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Understanding the influence of class and social barriers is essential to
grasping the depth of character development and thematic resonance in both
“"The White Umbrella" by Gish Jen and the story of Rosaura from "The Invention
of Morel"” by Adolfo Bioy Casares. These barriers shape their perceptions,
interactions, and decisions, ultimately revealing how societal
stratifications can limit personal agency and influence individual
identities. This article explores the multifaceted ways in which class and
social barriers impact both characters, illustrating the universality of
social stratification's effects across different cultural and narrative
contexts.

Contextual Background of the Characters and
Their Societies

The Narrator in "The White Umbrella"

The narrator, a Chinese-American girl, navigates a multicultural and
socioeconomically diverse environment. Her family’s modest economic standing
and her position within a predominantly different cultural setting create
implicit social boundaries. Her interactions with Emily, the girl with the
white umbrella, are influenced by perceptions rooted in class distinctions,
cultural expectations, and societal stereotypes prevalent within her
community.

Rosaura's Social Environment

Rosaura, a young girl from a modest background in a Latin American setting,
faces social and class barriers that influence her relationships and
aspirations. Her social standing is contrasted with the more privileged
classes around her, affecting her interactions with others and her
understanding of her own identity within a stratified society.



Impact of Class and Social Barriers on Personal
Identity and Self-Perception

The Narrator's Self-Perception Shaped by Class

e Limited Self-Confidence: The narrator perceives herself as socially
inferior compared to Emily, whose white umbrella symbolizes privilege
and social superiority.

e Internalized Class Biases: She internalizes societal stereotypes about
her own ethnicity and economic status, which influence her self-esteem
and aspirations.

e Desire for Acceptance: Her longing to be seen as "worthy" or "special"
reflects the impact of social stratification on her self-worth.

Rosaura's Self-Perception in a Stratified Society

1. Awareness of Social Position: Rosaura recognizes her lower social
standing relative to her peers, influencing her behavior and
aspirations.

2. Struggles with Identity: Her desire to be accepted by higher social
classes creates internal conflict and shapes her interactions.

3. Perception of Limitations: She perceives her social barriers as
obstacles to her personal growth and happiness.

Influence on Interpersonal Relationships and
Social Interactions

The Narrator and Emily: A Reflection of Class
Divisions

e Superficial Interactions: The narrator's interactions with Emily are
often marked by admiration and envy, highlighting class distinctions.



e Resentment and Desire: Her feelings of jealousy towards Emily's
privilege reflect societal divisions and her perceived social
inferiority.

e Limited Friendship: The social gap prevents a genuine friendship,
illustrating how class barriers restrict meaningful connections.

Rosaura's Relationships and Social Barriers

1. Family and Peers: Her family’'s modest status limits her social
opportunities and influences her peer relationships.

2. Romantic Aspirations: Her desire for a relationship with a boy from a
higher social class is hindered by societal expectations and class

boundaries.

3. Social Mobility Challenges: Her attempts to transcend her social
position are thwarted by ingrained societal prejudices.

Economic Constraints and Their Role in Social
Stratification

The Narrator's Economic Limitations and Their
Effects

e Restricted Opportunities: Her family's modest income limits access to
certain social activities and cultural experiences.

e Symbolism of the White Umbrella: The umbrella, a symbol of privilege,
accentuates her awareness of economic disparities.

e Influence on Aspirations: Her economic reality shapes her dreams and
aspirations, often limiting her ambitions.

Economic Factors in Rosaura's Life

1. Financial Constraints: Rosaura’s economic status influences her



educational and social opportunities.

2. Class Mobility: Economic limitations reinforce societal barriers, making
upward mobility difficult.

3. Impact on Choices: Her economic situation constrains her choices,
especially regarding romantic and social relationships.

Cultural and Racial Barriers as Extensions of
Social Stratification

The Cultural Dimension for the Narrator

e Ethnic Stereotypes: The narrator’s Chinese heritage places her within
stereotypes that influence how others perceive her.

e Assimilation and Identity: Her struggle to reconcile her cultural
identity within a predominantly different society reflects broader

social barriers.

e Symbolism of the Umbrella: The white umbrella can be seen as a marker of
cultural and racial difference, accentuating social divisions.

Rosaura and Cultural Expectations

1. Cultural Norms: Societal expectations about class and gender influence
Rosaura’s behavior and aspirations.

2. Prejudice and Discrimination: Cultural prejudices reinforce social
barriers, affecting her self-esteem and opportunities.

3. Her Role within Society: Rosaura’s understanding of her place within her
cultural and social hierarchy informs her actions and dreams.

Consequences of Social Barriers on Personal



Agency and Future Prospects

The Narrator's Limited Agency Due to Class
Constraints

e Inhibited Personal Growth: Social and economic barriers restrict her
ability to pursue dreams beyond her immediate environment.

e Perpetuation of Social Divisions: Her internalization of societal
expectations perpetuates class distinctions.

e Emotional Impact: Feelings of inferiority and frustration influence her
emotional development and worldview.

