superficial, proud and 
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 Depictions of the Great Migration in women’s blues are considerably different from that 

in Larsen and Hurston’s literature. While their written work focuses on the urban elite’s shallow 



Same-Sex Desire and Violence in the Urban North- 1920-1929”. Instead of exploring this period 



was visible in women’s blues music, as performers like Bessie Smith and Ma Rainey vocalized 

their frustration surrounding imposed standards of womanhood and sexuality in urban cities. The 

effort to engender the Harlem Renaissance has revealed that the New Negro Movement 

introduced nuanced discourse about what it meant to be black women in the modern era. 

Through examining works of different historians in the field of gender and queer studies, it is 
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