Rosaura's Navigating Social Barriers

1. Resilience and Hope: Despite barriers, Rosaura demonstrates resilience
in her efforts to improve her circumstances.

2. Hindered Ambitions: Social stratification limits her aspirations,
forcing her to accept societal roles.

3. Potential for Change: Her story highlights the need for social mobility
and the breaking down of barriers to allow personal agency.

Broader Societal Implications and Reflection

Shared Themes of Social Inequality

e Both stories underscore how class and social barriers shape individual
destinies.

e They reveal the emotional and psychological toll of societal
stratification.

e Highlight the importance of empathy and understanding in addressing
social divides.



Lessons on Overcoming Barriers

1. Recognition of Social Injustice: Awareness is the first step toward
change.

2. Empowerment and Education: Providing opportunities can help individuals
transcend barriers.

3. Breaking Stereotypes: Challenging societal stereotypes fosters inclusion
and equality.

Conclusion

Both the narrator in "The White Umbrella" and Rosaura exemplify how class and
social barriers profoundly influence personal identity, relationships,
aspirations, and perceptions. Their stories serve as poignant reminders of
the pervasive nature of social stratification and its capacity to limit
individual potential. By examining their experiences, readers gain insight
into the enduring importance of addressing social inequalities and fostering
environments where personal agency can flourish beyond societal constraints.
Ultimately, these narratives underscore that overcoming class and social
barriers requires collective awareness, empathy, and systemic change to
create a more equitable society.

Frequently Asked Questions

How do class distinctions influence the interactions
between the narrator and Rosaura in 'The White
Umbrella'?

Class distinctions create a divide where the narrator perceives Rosaura as
socially inferior, leading to feelings of superiority and exclusion, which
ultimately impact their interactions and Rosaura's sense of self-worth.

In what ways do social barriers affect Rosaura's
opportunities and decisions in the story?

Social barriers limit Rosaura's access to certain experiences and choices,
such as her desire to belong or participate in activities beyond her social
class, reinforcing feelings of alienation and shaping her self-perception.



How does the narrator's awareness of social class
influence her behavior towards Rosaura?

The narrator's awareness of social class leads her to treat Rosaura
differently, often with condescension or indifference, reflecting
internalized class prejudices that impact her empathy and actions.

What role do racial and cultural differences play
alongside class barriers in shaping the characters'
experiences?

Racial and cultural differences compound class barriers, creating additional
layers of social separation, which influence perceptions, stereotypes, and
the characters' sense of belonging or otherness.

How do social barriers contribute to Rosaura’s
feelings of insecurity and desire for acceptance?

Social barriers make Rosaura feel marginalized and insecure about her social
status, fueling her desire to be accepted and to belong, which influences her
interactions and aspirations.

In what ways do class and social barriers serve as
obstacles to genuine understanding and connection in
the story?

These barriers create emotional and social gaps that prevent authentic
understanding and connection, leading characters to judge or overlook each
other based on social labels rather than personal qualities.

Additional Resources

In what ways did class and social barriers impact both the narrator in "The
White Umbrella" and Rosaura? This question invites a deep exploration of how
societal structures and perceptions shape individual identities,
relationships, and opportunities within different cultural contexts. Both
"The White Umbrella," a poignant short story by Gish Jen, and the novel
featuring Rosaura, from "Two Kinds" by Amy Tan, serve as compelling
narratives illustrating the pervasive influence of class and social barriers.
Understanding these influences helps us grasp how societal divisions
transcend personal relationships, often dictating the choices characters make
and the perceptions they hold of themselves and others.

Understanding Social and Class Barriers: A Contextual Overview



Before delving into specifics, it's crucial to define what social and class
barriers entail. These barriers are societal structures that create divisions
based on economic status, ethnicity, cultural background, education, or
perceived social value. They often manifest through:

- Economic disparities: Differences in wealth and access to resources.

- Cultural expectations: Norms and values that distinguish social groups.

- Prejudices and stereotypes: Biases that influence perceptions and
interactions.

- Institutional barriers: Policies and systems favoring certain classes over
others.

Both the narrator in "The White Umbrella" and Rosaura are ensnared in these
societal webs, which influence their self-perception, relationships, and
aspirations.

The Narrator in "The White Umbrella": The Impact of Class and Social Barriers
Cultural Context and Socioeconomic Position

The narrator, a young Chinese American girl, lives in an environment where
socioeconomic status subtly influences her worldview. Her family’s background
and her community's social norms shape her perceptions of status and
identity. The story hints at a middle or working-class setting, where
material possessions and appearance carry significant weight.

The White Umbrella as a Symbol of Social Aspirations

The white umbrella itself symbolizes a desire for social mobility and
acceptance. When the narrator's friend, Mei, acquires the umbrella, it
signifies a step closer to a higher social class or at least an aspiration to
be seen differently. The narrator's obsession with the umbrella reflects her
awareness of social distinctions and her longing to belong or elevate her
status.

How Class Affects Relationships and Self-Perception

- Jealousy and Envy: The narrator’s feelings towards Mei are colored by
perceptions of social superiority. She envies Mei's access to the umbrella,
seeing it as a symbol of privilege.

- Self-identity: The narrator struggles with her identity within her cultural
and social context. She perceives herself as inferior or less fortunate
compared to Mei, revealing how class distinctions shape self-esteem.

- Limited Agency: Despite her desires, the narrator feels powerless to change
her circumstances, illustrating how social barriers can limit opportunities
for upward mobility and self-expression.

Social Barriers and Cultural Expectations



The story also hints at cultural expectations within the Chinese-American
community, where humility and conformity are valued. The narrator’s internal
conflict about her feelings towards the umbrella and her friendship reflects
the tension between individual desires and cultural norms.

Rosaura: Navigating Class and Social Barriers in "Two Kinds"

Cultural and Socioeconomic Background

Rosaura, the protagonist in Amy Tan's "Two Kinds," is a Chinese American girl
living in San Francisco. Her story revolves around her relationship with her
mother, who has high expectations for her to become a prodigy. Rosaura's
family background and her mother's aspirations are deeply rooted in the
immigrant experience and the pursuit of success in America.

The Mother-Daughter Dynamic and Class Perceptions

- Pressure to Succeed: Rosaura's mother believes that social mobility and
success are attainable through hard work and talent. This belief reflects a
common immigrant narrative that equates effort with upward mobility, but also
imposes rigid expectations.

- Class and Cultural Identity: Rosaura’s struggles highlight how class
influences cultural identity. Her mother's desire for Rosaura to become a
prodigy is intertwined with a desire for social acceptance and upward
mobility.

- Perceived Social Status: Rosaura perceives herself as lacking the talents
her mother expects, which impacts her self-esteem. The pressure to conform to
certain standards of success is a reflection of social barriers influencing
personal identity.

Social Barriers and Expectations

- Educational and Social Expectations: Rosaura faces societal expectations to
excel academically and artistically, which are often linked to social class
and status.

- Cultural Norms and Generational Gap: The story also showcases how cultural
norms create barriers between generations, affecting communication and
understanding.

- Limited Agency: Rosaura’s initial willingness to please her mother and her
subsequent rebellion demonstrate how social and familial expectations can
constrain individual choices.

Parallels and Contrasts in How Class and Social Barriers Impact Both
Characters

Common Themes



1. Desire for Acceptance and Social Mobility: Both characters desire
acceptance within their social spheres—whether through the white umbrella or
through personal achievement.

2. Internal Conflict: Internal struggles with self-identity, fueled by
societal expectations and class distinctions.

3. Limited Agency Due to Societal Norms: Both characters feel constrained by
their social environments, limiting their choices and shaping their
perceptions.

Contrasting Aspects

- Cultural Contexts: "The White Umbrella" centers on Chinese-American culture
and immigrant experiences, emphasizing community and cultural expectations.
"Two Kinds" explores generational and cultural conflicts within an immigrant
family.

- Nature of Social Barriers: In "The White Umbrella," social barriers are
subtly woven into perceptions of material possessions and social status. In
"Two Kinds," the barriers are more directly tied to family expectations,
individual talents, and societal success standards.

- Resolution and Growth: The narrator in "The White Umbrella" learns a lesson
about self-acceptance, whereas Rosaura’s story involves a more complex
realization about her identity and her relationship with her mother.

Broader Implications: How Class and Social Barriers Shape Identity and
Relationships

Understanding how class and social barriers impact characters like the
narrator and Rosaura reveals the broader societal forces that influence
personal development. These stories illustrate that:

- Societal Expectations Can Be Restrictive: Both characters are influenced by
societal and familial expectations that define success and self-worth.

- Material and Cultural Symbols Carry Significance: Objects like the white
umbrella or academic achievements symbolize social aspirations and perceived
status.

- Identity Formation Is Intertwined with Social Contexts: Personal identities
are shaped by cultural norms, class distinctions, and societal perceptions.

Conclusion: The Enduring Impact of Social Barriers

The narratives of the narrator in "The White Umbrella" and Rosaura
demonstrate that class and social barriers are powerful forces that shape
perceptions, relationships, and life choices. Whether through material
symbols, cultural expectations, or familial pressures, these barriers often
impose limitations but also serve as catalysts for self-awareness and growth.
Recognizing these influences enables readers to appreciate the complex ways
societal structures impact individual lives, fostering empathy and a deeper



understanding of diverse cultural experiences.

Final Thoughts

By examining how class and social barriers impact both "The White Umbrella"
and Rosaura, we gain insight into the universal challenges faced by
individuals navigating societal expectations. These stories highlight that
while social divisions can be restrictive, they also provide opportunities
for reflection, resistance, and ultimately, personal growth. Understanding
these dynamics encourages us to question societal norms and work towards a
more inclusive and equitable world where individual worth is not dictated by
social class or cultural barriers.
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